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      The only thing I could taste was the nylon rope placed in my mouth to stop me from talking.

      It pulled against the corners of my mouth, cutting into it. The more I moved the more it rubbed the skin raw.

      I hardly noticed it, as metallic-smelling smoke filled my nostrils and whirled around me like mist; my eyes tried not to focus on the bodies that lay unmoving around me. I tried to avert my eyes from their twisted and mangled forms, but it felt impossible to do so.

      I willed my eyes to stop but they had a life of their own.

      Their gaze crept towards the pools of blood. The discarded guns. The impossibly large holes in the middles of foreheads.

      All for what?

      They had been told what would happen if they resisted, if they fought back, but they refused to listen. All for the company. A company they didn’t own, a company they only worked for and that paid their wages, yet their unwavering loyalty to said company that hardly gave two fucks about if they lived or died was maddening.

      They should have just surrendered.

      Footsteps coming towards me forced me to lift my snot-filled face up; they thundered against the floors of the ship, disturbing the eerie peace that had come over it. I squinted my eyes trying to penetrate the smoke and I couldn’t see anything till he was right in front of me, appearing like a ghost out of thin air.

      He had dark skin and a bald head with a tattoo of a gun target just above his temple. A short goatee speckled with a few grey hairs covered his chin; tinted shades covered his eyes. Beads and bracelets hung from his forearms as he stood in front of me and looked into my soul.

      “‘I fell in love with a hooker who robbed me of my soul. I fell in love with a hooker who robbed me of my sight. I fell in love with a hooker because she was the only woman for me. I fell in love with a hooker till the only thing I had was two packs of cigarettes and thirty dollars on me.’

      “That song,” said the newcomer, “was my father’s favourite, from a band called Junk Yard Dogs. It was a band he loved more than me, it was a band he saw more than me, and it was a band that meant everything to him. One day I grew the balls to ask him why, and you know what he said, amigo?”

      I shook my head from side to side, fearful of the answer.

      “Because, boyo! That song represents life. No truer words have ever been sung in no song. Then he passed out on the sofa, drunk off his ass.”

      I looked at him not knowing what to say. Hell, I couldn’t say much anyway seeing as how rope filled my mouth.

      “I bet you’re wondering why we hijacked your fine ship here?”

      The thought had crossed my mind.

      “It’s simple, you have something we want and we have something you want.”

      My eyebrows raised in confusion. These assholes had nothing I could want.

      “Oh, I can see in your eyes you don’t believe us. But we have the most important thing you value… your life.”

      The canine-filled smile he sent my way told me everything I needed to know. I was in a world of shit with no way out. How was I going to survive this?
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      What a thundercunt!

      I sat in a chair that poked the small of my back as if it were robbing me of all the money I possessed; more chairs like it were positioned around a large conference room that appeared to stretch for miles. Motivational posters hung on the drab white walls and coffee stains covered the glass table in front of me.

      I worked for one of the largest corporations in the galaxy, so you would think they could afford basic shit like a cleaner, to make sure the conference table was clear of marks and a fresh lick of paint on the walls to improve morale, but no, apparently the year’s earnings had been below what we were expecting, although the directors still got their yearly bonus.

      “Listen, people, this year’s figures aren’t what we expect here at Xcorp; the overall margin is down one point five percent from last year and the board is chewing my ass because of it. Our shareholders expect year on year—”

      The person who was speaking was Gregory Goodwin. Balding on the top, although in his early thirties with an ever-growing spare tire around his middle, Gregory was the poster boy for the company.

      “I don’t care if you dimwits have to stay all night, but I will get these financial figures back on my desk, by close of play tomorrow.”

      A tentative hand rose from the table. “Yes, Trina?”

      “It’s my youngest’s birthday today and I promised him—”

      “I do not give a fuck if a family member is dying of cancer, I do not give a fuck if you only have a day to live, and I especially do not give a fuck about some snot-nosed brat who doesn’t give a shit if you’re at his birthday or not, as long as he has the latest toys. Everyone works until the job is done!”

      Like I said, thundercunt.

      “Oh, stop crying like a weak bitch, Trina, we all have to make sacrifices for the company. You think I got to where I am by not giving my all? I worked through birthdays, holidays, weddings and deaths, to get to where I am today, and you can too if you just put the extra effort in.”

      It was the same speech he always gave when he wanted to motivate us. But most of us saw it for what it was, a half-ass excuse for him to get away with the bullshit he always got away with.

      “Are we at least going to get paid for the overtime we do for once?” asked Nick, a small Asian man with curly black hair.

      “I’m afraid not,” Gregory said, trying to look apologetic. “You know how it has been.”

      That was it! That was his explanation for Xcorp’s yet again not paying us for all the hard work we’d had to put in over the last six months. It wasn’t even an explanation; it was just… more bureaucratic bullshit we had to swallow with a smile.

      “Right, I think that’s about it for today’s meeting,” Gregory said, dusting down his pinstripe Armani suit. “Oh, before I forget, Quinton, you’ll need to take a short trip off-world to one of our space stations and deliver something for me. The board asked me, but I couldn’t do that date as it conflicted with an important appointment I had.”

      “When is the trip booked for?” I asked, looking up surprised.

      “In two days.”

      I opened my mouth to say something but he cut me off. “That isn’t a problem is it?”

      I shook my head softly from side to side and lowered my gaze to the floor.

      “Glad to hear it,” he said, walking out without a backward glance at the boardroom.
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        * * *

      

      I stepped out of the entrance doors of the Xcorp office building and allowed a heavy sigh to escape my lips; I looked at the computer glass covering a small portion of my forearm and shook my head.

      It had gone past midnight.

      I checked to see if there were any missed calls or messages from my wife, but there were none. Swiping the computer off, I pulled up the collars of my tatted full-length jacket and began to walk home. The night air was chilly to the skin but at least it wasn’t raining.

      The night lights of New-London, so named after World War 3, were dazzling to the tourist and first-timers whose feet touched its soil. But that soon wore off after the first week where they were conned out of everything they owned, the constant rainfall soaked them to the bone and the price of everything was triple what they normally would pay back home.

      I continued until I came to a transport tube, which ferried commuters through tubes that crisscrossed over the New-London sky, through buildings, water, and even underground, and grimaced at the length of the line. Even at this time of night, the queue to get on was still ridiculously long.

      A face I recognised from work was waiting in line for his turn to get on. Burying my head deeper into my coat and lowering my gaze I continued on by.

      The walk would do me some good anyway and clear my head from those numbers I had to stare at, while Gregory was nowhere to be seen. He no doubt had left shortly after the meeting and gone home, to his trophy wife and two model kids.

      I continued walking until I stopped in front of what was once London Bridge; broken in two it lay across the Thames like some disused toy.

      A relic from a bygone era.

      WW3 had taken everyone by surprise in the early 2020s; tensions had been mounting amongst European countries and the United Kingdom, plus what was once America had its own issues amongst its people triggering a civil war, which the Chinese and North Korea saw as the perfect time to attack America.

      The devastation that followed almost killed the planet, making war between countries illegal. There was still crime. There was still murder. But now only on a smaller scale.

      After the dust settled and the tempers lessened everyone did their best to make Earth a safer, better place. They fought against pollution; they did their best to save the forests, but off-world was a different matter.

      Like wars before it, WW3 advanced technology at a breakneck speed. Computers got faster, weapons got more advanced, and the power of interstellar travel was birthed. Ships that could travel faster than light grew from the ashes of war, and humanity used them to populate planets in and beyond our solar system.

      Out there in space, anything went, with the world government doing its best to police vast areas between colonised planets, but it was a losing battle.

      Space was too vast.

      People too greedy.

      London Bridge and monuments like it were left as a constant reminder of what human nature could lead to, and it had worked up to a point, but as the days slowly slipped into years and the years into decades and the decades into centuries, nothing had really changed.

       Yes, there hadn’t been a war since, but like the saying went, there was always more than one way to skin a cat.

      “Quinton? Quinton Blake?” came a voice from behind me.

      I turned around and from the shadows of a building, a man approached me. His movement was rat-like, head constantly shifting to the left and right; the faded black hooded top he wore shrouded most of his face in darkness, making me take a hesitant step back.  

      I looked around and to my dismay found the streets deserted. It would be my luck: the one time London Bridge is deserted is the time I get killed by some junkie.

      I wasn’t sure if I should run. This man knew my name, but why approach me like this?

      “Do I know you?” I asked, trying to get a look under his hood.

      “You did once, but some time has passed since then.”

      He stopped in front of me and lowered his hood. Sore-covered lips greeted me in a smile below sunken grey lifeless eyes; wisps of patchy brown hair sat upon a head which looked more bone than flesh. I stared into a face waiting for some recollection but failed to find any.

      “It’s John,” he said in a whisper, “John Brown.”

      My mouth opened in shock as I stared at the person who was once my best friend. We had gone to school together, then university, but had parted ways sometime in Uni. We were inseparable. Both from small middle-class families, boys whose own siblings were vastly older than they were, we bonded over our love of cartoons and video games.

      “Long time no see, John,” I said.

      “I would say you look good, Quinton,” he said, looking me up and down, “but I would be lying. I see you don’t hit the gym as much anymore; you used to love that exercise shit.”

      “Yeah, well, what with my career and family...”

       “You remember the bitch you used to date in Uni? It was shortly after we stopped hanging out as much, what was her name?”

      “Claire Rogers.”

      “That’s the one,” he said clicking his fingers. “My god, she had you under the thumb, there wasn’t a thing you wouldn’t do for her. You were like a little lovesick puppy always running after her, always doing what she said. Between you and me I heard she was sleeping behind your back. I wonder whatever happened to her.”

      “I married her,” I said in a dead voice.

      “Oh, err....” John scratched his arm while he looked off uncomfortably into the distance. “Congratulations, I guess.”

      “Anyway, John, it was good to see you—”

      “Got any kids?”

      “Two.”

      “Right. Right.”

      “Anyway, like I was saying—”

      “My folks passed away, you know,” he said, taking a step forward. I could smell a faint odour of stale alcohol and tobacco on his breath.

      “Yeah, they passed away a few years back. Got sick and never recovered; if I could afford the medical treatment they would still be alive today. After Uni, I went travelling—you know, I wanted to see the ruins, explore sights—but I fell in love with a bastard of a man who took me for everything I had. Scuba diving instructor—how cliché can you get?”

      “Yeah, I remember you saying you wanted to. Ever go off-world?”

      “Nah, got as far as the Galapagos Islands—well, what’s left of them—before I was taken for a fool. The next stop would have been Mars.”

      “Well... that’s life, I guess,” I said weakly.

      “Yeah, I guess it is,” he said, taking another step forward. “Not. like you, ay? You had your head screwed on right. A’s in school. ‘A’ student in Uni. Never put a foot wrong. Got recruited by Xcorp, the largest company there is, right out of Uni. You must be living the dream.”

      “Yeah... yeah, I guess,” I said with a shrug. “Anyway, I gotta be going, before the old ball and chain wonders where I got to.”

      I turned to leave but as his hand clamped on my shoulder, I know it would not be that easy. It never was with John.

      I turned back around and the rotting smell of his gums washed over me, forcing me to take a hurried step back. 

      “Listen, man, I’ve fallen on hard times and I could do with some help—”

      “John, let go of me!”

      “Man, you don’t know how hard it’s been living on these streets. Going from hand to mouth. Always struggling. Always trying to survive. It’s been easy for you!”

      John always had a problem. One of the reasons we stopped hanging out was his love for drugs. I partied like everyone in Uni, smoking a bit of weed here doing a bit of ecstasy there, but that was never enough for John. He always wanted more. From coke to heroin, to even the new shit like T12.

      “John,” I said, taking his hand off my shoulder, “you’ve got a problem; you’ve always had a problem. Since we were kids you always had to push further; nothing was ever enough for you. I put in the hard work to get to where I am, hours of study, hours of sacrifice, when you didn’t. I couldn’t help you then, and I sure as hell can’t help you now. You need to get some help and I’m not the person who can give it to you.”

      I walked away, but he called out to me.

      “That’s it, walk away, Mr Never Breaks The Rules! I just tried living a little, is that so much to ask for? I may be an addict but at least I’m not dead inside, living a life I hate—I can see it in your eyes!”

      I kept my head down and kept on walking. What the hell would he know? How did he even find me anyway?

      Running footsteps forced me to turn around just as John grabbed me once again by the lapels of my jacket.

      “Look, I’m sorry, man,” he said in a raspy voice. “I’m sorry, I just need a little dough to tide me over. Not much. Just something to keep the edge off, you know? Just something to help me sleep.”

      “Get the fuck off—”

      “I’ll suck it!”

      “What?” I demanded, pushing him off me in disgust.

      “I’ll suck it, I’ll suck it like it’s never been sucked before. I know you’ve always wondered what it’s like to be with another—”

      I pushed him hard in the chest with everything I had, knocking him to the ground. He looked up at me with a hunger that turned my stomach.

       “For the love of God, John, get some damn help.”

      I turned around again, but it was a mistake. Something heavy and metal hit me in the back of the head, forcing a cry from my throat as I dropped to my knees. I protected my head with my arms as another blow rained down from above; I curled in upon myself as a kick knocked the wind from my lungs.

      “I tried to be nice, but you didn’t want to listen, did you? All you suit-wearing bastards are all the same. Only caring about the bottom line,” said John as his boot made contact with my ribs once again.

      “What would you know about suffering, Quinton?”

      Another boot made contact forcing me to whimper.

      “Look where all your hard work has gotten you! Facedown in the gutter!”

      I felt his hands invade my pockets and I tried to fight him off, but I just wanted it to be over, just wanted the beating to stop.

      He placed his mouth against my ear, till all I could smell was poor decisions and regret. “The difference between us has always been, I’m willing to take what’s mine and you’re not.”

      I could hear the rustling of my money in his hand as the edges of my vision began to turn black.  

      “Where’s all your hard work got you now?” he asked as I fell into unconsciousness.
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      I woke up to something wet hitting me in the face. Lifting a hand to shield my eyes I opened them to find it was still night, but now it was raining. Getting to a sitting position, I passed my hand to the back of my pounding head where it came away red and sticky.

       People walked around me as if I was an inanimate object to be ignored. I got up shakily to my feet and wrapped my arms around myself as a shiver swept through me. Looking down I found out why.

      Shoes gone.

      Jacket missing.

      Wallet nowhere to be found.

      John had cleaned me out. I shook my head and looked down at my computer still attached to my forearm. No doubt he would have taken that too if they weren’t all DNA coded so only the owner could use them. I checked the time and found less than an hour had passed.

      Head down, feet squelching against the damp leaves that stuck to them, I made my way home.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The rain hadn’t let up but only increased as my house came into view. Bought when Claire and I didn’t have much money, it was a standard three-bed house slotted in suburbia. 

      I walked past similar houses with better paint jobs, nicer lights, and the latest robotic gardeners who tended to every detail of their homeowner’s lawn. Then I stopped in front of our house and looked up.

      Most of the lights on the front of our porch were out; a few flickered like dying stars, but they only highlighted the fading paint job and the overgrown weeds that needed to be cut. I walked forward and cussed as I stubbed my toe on cutting shears left across the pathway. Picking them up I threw them to one side.

      I had asked my sons to do the gardening, but one quick look at the state of the grass and weeds surrounding me told me they hadn’t even bothered to start.

       Shaking my head, I opened the front door to find it was unlocked and walked on through. The eerie glow from chargers and electronics on standby gave me enough room to manoeuvre without knocking anything over, taking the stairs two at a time; I walked past my sons’ room to see the tell tale glow of a screen still on; opening the door I was greeted by both my sons sat in front of the TV watching something animated and gruesome.

      Blood splattered the screen, capturing their attention.

      “Sun, Rise, what are you two doing up?”

      Sun was my older and Rise my younger. Sun, Rise. Two idiotic names my wife had chosen because names associated with nature were the “in” thing at the time. I had suggested something a little less out there, but by the time I had come back from picking up diapers, she had already registered the names.

      They were twelve and ten. I sometimes wondered if they were mine.

      “Boys, I asked you a question!”

      “For fuck’s sake, Quinton. Can’t you see we’re watching something?” Sun said, pointing to the screen.

      “Don’t—”

      “Why don’t you go bother Claire—can’t you see we’re doing shit?” Rise said.

      “How many times have I told you boys its Mum and Dad?”

      “Well, ‘Mum’,” Sun said with air quotes, “says labels hold you back from your true destiny. The government imposes labels on us to hold us back.”

      I rolled my eyes and held back my response; I was too tired for this shit. My head felt like it was splitting in two and my feet were killing me.

      I closed the door without saying another word.

      “Limp dick asshole,” I heard one of them say through the door.

      I made my way to the bathroom and washed as quickly as I could. As the blood swirled down the drain I tried to muster up some kind of anger, some sort of rage, but all I felt was hollow inside. After washing myself off I walked into my bedroom to find it cold and empty.

      The bed was still unslept in.

      The clothes I had washed and folded were still resting at the bottom of the bed.

      Throwing the covers back I got into bed and rechecked my computer, to see if I had any missed calls or messages but I had missed none. 

      I thought about calling Claire, to see where she was but this wasn’t the first time she had stayed out late with her friends, nor would it be the last, and it would only cause an argument if she picked up—one I didn’t think my head could take.

      Shutting my eyes once more I drifted off till my computer buzzed on my arm signalling a message. I opened it with blurry eyes and groaned when I read what it said.

      Quinton,

      Gregory. I know I said I needed you to fly out in two days but something came up in head office, so I’m afraid I’ll need you to fly out first thing in the morning. I know it’s short notice but we’ve all got to do our best to keep this beast afloat.

      Get your shit packed and ready for the morning.

      I closed the computer and lay back down uttering the thousandth sigh of the day and closed my eyes.
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        * * *

      

      The alarm woke me up all too early. I dragged myself out of bed, feeling like a sack of shit.

      Water. Packed. Dressed.

      And I was out the door before the sun had even risen. I didn’t have to get the boys ready for school because they were off for the summer, but I still wanted to get in touch with Claire and let her know I wouldn’t be around for the next few days. Plus she would need to get in before the boys woke up, so there was someone there to look after them. 

      I tried ringing her but didn’t have much luck. At the nearest transport tube I paid the fee for the journey to the space station and settled in my one-person see-through pod. They came in varying sizes depending on use, but they all had the same interior.

      Clean and temperature-controlled with glass all around, they were one of the few ways to travel through the city.

      The use of cars had been outlawed in all major cities hundreds of years ago, with only the rich and famous having enough money to afford them, or keep them running. They used them on the roads outside the city which had once been teeming with metal life, roads that had cars bumper to bumper; now the only thing that travelled on them were electric public transport vehicles and the occasional rich asshole who used the roads as his personal track.

      I tried to settle my head back on the headrest of the chair but the bump that had grown at the back of it, from last night’s beating, made me wince and lift my head back up. 

      A buzzing on my forearm made me look at my computer, Claire’s name flashed across the screen forcing me to take a slow intake of breath. 

      Calm. Calm. Calm. 

      That was what I reminded myself as I swiped the screen to receive the call. Claire’s makeup-smudged face with heavily laden eyes greeted me. 

      “What?” she demanded.

      “Hi, I didn’t see you—”

      “I was out with the girls. I told you this more than once this week that I will be spending some time with my friends. If you listened more then you would have known that.”

      “Are you—”

      “Yes, I’m sure! God, sometimes it’s like speaking to a brick wall with you.”

      I took another deep breath and said, “I’m sorry, I must have misheard. I know this is last minute and I’m sorry to do this to you, but I have to go off-world for a work meeting for the next couple of days. I’m on my way to the space station now, so the boys will need looking after.”

      “For fuck’s sake, Quinton! I had plans for the next few days. You know what tomorrow is, right?”

      “Your birthday,” I mumbled.

      “Yeah, my birthday, and I had plans with friends. Now I have to blow that out of the water to look after your kids, the same kids you’re never around to spend any time with. They hardly know who their father is with the amount of time you spend in your office. If I didn’t know better, I would say you’re sleeping with your secretary, but just thinking about that makes me laugh, it’s so unlikely.”

      I gritted my teeth and took two more deep breaths. There had been offers. There had been longing looks and too-long touches on the shoulder, but I had halted them all for the same family who thought so little of me. 

      “Honey, we’ve been through this. If I keep putting in the hours then the promotion is mine, plus some of the bills are late and with you not working at the moment—”

      “So this is my fault, is it?” she asked, eyes flashing in anger.

      “Of course not, I know the stress of work makes your anxiety flare up and I would never put that mental strain on you. Can you just make sure everything is looked after while I’m away?”

      Silence on the other end while she looked at me with a layer of disgust she barely concealed. 

      “Whatever,” and with that, the line went dead leaving me staring at a blank screen.
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      The journey was shorter than I expected. I woke myself up with a snort and looked out the window at the approaching space station, where metal sprouted from the ground like roots from a tree and twisted into individual launching pads for the spaceships that rested on them. Light reflected off the glass from the signal towers and temporarily blinded me while we made our descent. 

      Each major city had their own space station for incoming and outgoing flights for trips off-world, not that you technically needed it as ships could land anywhere they pleased, but for the sake of safety and regulation all ships wishing to land on Earth had to go through one of these stations, for multiple scans and debriefings. 

      It stopped fugitives, also known as jumpers, coming in and going out.

      My pod landed with a soft hiss and I entered the fray with the other weary morning travellers; creased suits and ruffled hair were easy to spot as it seemed I wasn’t the only one who had a rushed morning, with little to no sleep. Many commuters who surrounded me worked off-world in the nearest colonies such as Mars; a handful of hours there, a couple of energy drinks when you arrived and a handful of hours back and you had made another commute for one of the big corporations. 

      I moved towards my gate queue and got stopped by a man in a grey suit and bags under his eyes that you could hide children underneath. “You Quinton Blake?” he asked, looking me up and down before looking at a picture projected from his forearm.

      “Yeah,” I answered uneasily.

      “Mr Goodwin said to give you this,” he replied, handing me a small antique data-stick. I held it up to my eye and then looked back at him in confusion. These were out of date before I was a kid.

      “What does Gregory want me to do with this?”

      “This is what you need to deliver to our sister station when you arrive.”

      “I have the files I need to deliver,” I said tapping the computer on my forearm. “I don’t know if this is some kind of joke, but I can’t deliver this to our sister station when I arrive there. I’ll be a laughingstock. Does this thing even work still?”

      Grey Suit threw his hands up in the air in frustration and said, “Gregory said you weren’t too bright, but I didn’t think he’d use such an idiot. All you have to do is hand the data-stick over to the head of our sister station when you arrive, then they’ll pat you on that little behind of yours, tell you what a great job you did, and push you on your way.”

      I looked at the data-stick then back at him, confusion overlaying my gaze, but I kept my objections to myself. If this was what Gregory wanted to get delivered, then who was I to say different? If I was in any luck I would be back on Earth a lot sooner than I thought. I pocketed the stick and gave him a small nod and went on my way.

      I rounded a corner to my terminal, and a pretty female Space Station employee stopped me in my tracks and pulled me to one side. 

      “Mr Blake, I presume?” she asked with a tilt of the head.

      “Err, yes.”

      “Follow me this way please,” she said.

      I stood watching her, shrinking back at a loss for what to do; if I missed my flight then it would be my ass but I was more worried about how this woman knew my name and what she wanted from me. Biting my lip I glanced nervously at my watch then chased after her. After finally catching up I said, “Where are we going?”

      “To your flight gate, of course, Mr Blake,” she said, all smiles and graceful nods.

      I rechecked my holographic and looked back to where we had come from. “But gate 6 is that way.”

      “Ahh, I see the confusion now,” she said with another far too pleasant smile. “You obviously missed the email with your updated itinerary. Xcorp, as you well know, has several of its own private space-faring vessels, which it uses to courier its most important members of staff. You shall be taking such a vessel today, to get you to your destination.”

      My mouth opened and closed while I slowed my walk. “But, but, you must be mistaken—that’s not me. I’m just about middle management, and that’s stretching it.”

      “Well, someone in head office must think you’re special, because this is Xcorp’s newest vessel,” she said, pointing to a ship I could see parked on a landing bay through the glass.

      Jet black and mean looking, it was all angles. Two thruster engines that could swallow a grown elephant whole without it touching its sides powered it from the rear. Plasma cannons, lasers, ion blasters and city-destroying photon missiles sat on every available space, giving the ship more weaponry than a military vessel.

      “Are we going to war?” I asked, but she just gave me one of those smiles, which was beginning to get on my nerves. “Look, I don’t know what’s going on here but you must have the wrong person. I am on a simple business trip—”

      “Are you or are you not one Quinton Blake?” 

      I nodded.

      “Then this is your ship and it is waiting for you to board.”

      I looked at her with growing frustration that swelled in the pit of my stomach like a dormant volcano that refused to erupt. Biting the inside of my cheek I nodded my head and allowed her to lead me the rest of the way. Basic tiled floors gave way to checked marble, and the faint sounds of classical music floated on the air as waitresses served cocktails to men in twenty-grand suits. Everyone spoke in hushed tones in case they broke the tranquillity of the environment, I looked down at my own crumpled suit and frowned, suddenly feeling very out of place. 

      More than one raised eyebrow and discerning look was sent my way.

      I passed my hand over the creases but it only made it worse; giving up in a huff I continued on and we reached my gate.

      “Just walk on through and someone shall meet you on the other side, Mr Blake,” she said with another infuriating smile. 

      I nodded and walked on through, clutching my travel bag to my chest. This had to be wrong. There must have been a mix-up like you saw in all those terrible movies when two people with the same name somehow swap lives. I looked hastily over my shoulder for my doppelgänger but found no one there.

      Don’t be stupid!

      Who would want to change lives with you?

      This is just a simple mistake made by head office, or worse, some sick prank Gregory has somehow managed to pull off. That’s all this is, I told myself, not believing one word of it. 

      Finally exiting the tunnel gate I approached the ship cargo door and was met by a woman dressed in a white blouse with the Xcorp logo on it and a black pencil skirt. She had brunette locks pulled into a fashionable bun and dark red lips. She smiled my way as I approached.

      “Ah, Mr Blake, so glad you could make it today. If you’ll please follow me this way, I shall show you to your seat.”

      “Err, I think there’s been a mistake—” I began, but she didn’t wait to hear the rest of what I had to say, as she was already making her way inside the ship.

      I followed with a sigh and entered the ship through the cargo bay doors. An array of combat gear littered the floor. Everything from plasma guns, pistols and ammo to body armour sat in racks around the walls of the cargo bay. I noticed rucksacks lined in a corner, each one with different logos or symbol stitched on it. One was of a lion with an eyepatch and a crown, another was an octopus holding guns in each one of its limbs; there was even one with what appeared to be Little Red Riding Hood with an Uzi in each hand, riding a wolf.

      We made our way through the halls of the ship, our feet echoing on the polished metal, passing room after room. I wondered what was inside but the woman I followed kept up a brisk pace until we came to an opened door. I stepped through into a room twice the length of the entire first floor of my house. 

      I shook my head slowly correcting myself. This wasn’t a room, this was an apartment.

      “This first room is what the brochures would call your relaxation area, but to you and me it’s your living room,” said the woman walking past me.

      Simple but elegant brown leather chairs matched the oak wood panelling that lined the floors, a holograph screen floated in the centre of the room with the Xcorp logo on it, a glass table with a miniature waterfall dominated the centre of the room. 

      “Through here,” she said, walking over to a door on her left, “is your master bedroom—an en-suite, if you’re feeling too lazy to use the shower in your bathroom, which is down the hall.” 

      I stood mouth agape while I took in the four-poster bed with silk sheets.

      “The door on your right is your office if you need to do any work, and I believe that’s it,” said the brunette, hands clasped in front of her.

      I took in my surroundings and remembered to close my mouth as I turned to face her. “What is all this?”

      “This is how the senior members of office travel, Mr Blake; normally all this would be for Mr Goodwin, but as you’re taking his place you get to enjoy some of the perks if only for a brief time.”

      “I…. thank you, I didn’t catch your name.”

      Her head jolted back in shock before the first genuine smile I had seen all day graced her lips. “You’ve never done this before, have you?” she asked, gesturing around the room.

      “No, why do you ask?”

      “It’s because you’re the first person to ask me my name; normally people like me are just part of the furniture.” 

      I nodded my head as she walked away. She turned back towards me and I caught a glimpse of what appeared to be a fox-like tattoo on her right shoulder through the white blouse she wore. “My name’s Paige, Mr—”

      “You can call me Quinton,” I said, cutting her off, “and it’s a pleasure to meet you, Paige. What’s your tattoo of?” I asked, pointing to her shoulder.

      “It’s nothing,” she said hurriedly, covering her shoulder with her left hand before rushing out the way we came.

      Nice one, dickhead.

      The only genuine person who has shown you any sort of kindness and you chase them away. I swivelled on my heel and took in my surroundings, rubbing my hands with a smile. I walked towards the fridge and pulled it open to be greeted by bottles of Dom Perignon.

      Well, when in Rome.
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      I could smell smoke—was I dreaming?

      I turned over in my goose down bedding and dug myself deeper under the sheets and pillows wrapped around me; I hadn’t known comfort like this since I had wasted thousands on a honeymoon, which was short-lived because Claire had discovered she was pregnant with our eldest and had wanted to go back home.

      It didn’t matter that it was the first vacation I had had in ten years, it didn’t matter I had worked sixteen-hour days non-stop for nearly a year, none of it mattered. 

      Claire had wanted to go home so home we went.

      I coughed lightly clearing my throat and tried to welcome the embrace of sleep, when another bout of coughing came upon me, I tried to clear my throat but this only made it worse. Slapping my hand against my chest, I forced myself up to my elbows.

      Wait…. I took a sniff of the air and leapt out of bed.

      That was smoke I could smell. “Lights!” I said, waiting for the room lights to come on but nothing happened, I said it again but they just weren’t responding. I ambled forward and slammed my shin into one of the wooden posters of the bed; hopping on one leg I swore under my breath as I tried to get my bearings.

      Being unfamiliar with the layout of the room I needed some light if I wanted my shins to see me through the night; clicking my fingers I woke my computer on my forearm up and switched on the light bulb feature, which acted as a mini torch.

      Faint wisps of smoke curled around my legs as the light illuminated the room. Walking out of the bedroom I made it into the lounge, where the smoke was the thickest. I grabbed a towel off the table and wrapped it over my face, having seen a movie where the lead character had said it helped against smoke. I had no idea if it was true or not, but what harm could it do?

      As I followed the smoke through the apartment it got stronger at the entrance, I took a hesitant step back and contemplated what I should do. If there was a fire behind the door, then the last thing I should do was open it, but if I didn’t try to escape the apartment, then I would slowly choke to death and die.

      Burnt to death or choked to death.

      Suffocation or cremation.

      I could feel the seconds tick by as I paced back and forth before the door. Finally, throwing my hands up in the air I moved forward and opened the door—well, I tried to but it wouldn’t budge. I waved my hands in front of the door like an asshole;, nothing happened. I pressed the emergency button next to it to force it open and I could hear the gears turning as they tried to do their job but the door only opened a couple of inches then halted.

      Gritting my teeth in frustration, I looked around the room for something to pry it open and came upon an expensive-looking metal art sculpture sitting on a desk. Grabbing it by the base I jammed it into the gap of the door and began working it back and forth.

      The muscles in my arms strained as the gears in the doors ground loudly together. Finally, they gave way enough that I could slip through the gap I had created.

      I stumbled forward into the hallway and sprawled along the floor.

      Getting back up to my feet, I tried to see what had caused me to fall, and I hurried backwards until I smacked against the opposite wall.

      A dead body.

      Blood coated the floor around it, with my footsteps imprinted in the blood like a prehistoric creature’s paw print left in tar.

      The body was of a man with blond hair who wore combat fatigues. He had a hole through the centre of his head that I could see all the way through; apart from that there didn’t appear to be any other wounds.

      I inched closer and tapped his shoe with my foot. I didn’t know what I expected to happen but I did it again, just in case this was some sick joke.

      Nothing happened.

      He was murdered outside my door! What if someone thought I was the murderer?

      I looked around for the murder weapon but failed to find one; I took another step back and wiped my feet along the floor. Surely no one would think I did this?

      I would just explain if anyone asked. They would believe me. Why wouldn’t they? What did I have to gain from doing this? I… I—

      My chest grew tighter by the second as my breaths became shallower. About to wipe my hands over my face I stopped, as they had become coated in blood. Looking for something to wipe them on I glanced down at my body and realised I was naked except for a pair of boxers I had worn to bed. I made my way back towards my room when a shout to my left grabbed my attention. I lifted my arm and projected light, so I could see further down the hall, but the smoke made visibility poor.

      Cussing my bad luck I thought of what to do.

      I could return to my room and hide while I waited out whatever was happening, but that meant a lack of anywhere to run if the wrong person turned up at my door. The killer was still at large and with no weapons to defend myself I would be a sitting duck.

      Another shout.

      This one sounded like a command. 

      Looking back longingly at my room, I picked up the metal artwork I had used to open the door and crept forward.

      That’s it, dickhead! Walk towards the shouting.

       I stopped every so often and scanned my surroundings; doors to rooms that looked similar to mine were open. Someone had ransacked the rooms leaving clothes and broken glass on the floor.

      I continued until I heard a sound up ahead. When I doubled my grip on the metal art piece its weight gave me confidence as I leaned against the wall and waited. 

      Footsteps approached me.

      I waited for a second or two and came around the corner I was hiding behind with the art piece lifted above my head. A roar of anger escaped my lips.

      I didn’t get far as a calloused hand grabbed me round the throat and threw me against the wall, and then the barrel of a gun was placed under my chin.

      My eyes bulged as my feet dangled off the floor.

      “What kind of fucking moron tries to sneak up on someone when they’re lit up like a Christmas tree, from the light they’re holding?”

      I tried to respond, but the only thing that came out was a gargle. He released my throat and I slid down to the floor, coughing and spluttering. I rubbed my neck and slowly got up to my feet.

      “Are you the killer?”

      He narrowed his eyes and looked at me as if I was the world’s biggest idiot. “Who would ask someone that? But better yet, why would I tell you the truth if I was?”

      “I dunno,” I said with a shrug. “Thought it was better to just get it out in the open. Save us both some time.”

      “No, I’m not the killer but you are in extreme danger from whoever is. Do you have any weapons…” he began to say, but trailed off when he took in my attire.

      “What? I was sleeping, I normally sleep in the nude so I would call this a bonus. Do you know what the killer wants or who they are?”

      “No, Quinton, we don’t.”

      “How do you know my name?”

      A scream from down the hall behind us snapped our heads in that direction. A quick burst of gunfire followed it.

      “It doesn’t matter how I know your name, all that matters now is—hey! You need to listen to me,” he said, forcing me to pull my eyes away from the sounds.

      “What I need you to do is go back to your room and find somewhere safe to hide. Can you do that for me? Somewhere like the closet or bathroom? This will all blow over soon and we’ll be on our way.”

      I looked into his eyes and I wanted to believe him, really I did, but I could see the lie in his eyes as much as he could see the fear in mine. He turned his head back towards the way we heard gunfire and I saw Little Red Riding Hood atop a wolf, with an Uzi in each hand, tattooed on his neck. It was the same logo I had seen on the rucksacks in the cargo hold when I had first entered the ship.

       “Who are you and what are you doing on this flight? This should be a simple delivery mission; instead, I am surrounded by what I can only guess are soldiers.”

      “Mercenaries actually,” he said, turning back to face me.

      “What?”

      “Yeah, they hired us to protect this flight.”

      “Fat load of good you’ve done doing that!”

      “Keep your voice down,” he said, lifting a hand to cover my mouth. “I want you to make your way towards your rooms and hide somewhere safe. When it’s safe I’ll come and get you.”

      I moved towards the direction of my room, but a blast of gunfire lit up the hallway ahead of me halting me in my tracks.

      The merc got in front of me and lifted his gun into the air, scanning the area ahead of him.

      Without warning, he let off three quick rounds from his rifle that made my ears ring. I staggered back and worked my mouth open and closed while he scanned the area with one closed eye.

      “You could have shot a friend—shouldn’t you radio to see if it’s one of your teammates?”

      “No point, they’re all dead.”

      I looked at him in shock while I recalled how many rucksacks I’d counted on the way in.

      “What do you mean they’re all dead? Who is attacking us?”

      “It means what it means, and if I knew that then I wouldn’t be sitting here with you.”

      Another flash of gunfire and the metal ceiling above us pinged as bullets bounced off it.

      The merc dropped to his stomach and grabbed my shirt on the way down, so I followed him. Flat on the floor, I lay next to him as he sighted down his scope and let off another round.

      “I think I got the bastard,” he said in a low voice, slowly getting up to one knee. He kept his sights on whatever he could see up ahead, then slowly stood.

      “This whole thing stinks,” he said, scanning the passage behind us before moving forward. “They hired me and my team to protect this ship. From what or from whom, they never gave us that information. All we knew is, we had to accompany this ship to and from its destination. Me and the boys thought this was the easiest gig yet until someone drugged us.

      “When we woke up, we found the pilot’s throat slit and all our gear damaged or missing. Lucky some of the boys are paranoid fuckers and always hide a stash of weapons away, I feel bad for teasing them about it—if it wasn’t for those guns then we would be all dead right about now.”

      “Xcorp hired you?” I asked in disbelief.

      “Yeah.”

      “But that makes no sense—”

      He waved a hand in front of me for silence as a shape took form in the smoke. He inched forward; I trailed behind him until we saw what it was.

      A body crucified against the wall.

      The man wore combat fatigues similar to the merc’s; the latter was now walking forward with a look of fire in his eyes. I could see the muscles in his jaw grind back and forth while he kept on inching forward.

      “I think we should—”

      I began but never got to finish my sentence as a body dropped from the ceiling duct behind us. I half turned but was shoved out of the way as metal flashed in the air and blood sprayed behind it. The merc fired a shot but the person ducked low and swept their blades up in an arc taking the merc’s hand clean off.

      It and the gun fell to the floor with a clatter.

      He opened his mouth to scream, but two blades penetrated the sides of his neck before a sound could leave his mouth. He dropped to his knees, the light slowly fading from his eyes, and then fell face-first on the floor, leaving me alone with the attacker.

      I ran, but was tripped and came crashing down to the floor. Turning around I looked up at a familiar face that smiled down on me.

      “I hope I didn’t spoil the trip too much for you, Quinton, but you have something I need,” said Paige.
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      My mouth gagged, hands bound behind my back, I wasn’t going anywhere.

      I would love to say I gave Paige a struggle, but the simple fact was, she easily overpowered with a few well-placed kicks and punches to the legs and body that had me gasping for breath. 

      I was then dragged kicking and screaming to the lounge area for the residents of the ship; sofas and coffee tables with everything from board games to inbuilt entertainment systems surrounded us.

      I even spotted VR helmets and chairs for people who liked to game.

      I took it all in and tried my best to avoid the newest feature to the room: blood. 

      Blood coated the walls and floors as bodies lay scattered about the room, all lying prone in the last moments of how they died. Some were slumped against the wall, some were sprawled face down over chairs, some gave off the smell of urine or excrement, as their bodies had given out in their last dying moments.

      Paige tied and gagged me, then she sat opposite me while she cleaned her knives. Blackish-grey, the knife and handle were made out of one piece of steel, which had patterns along the whole blade that reminded me of running water.

      “Beautiful, aren’t they?” she asked, lifting one blade up to the lights. “They are both from the tenth century and made from Damascus steel; the steel is named after the city of Damascus, which was the capital city of Syria. I love these blades. They keep their edge no matter what they have to go through or cut. They say technology has figured out how to make sharper, harder, more resilient blades, but who knew how to make blades better than the very people whose lives depended on it?

      “Yes, anyone can create a blade now with all the technology we have now, but the need for it isn’t the same. This blade is made out of necessity. The blade of the future is made for art.”

      I stared at her wide-eyed and gave her a nod, feeling foolish immediately after I had done it.

      She went back to cleaning her blades and allowed the silence to once again envelop us. She cleaned her blades with a focus and passion I had rarely seen, working in the office. It was a look that spoke of love and care.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

      She looked me in the eye and smiled faintly before turning her attention back to her work. “Things got a little messy and out of control. After I drugged the mercenaries I had planned for it to be a simple task of collecting you and what we came for and then making our way to our ship. I didn’t expect the mercenaries to wake up so soon, or for them to have a secret stash of weapons hidden away somewhere. 

      “I was hoping I could complete this task injuring no one, but that idea soon flew out of the window after they fired the first shots.”

      What was she expecting to happen? 

      We were on board a ship full of mercenaries who had been hired to protect the ship and its cargo and they had tried to do their job, while she drugged them, damaged their gear and tried to get away. They were simply doing their job and if that meant shooting at her then so be it, I just didn’t know what would now happen to me, or why she wanted me so badly.

      Footsteps echoed through the ship and made me look up as a man with dark skin and a bald head entered the room. He had a short goatee speckled with grey hairs and a tattoo of a gun target near his temple. Another man, who wore a black shirt and a clerical collar, followed in his footsteps. A ginger mop of hair gave way to a great brushy ginger beard.

      “What the hell, you two!” said the ginger man, in a heavy Irish accent. “You killed everyone before Sodom and Gomorrah got their chance to have some fun.” He tapped together a pair of pistols that had Christian crosses etched into the handles. “This bunch of sinners were pretty overdue for their time with the Lord, I believe.” He looked around the room and gave a dismissive snort. “Bunch of fuck wizards.”

      The man with the bald head and dark skin walked towards me and slightly lowered the tinted glasses that covered his eyes.

      “‘I fell in love with a hooker who robbed me of my soul. I fell in love with a hooker who robbed me of my sight. I fell in love with a hooker because she was the only woman for me. I fell in love with a hooker till the only thing I had was two packs of cigarettes and thirty dollars on me.’

      “That song,” said the newcomer, “was my daddy’s favourite, from a band called Junk Yard Dogs. It was a band he loved more than me, it was a band he saw more than me, and it was a band that meant everything to him. One day I grew the balls to ask him why, and you know what he said, amigo?”

      I shook my head from side to side, fearful of the answer.

      “Because, boyo! That song represents life. No truer words have ever been sung in no song. Then he passed out on the sofa, drunk off his lazy ass.”

      I said nothing as all I could see was my fearful reflection in the lens of his shades.

      “I bet you’re wondering why we hijacked your fine ship here? It’s simple really, you have something we want and we have something you want.”

      I said nothing as my eyes roamed over the three figures in the room. I could feel my pulse quicken as I did my best to slow it. 

      “Oh, I can see in your eyes you don’t believe us, boyo. But we have the most important thing you value… your life,” he said with a smile that reminded me of a rabid dog.

      “Now if you would be so kind as to escort us to your room,” he said, lifting me off the floor, “and Poppy, I think we can lose the gag and bonds, don’t you?

      “It’s not like our friend here has any place to run to.”
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      They escorted me to my room and the only thing making a sound was our feet on the metal floor; I tried desperately to think of somehow to escape, but nothing came to mind without me being filled with bullets or the sharp end of a blade. 

      How did this happen? 

      I was just a simple office drone who was told what to do and worked until I was told not to. What did these people think I had that could profit them in any way? I just hoped after I gave them what they wanted they would leave me alone. Then it was only a case of trying to send out an SOS for help.

      We entered my room, and I turned back to the man I assumed was their leader. “What now?”

      “We want what they gave you to deliver to your sister station,” he said with a grin. 

      “Why?”

      “Don’t concern yourself with that; all you need to know is your life depends on it, boyo. Now, where is it?”

      I walked through my lounge and entered my bedroom where my luggage was kept. Eyeing my crumpled business suit I quickly got dressed, not wanting to be killed in my underwear, and searched through my luggage until I picked up the old data-stick. Weighing it in my hand, I gripped it until my knuckles went white. 

      “What’s taking you so long, you knob jockey?” came an Irish voice. 

      I straightened up and took a deep breath as I walked back out. All three looked at me expectantly while I stopped in front of them. My palms began to sweat as I saw hands tapping ever so slightly on weapon handles. These people had shown a ruthlessness that scared the shit out of me, but I needed to do something, anything so they kept me alive.

      “How do I know once I give you this then you won’t kill me?”

      “You don’t, fuckface,” said Irish.

      “Look, Quinton,” said the woman, walking forward, “I didn’t want to use violence on this trip, that’s why I drugged those trigger-happy goons, but sometimes your best plans never work out how you want them to. I promise you once you hand over the data-stick then we shall be on our way. You have my word.”

      I looked into those beautiful eyes of hers and wanted to believe her. They were warm, inviting, trustworthy, but an image of a severed hand dropping to the floor jumped out at me and forced me to take a step backwards. 

      I wouldn’t be another victim.

      In one swift movement I placed the data-stick in my mouth and swallowed.

      “No!” came the anguished shout of Irish as he rushed forward and grabbed me by the throat. “You stupid motherfucker! We were willing to let you go, but now you’ve fucked up! Ya think swallowing what we want will save you? I’ll just cut it outta you.”

      “Willis, no!” 

      “Why not?” Willis said, hand still choking me.

      “Because,” she said, stepping forward, “I gave him my word I wouldn’t hurt him if he gave us what we want, and I always keep my word. Now let him go, or we shall have a problem.”

      “Are you stupid? He didn’t give us shit—”

      “If you want the data-stick—” I croaked as the lack of blood to my brain made me dizzy, “then you’ll have to take me with you.”

      “I still say we cut him open,” Willis said.

      “And I said—”

      “Poppy! Willis! Enough,” said the crew’s leader, bringing the room to silence. He walked forward and tapped Willis on the shoulder. The ginger asshole didn’t move, staring me down for a second or two, but a deep inhale of breath from their leader made him step back.

      Their leader came to a stop in front of me and looked me in the eye. 

      I fought with everything I had to not look away. “Well, boyo, I like your cojones. If you’re up for a little adventure then we’ll take you with us, but you may come to regret it.”  

      I already was.
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      I stared at the walls of my quarters, mind numb and body cold. 

      They had escorted me onto their ship after I had swallowed the data-stick, and dumped me into a room that was a big step down from my last living quarters. Gone were the multiple rooms and instead I had one room just big enough for me to stretch my arms out in, gone were the silk sheets and goose feather filled pillows; instead I had a bed pushed up against the wall that wasn’t big enough for a child. It came with an itchy blanket and lumpy pillow, which I was sure I had seen move.

      I tilted my head back and tried to close my eyes but all I could see were images of blood, vacant eyes and mangled limbs.

      They offered me food as the days passed but I refused to eat, only drinking the water they gave me. I wasn’t on a hunger strike, but whenever I ate anything I would throw it back up. Maybe I was still in shock from the blood bath I had witnessed. Maybe I felt some sense of guilt for causing the death of those men. Maybe….

      A knock on the door interrupted my thoughts. “Come in.”

      The door slid open to reveal Paige aka Poppy. She smiled at me as she walked inside and looked for somewhere to sit, but as the only thing in the room was my bed and bag, she opted to sit next to me on the bed. A tingle swept through me as our knees touched, but I pushed it down as the images of her handiwork popped up in my mind.

      “Sooo,” she said, drawing out the word, “how you doing?”

      I gave her a raised eyebrow as my hands swept over my surroundings. “I couldn’t be better. My life has really improved after running into you folks. I feel like I’m on top of the world.”

      “Fair point; stupid question I suppose.”

      We settled back into silence while she fidgeted with her fingers; I looked at her out of the corner of my eye and I saw a tattoo on her right shoulder, the same one I had glimpsed through her shirt when I had first met her. It felt like a decade had passed since then. The tattoo was of a graceful white nine-tailed fox with piercing green eyes.

      “José asked me to come here, he’s our crew leader who you met, because Willis is threatening to storm in here and force his arm down your throat so he can get the data-stick. José would rather wait till you…. pass it out,” she said going red in the face, “and I agree with him but Willis has the patience of a terrier on coke, so I’m here to make sure he leaves you alone and offer you a tour of our fine ship, The Kennel.”

      She got up and offered me her hand, which I took hesitantly, allowing her to lift me to my feet. “My name’s Poppy Palmer. I normally use a different name while working undercover.”

      I followed her out of the ship and allowed my eyes to adjust to the sights I had failed to see upon arrival.

      The ship had a rusted antique feel to it, which was also homely at the same time. Tarnished walls surrounded me and every so often we would pass a wall with Bible passages written in chalk. I stopped in front of one that read: 

      “‘Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you. I do not give you as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid.’”

      “That’s Willis’s doing,” Poppy said, standing next to me.

      “Is he a priest?” I asked in disbelief. 

      “He’s… complicated. Well, I guess we all are in one way or another, but yes, he used to be a priest then something changed. Something—well, it’s not for me to say really. But you’ll find these all over the walls on the ship; I think it gives it character.”

      I wouldn’t agree with her on that point, but finding out Willis was a priest or used to be was amazing. The World Government had outlawed Christianity and other religions after WW3. Although there had been outrage and there had been demonstrations to prevent the laws from being passed, the destruction of modern war had broken people’s spirits and wills. The Earth was near collapse and differences like religion had to be put aside, as a World Government was created amongst the ten strongest countries across the globe, which all shared power equally. 

      Each country had an appointed representative who sat on the council and backed the interests of their countries and the surrounding nations as best as they could. It was far from a perfect situation, but it was better than the alternative. But even in the past, they had said only the elite few controlled things in the shadows; now they were just doing it out in the open.

      We continued past walls with wires hanging out of sockets and pieces of machinery piled in corners.

      “Your ship sure has a… lived-in feel to it,” I said, trying to choose my words wisely.

      Poppy tilted her head back and the sweetest sound escaped her lips, which caused my heart to skip a beat. It was warm and gentle all at the same time.

      “Sorry,” I said, realising she had spoken.

      “I said, it’s not the sexiest ship to be on or the newest. But the old girl does what we ask her to do, nothing more, nothing less.”

      A faint waft of herbs and spices tickled the hairs of my nose causing my head to turn left. Poppy eyed my reaction with a smile and changed direction. I followed her and the further we walked, the stronger the smells got; it wasn’t only herbs and spices I could smell anymore, the smell of meat being char-grilled made me salivate and the sound of fat popping and cooking was like music to my ears as we finally came upon an open canteen.

      A large industrial stove and cooker rested against the back wall of the canteen, with an open charcoal grill placed next to it on the same wall. A ten-foot-long counter with herbs and spices and cooking utensils stood some way from the stove and grill, and behind that stood a bear of a man. 

      Six foot four with a mixture of fat and muscle, his brown complexion and dark locks gave way to a smile as he saw us approach. He lifted one giant paw of a hand and pushed back his locks as he placed down the knife he was holding in the other.

      “What do we have there then?” he asked in an accent hard to place.

      “Tuari, this is Quinton Blake,” Poppy said, pointing my way. “I would love to tell you his last name, Quinton, but it’s a secret he won’t even divulge with us, because we have a sweepstakes going amongst the crew as to what nationality or origin his fat ass is from. We have bets ranging from Greek to Mexican and anywhere in between.” 

      “Hey! Less of the fat—you know I have a thyroid problem!”

      “Sure,” Poppy said with an eye roll. “It wouldn’t be because of all the cakes you’ve been baking?”

      “You know what they say, never trust a skinny chef,” he replied.

      I stood back and looked at Tuari and could see her point: it was hard to place his origins and the accent switched ever so slightly from word to word. “That accent of yours is fake, and I’ll bet your name isn’t even Tuari.”

      There was silence as the pair shared a look broken by Tuari slapping the table in laughter. “Ha, I like this one! I like this one. Maybe my name is Tuari, maybe it’s not. Maybe I was born on the beautiful beach of Balos in Crete,” he said, voice and accent changing ever so slightly, “maybe I was born in the city of Tehran in Iran,” he said, voice changing again, “or maybe I was born in San Miguel De Allende in Mexico,” he finished with a smile, voice flowing seamlessly into a Mexican accent. 

      I couldn’t help but smile at the big man’s infectious personality. He resumed chopping and threw over his shoulder some herbs that fell onto the meat he was cooking on the grill behind him. He spun around and pressed the herbs onto the meat, which caused flames to flicker and dance in the air. Picking a piece of meat up from the grill he passed it over to me. I took it and bit into it without a second thought, juice running down my chin; the smoky flavour wasn’t so overpowering that it overrode the herbs on it.

      “So I hear you have something we want, wee boyo,” Tuari said, accent once again changing, “something people will kill over. Something precious. And it’s stuck in that wee belly of yours. Now I know that Strawberry Fruitcake Willis would love to take it by force, but there is more than one way to skin a cat.

      “For instance, there are certain herbs and spices one could eat which would cause the person to lose control of their bowels. Forcing them on the toilet till nothing is left, then they would be so weak to resist it would be a simple case of pushing them aside while one sieved for gold.”

      I stopped eating and looked at the piece of meat he had given me, a feeling of dread settling in my stomach as I wiped my face clean. 

      Nobody spoke as I inspected the meat closer. Shit, what was I going to do? I could already feel my legs going weak and—

      Both Poppy and Tuari exploded in laughter as they watched a range of expressions cross my face. Tuari handed another piece of cooked meat to Poppy, who ate it with relish, licking her fingers clean after she was done.

      “Don’t worry, hombre, I would never plan to harm you. Not yet,” he said, eyes turning cold and forcing me to take a step back, “not yet.”

      Poppy manoeuvred me back the way we came, passing more closed doors and junctions, till we came to an open door that smelled like a brewery and had soft hymn music playing in the background. 

      “Damn,” Poppy muttered under her breath as we neared the door, “just keep moving and—”

      “Who looks to seek past the door of judgement?” came a voice from inside the room.

      I slowed down and looked inside to see a room converted into some sort of holy shrine. Pictures of Jesus, biblical imagery and crosses covered the walls. A small altar rested against one back wall, with open candles along its edge; a small canister emitting scented smoke rested in its centre.

      “Willis Moor! How many times has José asked you not to keep open flames going in your room? You remember the last time you fell asleep and we had to drag your drunk naked ass out, before you died of smoke inhalation.”

      Willis sat crossed-legged on the floor, beer bottles around him as he took another sip from a bottle in his hand. He was naked except for his underwear. Lean muscle covered his body; whereas Tuari was built like a bear, Willis had the body of a cat. Multiple scars covered his body. I looked away as he caught me looking.

      “I want those out by the time I get back.”

      “Only the Lord can instruct me on what—”

      “If not I’ll tell José the toilets need cleaning again. I’m sure he can think of someone to give the task to.”

      “There are special places in hell for people like you! Hell! Where your spine is ripped through your ass, and your legs are broken and remade and broken—”

      “Let’s go,” Poppy said, leading the way as Willis’s rant continued. “Once he gets started, he’ll be at it all night.”

      I followed her along corridors and past hallways till we reached a large double set of doors, with two deep claw marks gouged into the metal. 

      “That’s what you get for agreeing to deliver bear hybrids to Mars, from a planet which has only been colonised for ten years,” she said with a shudder as I inspected them. “The place was a hellhole. Spiders the size of pit bulls and ants the size of spiders.”

      She continued forward and the doors slid open allowing us on the bridge of the ship.

      “And this is the bridge,” Poppy said with a smile. “You’re bound to find someone here or in the canteen no matter the time. Anyway, I think there’s someone who wants to speak to you. I’ll leave you to it.”

      She exited the way she came and I walked forward hesitantly until I saw the crown of a dark brown head. 

      “Don’t stand there all day, boyo,” came the gruff voice.

      I looked behind me and bit the inside of my cheek. Was I safe? If they wanted to do anything to me they would have done so already, surely?

      Making up my mind I took another few steps forward until I was standing in front of José. He indicated for me to take a seat next to him.

      Tinted blue shades looked my way, while he took a puff on a cigar.

      He said nothing as he surveyed me like a puzzle to be solved, or prey to be stalked and killed.

      “I don’t believe I’ve properly introduced myself, my name is José Battle and this is my crew; we like to call ourselves the Junk Yard Dogs or JYD for short.

      “We specialize in the collection and delivery of most things. I guess you could say we are a courier company.... in a sense.”

      I gave him a look of disbelief but kept my thoughts to myself. If he wanted to act like his business was legit or right then who was I to burst his bubble? All I saw were a group of hired killers. Through all the smiles and jokes, and easy-going nature, I still couldn’t unsee what I saw back on the Xcorp ship.

      “I know this situation is not ideal but you have no one to blame but yourself; if you had done as we had asked then you would be safe and sound back at home, instead of with us.”

      “You expect me to believe I wouldn’t have ended up like the others on the ship?”

      José lowered his glasses and gave me a pitying look before raising them back up. “The others were a threat. You are not. The others knew what they were signing up for and they were well paid for it. Do not pity or mourn a soldier who goes into battle willingly, because it is his destiny and choice to do so.

      “Instead pity the innocent victim who can do nothing but watch and stare while choices are made for them, even though they do not want them to be.”

      “Sometimes life makes victims out of us, no matter what we do.”

      “It is interesting you think so, amigo,” he said, as he got up to his feet and walked to the viewing screen with a smile.

      “No matter how many times I see it, it always makes me smile. Home.”

      I turned to the screen and saw what appeared to be a small planet slightly bigger than Earth’s moon appear on the screen. Terraformed for human living, I supposed; I just hoped it wouldn’t be my final resting place.
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      We landed on the planet and docked on one of the large grey circular platforms that acted as a docking station. Descending to the surface I didn’t know what to expect, but it certainly wasn’t an area that resembled a dilapidated downtown. 

      It didn’t have the pristine and polished look of a New York skyline, or the reserved elegance of the city of Rome.

      No.

      Instead, it looked like a street worker who smoked forty a day and was on her last legs but couldn’t give up the game because she knew nothing else.

      Dirty grey buildings gave way to dirtier streets and every street corner looked like it ended in an alleyway a thief would dream of. As I stared at the location the crew had brought me to, a wave of despair overcame me.

      This was where dreams came to die. This was where my body would turn to dust; I would never see my kids again, I would never get to lie in my bed. This was where it would all end.

      “What do you think?” Poppy asked, coming to rest next to my shoulder.

      I looked over the city, lost for words.

      “Stunning, isn’t it? As the saying goes, if you can make it here you can make it anywhere. Safe Haven has been our home since the crew formed, and the borough of Paradise Lost is where we reside.

      “The planet isn’t controlled by any government or ruling body, but the gangs that populate the planet have a sort of alliance. Like cats trying their best not to start a fight.”

      “Everything works and everyone gets on,” José said, coming to stand next to us, “as long as you don’t show weakness. This is more of a jungle than New York ever was. You say the wrong thing, you’re dead. You do the wrong thing, you’re dead. You offend the wrong person, you’re dead.”

      “How do you survive then?” I asked around the lump in my throat.

      “By doing and saying the right thing, amigo.”

      “But more importantly,” Poppy said, giving me an elbow nudge, “by not being weak.”

      “God, I hate this shit hole,” Willis shouted from the rear. “Fire and brimstone shall plague this borough destroying it where judgement shall be passed on the—”

      “Will you shut the hell up, you pubic-faced ginger idiot? What do you all say we head to The Office for a drink? I’m feeling thirsty after all my hard work,” Tuari said.

      “Your hard work! You did nothing but stay on the ship, while the rest of us did all the heavy lifting!” Willis said.

      “I helped—who told you where your guns were kept after you mislaid them?”

      “You mean after I spent half an hour looking for them, I know it was you that hid them and I’ll be getting—”

      “A drink in The Office sounds like honey to my ears,” José said, cutting them off before the argument could escalate further. “First round’s on me.”
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      The Office turned out to be nothing more than a rundown old shack with more bullet holes along its front walls than a wall used for an army firing-squad line. Dirty windows that you couldn’t see into made up a section of the front and peeling paint made up the rest.

      The Office sign stood above the door with a necktie hanging down from the O that looked suspiciously like a noose.  

      We walked in and were greeted by smoke, the stale smell of beer and regret.

      Bodies lay slumped over tables; the only thing indicating they were alive were the small snot bubbles that formed around their noses. Others sat in corners shrouded by the darkness, sipping at their drinks and eyeing us with interest.

      We walked through the wooden tables and chairs bolted to the floor and made our way towards a bar that looked out of place from the rest of the room. Polished black marble graced its top, and red and black paint so new you could almost smell it covered the wood at the base. A fine gold trim ran its way down the edges of the bar.

      Tuari approached the bar slowly, walking up and down its length before taking a step back and letting out a loud whistle. “How much did this beauty cost you, Jerry?”

      A bartender who had been ducked down behind the bar popped his head up and waved his arms furiously in our direction. Short with a slight paunch at the front, he had a great brushy moustache that made up for the lack of hair on his head.

      “Oh no you fuckers don’t!” he shouted, still waving his arms in our direction, “You lot are still barred after the last bloody mess you left me with. Gordon Bennett! It took me a week to get those bloodstains off the ceiling, a whole week! And I am not buying a new bar, this is my fourth one this year!”

      “Four bars isn’t bad going; I suspect all busy establishments like yours change the décor frequently,” said Tuari innocently.

      “This is only the second month of the year!”

      “Well, it makes the place look fresh, but if you ask me I don’t know why you keep on getting new bars; it’s not like you’ve updated the rest of this place,” Tuari said, hand sweeping over the room.

      “The pond-scum who drinks in here could sit on the floor and still be happy, but I refuse to lean or serve on a dirty bar. I spend most of my day behind this worktop so I want the best.”

      “Jerry, give me my usual,” Willis said, walking past the bartender and leaning against the bar.

      Jerry looked among the crew and lifted his eyes to the sky as he saw the battle of kicking them out would be more trouble than it was worth.

      “My friends call me Jerry, it’s Mr Jones to you,” he said in an English accent as he stepped behind the bar. 

      He poured a large pint of Guinness for Willis, an Amaretto and coke for Poppy, a double Jameson on ice for José, and a pink gin and lemonade for Tuari.

      “What you having?” Poppy asked over her shoulder.

      “I’m okay,” I said with a small shake of my head, which got a round of boos from the crew. “Okay, I’ll have pink gin and lemonade.” Which got a small nod from Tuari.

      Poppy handed me my drink as Willis argued with Jerry.

      “What is this, you helmet! The prices are almost triple what they used to be.”

      “I need to cover my cost somehow; black marble isn’t cheap,” Jerry said, stroking the worktop surface.

      “But still, Jerry, we’re loyal customers, surely you could—” Tuari began before Jerry cut him off.

      “If the prices are too high, then you could always go to the… Oh, that’s right,” Jerry said with a smirk, “I’m the only boozer in this part of town, so you can either put up, shut up, or piss off.”

       The crew looked at one another before they raised their drinks in the air with a shout and downed them in one.

      Happy hour had begun.
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      The drinks had continued to flow one after the next, and the bar had grown busier and busier with each passing hour. Upon closer inspection the bar was bigger than it first appeared, with the shadows being pushed to the edges as my eyes got accustomed to the gloom.

      The place could hold three hundred people easy, with another two floors above the one I was in. The second floor acted as a dance floor and they had converted the top into a rooftop terrace for the sightseers among us.

      As the drinks flowed I tried my best to sip what I could and spill the rest.

      This was my chance for freedom. 

      I eyed the crew every so often as they drank more and more, keeping my options open as to what I would do. It was easier to get lost in the crowd that surrounded us, but whenever I wandered too far, one of them would always appear next to my shoulder in deep conversation with someone next to me. After trying to mingle a few times I grew fed up and returned to the bar.

      I would allow the night to drag on before I attempted my escape. The way the drinks kept coming and how they put them away, it wouldn’t be long before most of them would be seeing two of me anyway.

      Then, I would try to make my escape and look for an outbound ship to get the fuck out of here. 

      If I couldn’t find a ship, I would call Xcorp and inform them of my location and hide out in the city till help arrived. 

      “Poppy for your thoughts,” said a voice next to me.

      I looked over into Poppy’s smiling face and mustered up a half-hearted smile. Her cheeks were flushed and red and her hair had come undone out of her bun to cascade over her shoulders.

      “How is this the only bar in the borough?” I asked Poppy.

      She let out a sigh and passed her fingers through her hair before answering, “This is the only bar in this section of the borough.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She pulled a napkin from the bartop and placed it in front of us, then drew a circle and wrote Safe Haven above it. “The planet Safe Haven is divided into four sections or boroughs if you like; each borough is controlled by a criminal organisation that runs their borough with an iron fist. Smaller crime organisations or gangs can also operate in any of the four boroughs, but they will get taxed on anything they make or earn.

      “Think of it as an agent’s cut off the top,” Poppy said with a wink. “Now,, any of the four major organisations who control their borough can get toppled any time and someone new can take over; when that happens it’s best to lie low and get out of town because things turn into a bloodbath—it’s not happened for a few years but like dormant volcano I can feel tensions brewing.”

      “Who controls the borough we are in now?”  

      “The Hammer and Sickle, run by Lady Isabella Ivanov. She’s… a fearsome woman but like everyone, she has her fair share of enemies.”

      I nodded my head while I looked at the drawing. “This doesn’t explain why this is the only bar in this part of town.”

      “Oh, that’s simple. Jerry torched the rest,” Poppy said, knocking back her drink.

      I looked at her in shock, which made her laugh.

      “Jerry is being overdramatic, there are other places to drink, but I wouldn’t call them bars and I wouldn’t venture in there alone, not if you wanted to live.”

      The night continued on and the drinks kept on coming. The crew, now dispersed amongst the heaving crowd, had left me alone at the bar with Poppy, whose head was resting on the bar top, one hand gripping her drink like an eagle keeping hold of its catch.

      “Poppy, you want another?” I asked, but all I received back was a grunt.

      This was my chance. Getting up slowly from my seat I scanned the area around me and found the coast was clear. If I headed straight for the front door now I would be caught; the only option I had was to head to the toilets and try to make an escape from there. I laughed at how stupid the plan was, but I had seen it work in movies hundreds of times and some part of that had to be true.

      Working my way through the crowd I tried to keep my movements as natural as possible until I got to a door and made my way through. 

      I made my way up a flight of rickety wooden stairs until I came to a landing. The male toilets were to my right. The coast was empty, so I decided to move while I had the chance. As I entered the toilets an overpowering aroma of piss and shit hit the back of my throat causing me to gag.

      The smell stung my eyes as I used a hand to cover my mouth. 

      I checked the stalls and nearly threw up at what I saw. Toilets without seats occupied all the stalls, with shit smeared along the back walls of more than one.

      “Fucking animals,” I muttered as I found the last one empty. 

      I made my way to the only window in the room and worked it back and forth; dirt and grime had sealed it shut over the years but I could feel it coming loose under my onslaught.

      The door to the toilet opened and I let go of the handle of the window and moved to the sinks, keeping my gaze on my hand as I opened the taps. 

      Brown rusty water splashed over my hands as the guy behind me took a piss. I grimaced as the water touched my hands but kept the act up.

      Footsteps echoed through the room as he stood next to me and turned on a tap.

      “Are we supposed to clean our hands in this?” he said.

      “Yeah, I know, right?” I said with a shrug.

      He was a man of Chinese descent, who wore a black suit and had golden beads around his wrist. 

      He caught me looking and sent a smile my way. Two golden canines flashed in the gloomy light.

      “I saw you hanging with the JYD crew, you a new member or something?”

      I stared at him in puzzlement, not fully understanding the question.

      “José Battle’s crew, the Junk Yard Dogs.”

      “Oh, sorry, I must have had too much to drink. Yeah, I joined their crew not long ago; I’m still very much the new guy.”

      He turned his tap off and dried his hands on his trousers. “So what is it you do for them?”

      “This and that, you know,” I said with a shrug, trying to end this conversation as quickly as possible.

      “I see, I see,” he said, still drying his hands on his legs.

      An unwelcome silence stretched out before us while we locked eyes. I didn’t know what he wanted but he was making me feel unwelcome.

      “How about I get you a drink,” he said, nodding towards the door.

      “Nah I’m all good. Thing is, I’ve got this stain on my hand that won’t come off,” I said, turning back to the sink. “Maybe I’ll catch you downstairs.”

      “No problem,” he said.

      I heard the door open and close behind me and breathed a sigh of relief as I lifted my head up, only to see him staring at me in the mirror.

      What the—

      He rushed towards me and locked his arms around my neck from behind, getting me in a rear naked choke. The squeeze and pressure was unbearable as my hands clawed at his face. I heard him hiss in pain as one of my fingernails raked across his eyeball, but he refused to release his grip, only squeezing tighter.

      Black spots were forming in my vision, the darkness in my peripheral vision was slowly closing in; I had to do something. Forcing my head back violently, I felt my skull connect with his nose.

      He grunted in pain and released his hold slightly, which allowed me to lift his arm up from my neck to in front of my mouth, where I bit him with everything I had.

      The grunt turned into a scream and he pushed me away.

      I spun on my heel and faced him, spitting out hair and blood onto the filthy toilet floor.

      “What do you want?” I demanded in shock.

      “Just what’s on your person, Mr Blake.”

      I stared at him in shock allowing his words to sink in. “What do you mean?”

      “Let’s not piss about here, I know full well who you are and why you were taken by JYD. The word on the street is The Lady will give them a huge payout for the information you have, but here’s the thing, The Lady is a cold ruthless bitch who will pay anyone as long as she gets what she wants.

      “Plus, if I take less than the price she’s willing to pay the Junk Yard Dogs, then I’ll be in her favour.”

      Who was this lady and why was she so interested in the information I had on my data-stick?  Was she going to use it to manipulate the stock markets? Or was there something deeper going on here I was missing?

      The Lady.

      Realisation slapped me in the face as I added two and two together—Lady Isabella Ivanov.

      She controlled this borough; she was to be feared; and she was the one that wanted what I had. To survive I would need to make it out of this borough and into the next, before my face became too recognisable.

      He came at me again and I threw my best punch his way, which slapped against his cheek, sound ringing out through the toilet. He stopped in his tracks and looked at me in confusion.

      “What, what, what was that?” he said in disbelief.

      “A punch!”

      He looked at me again then threw his head back in laughter. The sound wounded my pride more than any punch or kick thrown ever could. Holding his stomach he rested one hand on his knee while the sound poured from his mouth.

      “You,” he said, pointing towards me, between bouts of laughter, “are so fucked. If that’s your best line of defence then shit, dude, you aren’t gonna last long in this city, even if I didn’t come along. Everyone here is a killer, bounty hunter, hired gun, gang member, crook, thief, pimp or worse.

      “Shit, growing up here I saw my grandmother knife a man through the throat. Life here is tough, salaryman. But I’ll tell you what, you hand me the information you have and I’ll let you—”

      I didn’t wait for him to finish as my leg sprung up and kicked him square in the balls. His eyes bulged and I threw another punch, this one catching him in the side of the ear. He toppled forward and I threw a knee his way that caught his chin by luck more than anything else. I turned on my heel and ran for the door but something grabbed my leg causing me to trip and fall.

      My face hit the wet floor with a thud, and it was all I could do not to be sick as the smell of urine invaded my nostrils. My hand pressed into something soft and squidgy as I tried to get up, but my leg was caught. Looking back I saw my attacker had gripped one leg; kicking back with the other I caught him in the face but he refused to let go. I kicked again and again until he grabbed my other foot with his free hand and dragged me towards him. 

      He got on top of me and hammer-fisted me in the nose. The pain was unlike anything I had ever felt before. My eyes watered and I tried to squirm out from underneath him, but I received another blow for my trouble.

      If this was what being hit felt like you could keep it.

       Never being in a fight in my life, much less being hit in the face, my body panicked, not knowing what to do. I tried to breathe but his weight crushed the oxygen out of my lungs; every time I shifted he shifted his weight. Another blow clipped me in the side of my ear causing a ringing sound to occur.

      His fist crashed into my eye socket forcing me to scream out in pain.

      I felt his weight shift off me but it didn’t matter.

      Vision blurry, ears ringing, I curled up upon myself trying to fight the pain that swept through my body.

      “How pathetic can you be, dude?” said a voice above me. “I must admit the kick hurt, but if that’s all you got then I’m doing you a favour by killing you now.”

      His boot connected with my ribs forcing another cry of pain out of my lungs.

      “Where’s the information?”

      I said nothing but still grunted for air.

      “Where’s the information?” he asked, following it up with another kick.

      My ribs were on fire, it was hard for me to breathe, and I saw nothing but blurred shapes when I looked up. To say I was taking an ass whipping was an understatement. I tried to roll to my knees but a kick up the ass landed me back on my face.

      I didn’t deserve this!

      I had done nothing wrong. I just wanted to work, pay off my bills and maybe take a holiday once in a while. If my wife and kids said thank you in the process, then it was a bonus, but apart from that I didn’t ask for much.

      So why was the universe taking a giant dump all over me?

      “Look, you’re going to tell me what I want to know sooner or later because you’re not used to this. This life, what you’re feeling, it must feel foreign to you, alien, I get it. But let me help you. Just tell me what I want to know, then this all stops, what do you say?”

      My vision cleared and I looked into his eyes, and I could tell he was lying. I didn’t know how I knew, but I just did. As soon as I gave him what he wanted, then he would leave me to die on this floor.

      “Fuck you!”

      I didn’t know where it came from; I didn’t know why I said it but it felt like the right thing to do. Even though it was probably the last thing I would ever do.

      “Fine,” he said, pulling out a flick knife from his back pocket. “It looks like I’m going to have to start getting creative.”

      I saw my reflection briefly in the metal of the blade as it descended towards me, and I did the only thing that came to mind.

      I screamed.
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      I shut my eyes and screamed waiting for the end to come; and through the chaos I heard a single cough.

      I slowly opened my eyes and saw that my attacker was halfway towards me but had stopped and was looking up. I swivelled my head till I could get a better viewpoint and looked into the disappointed gaze of José.

      “No, please,” he said, taking a pull on his cigar, “don’t let me stop the fun, amigos—continue, continue.”

      My attacker slowly stood up from where he was and wiped a hand under his bleeding nose. “José,” he said with a nod.

      “Arun.”

      They both regarded each other with smiles that didn’t reach their eyes.

      “I know you’re not trying to muscle in on my job now, Arun, because if you were, then there would be unfortunate consequences for your actions. We’re not out in space anymore, amigo, you know there’re rules to this shit. Rules we must all adhere to when in this borough.”

      “Bah, what rules? They’re more like guidelines.”

      José took a step forward.

      “It wasn’t even a thing, José, just a small misunderstanding. Now if you excuse me, I’ll be on my way.”

      He stepped over me and made his way to the door that José was standing in front of. José didn’t move, his eyes never left Arun’s face.

      Arun licked his lips and moved from side to side, switchblade still in his hand.

      With a nod, José moved to the side and allowed him to pass. The door closed with a slam bringing silence once again to the toilet.

      “Aren’t you tired of lying in piss and shit all day?”

      “I think one of my ribs is broken,” I grunted, holding my side.

      “Get up, we’ve got to go,” José said, with a hint of irritation in his voice.

      I didn’t respond. Fuck him and the self-righteous horse he rode in on. If it weren’t for him then I wouldn’t be in this mess; I would be making my way back home, to normal, instead of being stuck on some godforsaken planet with the scum of the galaxy. Who was he to look down his nose at me?

      I got up to my feet and looked his way, urine running down my forehead.

      “You done?” he asked, taking another pull on his cigar.

      I didn’t respond but straightened up as best as I could.

      “Good, because that weasel shitbag Arun runs with the Laughing Hyenas and if we don’t get out of here before he calls for backup, then there’s going to be carnage.”

      I rolled my eyes at the gang’s name. It felt like I was in some West Side Story play.

      I followed him out the door and back down the stairs, as he spoke into the computer at his wrist. We entered the chaos of the bar, where the rest of the crew were already waiting for us.

      “What did this rusty trombone do now?” Willis asked, pint of Guinness still in his hand.

      “Nice to see you too, Willis,” I said dryly.

      “He ran into Arun upstairs,” José said nonchalantly.

      “Shit,” Willis said.

      “I still don’t see what the big problem is,” I said.

      “Arun and his gang the Laughing Hyenas,” Poppy said, “are what we call in the business scavengers. They wait for a crew or gang to complete a mission, and then they swoop in and take their kill. The reason gangs like his exist is because they normally sell what they take to the original buyer for half the price, and the buyer doesn’t care if the original crew that was commissioned for the job completes it or not, as long as they get what they want.”

      “My heart bleeds for you,” I said.

      “Hey!” Willis said, slapping me on the head. “they don’t take captives and they always leave a mess. You’re lucky you ran into good God-fearing folk like us.”

      “Where’s Tuari?” José asked.

      “Getting the transport ready,” Poppy answered.

      “How’s everyone doing for firepower?” José asked.

      Poppy held up her hands, which had four knives in each; Willis banged the handles of his pistols together and gave José a manic grin; José pulled out two revolvers as big as his forearms and checked they were fully loaded.

      Poppy handed me a knife and I held it as if it was a poisonous snake. “What the hell am I meant to do with this?”

      “Defend yourself.”

      I looked at them as if they had all grown two heads. “Knives and pistols?” I stuttered in disbelief. “Don’t you have plasma weapons, ion cannons or at least something bulletproof?”

      They returned the same look I had given them.

      “Listen, chico,” José said, cigar hanging from the corner of his mouth, “those types of weapons are expensive as shit to buy, expensive as shit to maintain, and expensive as shit to refuel. Bullets are cheap and there isn’t much that can go wrong with a pistol.

      “Now come on, let’s get out of here before Arun’s friends turn up.”

      We navigated our way through the crowds, the crew alert, watching their surroundings with the keen eyes of professionals. Where was the drunken state they had been in less than ten minutes ago? Were they faking? To lure me into a fake sense of security? How had José known where I was? Better yet, how long had he been outside the door waiting to intervene while I got seven kinds of shit kicked out of me?

      We moved through the crowd like sharks through a shoal and I breathed a sigh of relief as the exit came into view.

      It was short-lived.

      The glass along the walls shattered as canisters trailing smoke entered the bar.

      “Get down!” José shouted as he pushed me to the floor, while bullets quickly followed the canisters that had entered.

      Hands over my head, I was swallowed up by the chaos that erupted around me. Glasses broke, people screamed and shouted, and the sound of gunfire filled the air. I had never heard a gun go off before; I thought it would sound like fireworks—stupid, I know—but as  I huddled under the weak fleshy protection of my arms they didn’t sound like any firework I had ever heard.

      They sounded like death.

      “You have to move!”

      I heard the command but I refused to get up from where I lay. The floor was safe. The floor was comfortable. The floor was my friend. 

      A pair of rough calloused hands grabbed me by the arms and lifted me up. José shook me from side to side forcing me to focus on his face.

      “If you lie on the floor like a victim, then you shall become a victim—now move!”

      We hurried through the crowd, ducking and dodging as best we could as pieces of glass and bits of mortar flew in the air around us. Bodies flew past us riddled with bullets, slamming against the wall. They left a trail of red as they slid down to the floor, vacant eyes staring at me accusingly.

      I could see the exit we were aiming for. Up ahead, a rusty door with a flickering emergency exit sign called out like a siren.

      I doubled my pace, rushing towards the door, but a hand yanked me back as a hail of bullets peppered the floor in front of the door. Before I knew it, I was pulled along and thrown over the bar’s counter where I landed with a thump.

      “Glad you could join us,” Poppy said with a smile.

      I scrambled backwards pressing my back against the bar counter as I looked to my right and left.

      Poppy, situated to my left, gave me a cheeky smile and a wave, while Willis at my right merely grunted in my direction. Jerry the bartender was next to Poppy, shotgun in hand.

      “You witless cockroach motherfuckers better believe you’re paying for the repairs to my bar,” Jerry said, clutching his gun with a death-grip. “I am sick of this shit! All I ever wanted was to open up a nice bar, a place where the intellectual can come and have a drink or two, a place where I could chat about politics, art, the finer things in life.

      “Instead, I have moronic conversations like which celebrity you would sleep with or what’s the dirtiest thing you think she’s ever done! I’m sick of this shit.”

      “To be fair, Jerry,” Willis said, taking a sip of his pint of Guinness, “this is what happens when you burn, threaten or kill the other competition. When this is the only watering hole in the borough, then people will flock to it like the disciples flocked to Jesus in his time of need.”

      Jerry narrowed his eyes as he looked Willis’s way. “That’s your sixth pint… You’ve only paid for three.”

      Another round of gunfire saved Willis from giving a response as it blasted chunks off the marble top, creating a cloud of fine dust that fell onto Jerry’s shoulders.

      “Motherfuckers!” Jerry yelled, jumping up and firing back at our would-be attackers.

      Willis pulled him back down as a wave of bullets blasted the area he was standing in front of.

      “Count my debt as paid up,” Willis said, nodding to the bullet-ridden wall.

      The bullets stopped flying and the only thing that could be heard was the moans and groans from the wounded. I turned towards Poppy, about to say something, but she placed a finger to her lips and slowly shook her head.

      “Where’s José?” I mouthed.

      She gave me a shrug as footsteps echoed through the bar. I clutched the knife I was holding tighter, hoping it would act as a talisman to ward off evil.

      “To those of you still alive!” a voice from the bar called. “We do not wish to kill any more of you, but we shall unless we get what we want.”

      Nobody responded while boots crunched glass underfoot.

      “We are looking for one Quinton Blake. Hand him over and we shall leave this shithole you call a bar at once.”

      My face paled and lost all feeling as I looked into Poppy’s eyes. The voice that spoke wasn’t Arun’s, so who wanted to kill me now?

      I tapped the handle of the knife against my forehead, as bile tried to force its way up my throat.

      This was not happening.

      This was not happening.

      This—

      “What do you want with him?” José said from somewhere in the bar.

      “That is none of your concern.”

      “You came in here, fire upon us indiscriminately, demand something from us, but do not tell us the reason why. That, my amigo, is just plain rude. This borough may be filled with the scum of the galaxy but at least we buy someone a drink before we fill them full of holes.”

      I looked to either side of me and could see Willis and Poppy edge further and further away from me.

      Were they leaving me to die?

      “Find him,” said the newcomer. “Kill the rest!”

      As the words left his mouth Jerry and Willis popped up and fired at our attackers. The sound of gunfire was deafening as the attackers returned fire. I placed my hands over my head and hunkered down as a body flew over the top of the bar and crash-landed at my feet. He groaned as he tried to get up, defiance and anger radiating from his eyes.

      I sat there frozen as thoughts of what to do swirled around my mind.

      His hand inched towards his pistol and still, I stayed there staring at him.

      I had to move or he would shoot me. I held the knife tighter in my hand while he got his bearings and raised his gun my way.

      A flash of silver appeared and sliced his throat, spraying me with blood. Wide-eyed with blood on my face I slowly turned and looked into the face of Poppy, who regarded me with caution. She said something but it didn’t register. I could see her lips move but it was like the world was on mute.

      She slapped me in the face hard. Hard enough for my ears to start ringing.

      “You need to move!” she said, shouting in my face.

      She pointed over my shoulder forcing me to turn. Glass covered the floor and bullets blasted the wall above.

      “I’m not crawling through that shit!”

      “If you don’t you die.”

      I couldn’t argue with that. But where I was sitting appeared a lot safer than crawling over glass and under bullets.

      I turned and looked back towards Poppy; her eyes were urging me on. Turning back around I gritted my teeth before I felt a hand on my shoulder. ”You can do this,” she said.

      I nodded as I scampered forward. Glass cut into my hands and knees and bullets broke bottles apart overhead causing them to fall upon my shoulders. I just wanted to go home! I shouldn’t be here. This was just a misunderstanding. 

      These thoughts rattled around my brain before I finally came to the end of the bar and peeked around it.

      The scene was chaos.

      What I saw appeared to be out of a cheesy action flick.

      Bodies lay on the floor riddled with holes, their open eyes reflecting the last emotions they had. I stared into those eyes and felt sick. Sick? I was glad they were dead and I was still alive.

      Blood mixed with spent bullet casing covered the floor as José hid behind a stone pillar and took potshots at anyone stupid enough to show themselves. Willis and Jerry were nowhere to be seen as Poppy tapped me lightly on the shoulder.

      “When I say so, I want to you make a move for the exit,” she said.

      I said nothing but simply nodded.

      “Whenever you boys are ready!” she yelled over my shoulder.

      I saw José nod before leaning his back against the pillar protecting his life. He reloaded his revolvers, closed his eyes and whispered something to himself before swinging back into the open and shouting, “Now!”

      Willis and Jerry popped up themselves from their hiding places and began firing, as Poppy leapt onto the bar top and somersaulted into the air. She landed with her legs around the neck of one of the attackers and stabbed him in the eyes with her knives. I could hear his screams over the gunfire.

      I watched in amazement as she moved like a snake. Wherever her knives flashed blood would follow.

      She rolled under another attacker’s wild swing and stabbed him in the groin; with a twist and a yank she pulled out her blade. She didn’t wait to see if her opponents were dead before she moved. She was that confident in her skills as a murderer. Willis and José gave covering fire. Each shot they made counted; they were ruthless in their effectiveness, no bullet was wasted, no shot was made in haste.

      “Go!” Poppy yelled as she stabbed another man in the neck.

      I didn’t have to be told twice as I leapt to my feet and began making my way towards the exit. “There he is!” shouted a voice behind me.

      I turned around and saw who had spoken. 

      Salt and pepper hair cut into a buzz cut, with a crooked nose broken on more than one occasion, he stared my way. Like his men, he wore combat fatigues, but unlike his men, he stood tall and proud amongst the raging battle that whirled around him, almost as if he was immune to damage. 

      His rigid finger still pointed my way as his grey soulless eyes bored into mine. 

      A smoke canister detonated in the centre of the room and he was engulfed in smoke and vanished from my view. I kept looking his way till someone bundled me off and pushed me out of the door; I tried to fight them off until I got a slap in the face and saw that it was Poppy who had pushed me through the door.

      “We need to get going, dumbass!” Willis said, slamming the door closed behind José and sticking a small square metallic device over the door handle.

      An electric muscle car fashioned in the styling of a 1969 Ford Mustang slid in front of us kicking up a dirt cloud into the air. Tuari was behind the wheel pressing on the horn for us to get going. 

      I took one last look behind me at the door as I was dragged and pushed towards the vehicle; we jumped inside and before the door had been closed we were already pulling away at speed.

      “What did you place on the door?” I asked Willis.

      He smiled in my direction, teeth flashing in the gloom. “A little present.”

      I looked back towards the bar as an explosion tore through the bar exit that we had come through, sending flames shooting up into the sky and illuminating the night sky in a fiery red blaze.

      “Jerry’s gonna be pissed!” Tuari said, looking back in the rearview mirror.

      “It ain’t the first time we’ve blown up his bar and I doubt it’ll be the last,” José said, to sounds of laughter.

      I looked around me and just stared.

      I was in the company of a bunch of psychopaths!
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      The silent motor of the muscle car pushed us along through the surrounding traffic. We overtook cars that got in our way and bullied others that didn’t get the hint. Soft sounds of instrumental chill music whispered through the speakers putting me slightly at ease, I looked out the window at the passing lights, which looked like fireflies caught in a jar, and wondered how my life had gotten to where it currently was. 

      Things like this didn’t happen to people like me. I had already mapped my life out. My life… 

      I shook my head and took in the surroundings of the borough. So far I hadn’t seen any natural vegetation or any signs of wildlife, it had just been one crumpled tower block after another, one half-finished apartment block, or a hotel with scantily clad women leaning against its walls waving halfheartedly at any car which passed by.

      As the car did its best to smooth out the bumps and potholes in the road, I leaned my head back against the headrest and allowed a yawn to escape my lips.

      “It’s the adrenaline dump,” Poppy whispered in my ear.

      “Huh?”

      “The adrenaline from the gunfight you have just been in—it affects each one in different ways, but one of the main things it does is make you tired, weary. Your body and mind have just been through a major trauma so are trying to cope with it as best as it can. Some of us,” she said, nodding to Willis and José, who were snoring, “sleep it off, others like me just replay the events again and again in our minds, wondering what we could have done differently.”

      I nodded my head and tried to fight the mouth-stretching yawn that escaped me.

      “Just let your body relax, it knows what to do.”

      I snorted and shook my head. “This may be normal to you,” I whispered back at her, “but this to me, is, is…” I sighed as words failed me.

      “I can’t believe you imagined your life turning out how it has.”

      “No. I didn’t imagine being kidnapped against my will and—”

      “No, I’m not talking about that. I’ve watched you, Quinton, it’s our duty to watch every one of our jobs before we do them, casing the joint so to speak, and I’ve watched you from afar, I’ve watched your life. It’s one of misery. Any blind fool can see you go to a job you hate, you are in a loveless marriage to a woman who doesn’t respect you, even your own children hate you, and through it all, I wonder why.”

      “Why what?” I said breathlessly.

      “Why would someone put themselves through that?”

      “Because of duty, because it’s the right thing to do, because it’s what a man does for his family.”

      She said nothing but only got closer to me, wrapping her arms around me and burying her face in my neck with a sigh. Even though the words had left my mouth and I knew they were the right thing to say, they still felt like a lie to me. A lie I had told myself repeatedly time and time again.

      Whenever the bills came in late and I was the only one holding a job.

      Whenever I would get home to a cold empty house.

      Whenever I would get home to a cold empty bed.

      Those words, that line, had kept me going because if I didn’t repeat them to myself daily then I would go mad. I would blow my brains out and embrace death with a smile on my face.

      Did that make me selfish?

      Did that make me less of a man?

      I just wanted to be happy.

      “There must have been some dream you wanted when you were growing up, some vision or life plan you had for yourself that didn’t involve a nine to five and a retirement plan,” she said softly in my ear, making the hair on the side of my neck stand up.

      “There was once… but the dream has long since died a horrible death,” I muttered under my breath.

      “Being in a life or death situation for anyone isn’t normal, no matter how many times you encounter it; you may think it gets easy but it never does.”

      The car kept on eating up the miles and I returned to staring out the mirror, my thoughts muddy like a puddle splashed in by a child. Poppy’s soft breathing on my neck deepened as sleep slowly took her. “I wanted to dance and soar like a graceful bird-of-paradise,” she said, each word getting softer and softer, “just dance and dance, until my worries and troubles went away.”

      And with that sleep quickly took us both.
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      I opened my eyes as I felt the motion of the car come to a stop; I looked out the window and saw we were parked in what appeared to be a back alley. Grey brick walls surrounded the car on both sides. I wrinkled my nose as the stench from the alley worked its way past the glass windows. 

      Willis and Tuari had already made their way out of the car, their doors closing with a soft hiss behind them. 

      Sat in the front passenger seat José unclipped his seatbelt and turned to look at me, eyes hidden behind red lenses I didn’t need to see them to read the concern that laced his features; he turned his gaze to the softly snoozing Poppy, who was still asleep on my shoulder, and his lips drew back into a fine line. 

      “You’re a grown-ass man, so I don’t need to give you this advice but I feel the need to anyway. I would watch how you handle this situation,” he said, nodding to Poppy. “I can guarantee you, Necktie, she isn’t like any other woman you’ve ever met or been involved with before, so tread carefully otherwise it could end up badly for you.”

      “You mean it could end up worse than being kidnapped against my will?”

      José gave me one of his toothy grins. “By all means, my amigo, you’re free to go any time you want, but I doubt you’ll last five minutes out there. Those men that hit Jerry’s bar weren’t part of Arun’s crew, which makes me think we have multiple players after your culo. I know every two-bit crew in this godforsaken borough, and I’ve never seen those men before. The way they moved, the way they fired, makes me think they’re military or even mercenaries.”

      I thought back to the mercenaries stationed on my ship and shuddered inwardly. What if they thought I had something to do with the deaths of their men? What if they thought I had done a runner and I was trying to sell whatever was on that stupid stick to the highest bidder?

      What if they were out for revenge?

      Shit! I had to get in contact with Gregory, my boss, and let him know where I was and what had happened. From there, Xcorp could decide on the best course of action and try to get me out of this mess in one piece.

      “Anyway, my statement still stands: if you want to leave then be my guest, but I would take my advice about her,” he said, nodding Poppy’s way.

      “Thank for the advice, but I’m happily married with kids.”

      José said nothing as he stared at me for a minute or two. “Funny, for a man who’s happily married with kids, this is the first time you’ve bought them up.”

      I stared at his back while he exited the car and swallowed the anger that wanted to explode from the pit of my stomach. Taking a deep breath I lightly tapped Poppy on the shoulder and watched as she slowly opened her eyes. Despite myself, I couldn’t help but stare as her eyes fluttered open and she smiled my way.

      My eyes traced the lines of her curves as she stretched like a cat, her breast straining against the fabric of her shirt.

      “What?” she asked softly.

      “Er… what? Nothing. I mean, we have arrived,” I said hastily, trying to make a quick exit out of the car but failing horribly as I got caught up in the seatbelt that restrained me. She laughed at my predicament before unclipping me and stepping out of the car to follow the rest of the crew.

      Focus, man!

      I told myself that as I exited the car and followed them. They were still my captors; they were still murderers, and I had to figure out a way to ditch them before it got too late. It was only a matter of time before the data-stick passed through my gut, and then I would no longer be needed by them.

      I sidestepped rubbish that littered the floor and bumped into Poppy, who gave me a smile and pointed to a brown wooden door with peeling paint. “This is our safe-house for the next twenty-four hours until we can figure something out.”

      I ran a hand over the bullet holes in the wall beside me and took in the dilapidated door a strong breeze could knock off, and looked at her in confusion, “You said safe-house, right? As in safe to be in?”

      “Trust me,” she said.

      Willis, José, and Tuari had already made their way inside as I followed her. She held the door open for me and I couldn’t see anything as I stepped inside and smashed my face on something solid.

       “Fuck!”

      “Sorry,” came Poppy’s voice from behind me, “I forgot to say to you not to walk forward,”

      I couldn’t see a thing in front of me until my eyes adjusted to the gloom, and a door made of solid steel materialised in front of me. I waited until Poppy closed the other door behind us causing darkness to descend upon us, until a light flickered from above. The sudden illumination from it felt like I had stepped into the sun.

      “Please identify yourself,” came a voice from the speakers.

      “Poppy Palmer.”

      “Voice recognised. Question, what do you fear the most?”

      Poppy didn’t respond as the seconds ticked away. As I was about to speak she cut me off: “I fear myself.”

      “Answer accepted: welcome, Miss Palmer.”

      The door swung opened revealing a hallway that wouldn’t be out of place in any family home. It took me by surprise, but what surprised me the most was the bowing AI robot that stood in front of us, dressed in a butler’s uniform. No AI machine could be modelled after the human form anymore. No silicone flesh-like coating, no human-like features. 

      A soft light metal casing covered its skeletal form, with a speaker for a mouth and scanners for eyes. The World Government had set laws in place after WW3, banning countries from replicating lifelike human AIs and also placing a limit on how intelligent they could be. During the war, they had been used to great effect, with one AI machine being able to kill hundreds of men in a matter of hours. The AIs were growing smarter and stronger every day.

      It gave humanity a fright, and it was one of the key elements to a call for a ceasefire during the war. 

      “Hi, Geoffrey,” Poppy said, patting the bot on the shoulder. “This is Quinton, he’s going to be our guest for a few days; treat him as if he was one of us.”

      “Certainly, madam, should I also tidy up after him as well?” said Geoffrey in a British accent.

      “As long as you don’t wipe his ass like you do Willis,” Tuari said from somewhere in the house.

      “That was one time, you cock-gobbler! And it was because I damaged my hands after that stupid prank you pulled! Remember, the one with the hot potato?” Willis shouted from somewhere in the house.

      “I would have thought you would have found it funny, what with you liking potatoes and—”

      “I already told you!” screamed Willis from the top of his lungs. “Not all Irish live and die on fucking potatoes.”

      “Well, this could go on all day,” said Geoffrey dryly. “Would you like to follow me, sir?”

      I gave Geoffrey a second look as I tilted my head to the side but he was already on the move; I looked back at Poppy, who gave me a wink and a smile as she walked past me. Doing as I was told, I followed Geoffrey up a couple flights of stairs till we got to the top floor. He pushed opened a door that led into a low-ceilinged room with a spare bed in one corner and a wardrobe in the other.

       “I’m afraid ‘guests’ get to stay in the attic,” Geoffrey said, turning to me. “It’s not all doom and gloom though, you have your own bathroom through that door, although there’s no running hot water and the flush on the toilet sometimes doesn’t work, but apart from that this could be a penthouse suite in any serial-killer motel you would happen to stay at.

      “I would say make yourself at home but…. it appears sir is travelling light.”

      “Yes, most of my things are still on the ship The Kennel.”

       “If this is a long stay, I would suggest sir get it before he begins to smell. Hygiene is of utmost importance.”

      “Yes, I, you’re right,” I said, feeling at a loss for what to say.

      Geoffrey gave me a nod then turned and exited the way he came. “Oh, one more thing, sir, if at any time you hear what sounds like a fire alarm I assure you it’s not; the best thing you can do is arm yourself with the nearest weapon available and make for the exits.”

       “Right,” I said, watching him leave.

      I walked towards the nearest window and pulled back the curtains to find it bricked over. On further inspection they all were. With little means to escape and the only door leading out of this place being controlled by voice recognition, I knew I was in for the long haul.
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      I tried to fall asleep but between the scratchy blanket and the spring poking me in the back, sleep evaded me. After the hundredth time tossing and turning, I finally got up to my feet and just sat on my bed.

      Sat on my bed and thought about my life.

      What was I going to do? Escape seemed as impossible as flying back home without a ship, but I somehow had to figure out how to escape the clutches of this crew and survive long enough that the other two crews didn’t kill me first.

      I had to admit being with the Junk Yard Dogs was an adventure, something that had put a bit of sparkle into my life, but I couldn’t help feel this was all just smoke and mirrors to allow me to drop my guard, so they could get what they wanted.

      Shaking my head, I got up and opened my door as quietly as I could. Making my way down the first flight of stairs I heard hymn music coming out of a door to my right; flickering shadows danced under the door and told me to move on. I waited till I was sure no one was coming out of the room before I moved off again and made my way down another flight of stairs.

      I slowed my descent as I heard the unmistakable tones of José.

      “You sure this thing ain’t gonna blow up in our faces?”

      I made my footsteps as light as possible, holding my breath as a floorboard creaked underneath me.

      Shit.

      I held my breath waiting to be found, but when no one came to investigate, I slightly relaxed and continued downward.

      “I know this is a big payoff for everyone involved but right now, you have other shit to worry about. Arun from the Laughing Hyenas tried to jump him in the toilets and some military slash mercenary cats tried their best to use our brains to redecorate Jerry’s bar The Office.

      “I thought this a simple mission?” asked José.

      I couldn’t hear any response from the person José was talking to, which could only mean he was on a phone call. Phones had gone the way of every other gadget with the rapidly increased need for human technology. Why have a phone when everyone had a personal computer attached to their wrist that could do the job just as well and more? The only downside was they could be hacked and monitored, which gave rebirth to mobile phones in the underground market.

      Disposable mobile phones or burners as they were called on the underground gave the user a level of security that computers didn’t. They were cheap to buy, easy to use, and disposable.

      “Listen, mi Señora,” I know you have huge plans in play here—

      “Come on, the borough’s been going crazy with rumours concerning you, and what you’re planning, I can still remember the last war that ravaged these streets, but if you’re involved in what I’ve been hearing is going to happen, then me and my crew want no part in it. We’re runners, smugglers, collectors.

      “We ain’t hitmen.”

      I continued to creep until I was only inches away from the door; I tried to steady my breathing as I rubbed my sweaty palms down my leg.

      “Also it appears you have a leak in your organisation. Someone told Arun and his goons we were collecting the data-stick, and where they could likely find us, so I would be careful right now who you trust.”

      As the conversation came to an end I had turned and was walking back upstairs when José’s voice caught my attention.

      “By the way, what plans do you have for this niño after you get what you want?”

      A chill went through my spine as I stopped in my tracks, while two people casually discussed my fate.

      “Good, because I have plans of my own that involve him, plans I don’t think he’ll like. We’ll see you tomorrow at the meeting point.”

      José fell silent and it left me contemplating my brief future and how I was going to escape before tomorrow’s meeting.
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      A knock on the door woke me up from my deathlike state, I ran a hand over my heavily laden eyes and looked around in panic when I noticed the room I was in wasn’t my bedroom; it took another second or two till the events of the last few days finally caught up with me.

      I must have finally fallen asleep last night.

      Another knock at the door, this one louder, forced me to groan under my hand as I got up to my feet and dragged myself towards my door. Yanking it open, I was greeted by a hot pot of coffee and a plate full of waffles with a side of bacon.

      “Morning, sleepyhead,” Poppy said, beaming from ear to ear. “I thought you would like something to eat, as we ate nothing last night.”

      I eyed the plate suspiciously, not wanting to take it, but my stomach rumbled despite my best efforts not to look interested.

      “Thank you,” I said taking the plate of waffles, “but you can keep that devil’s piss known as coffee, I can’t stand the stuff.”

      “Oh,” Poppy said with a shy smile, “I thought it was only me who thought that way about coffee. I wasn’t going to bring you any but Willis said only real men drink it."

      “Willis is an ass,” I said, sitting back on my bed and using my knees as a table. Butter dripped down the stack as I cut into them and took a mouthful.

      I closed my eyes as the taste washed over me.

      I hadn’t realised how hungry I was until I began eating.

      “God, these are good, Tuari sure can cook.”

      “Actually I made them,” she said, flicking a strand of hair behind her ear.

      “Oh.”

      I kept my gaze on her as she blushed and looked away from me. Not knowing what to say I nodded and mumbled, “Thank you.”

      The only sounds heard were from my knife and fork as I kept on eating, not knowing and really not caring if this meal was poisoned or not.

      “This is fantastic, Pop, I didn’t know you knew how to cook, I thought the only chef on the crew was Tuari.”

      She looked at me sideways, brows furrowed in confusion.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Why did you call me Pop?”

      “I don’t know, sometimes people call other people nicknames because they’re friends or because they’re close or because… It just felt right.”

      “Hmm,” she said, looking up at the ceiling and repeating the name to herself, “Pop, I like it. It sounds... interesting.”

      “I’m glad. So,” I asked, dragging out the word, “how did you come to be part of the crew?”

      “They found me.”

      I didn’t know what to say, so I nodded and kept on eating allowing the silence to lengthen.

      “Yes, they found me and gave me a place to stay, a place to call home and a place where I felt like I have a family. My life hasn’t always been easy; there were times...” She dipped her head as a faraway look appeared behind her eyes.

      I said nothing, fork halfway to my mouth.

      “There were times,” she said, lifting her head up and giving me a weak smile, “when all I thought about was suicide. All I thought about was how easy it would be to end it all, but then like a guardian angel José plucked me from the trash and gave me a purpose, something to live for, some reason to keep ongoing.”

      “And that purpose was to kill, steal, and smuggle for money?”

      She looked at me sharply, the first sign of true irritation I had seen on her face towards me since we had met.

      “You give away the most precious thing you have, your time, for minimum wage and a noose around your neck and you look down at me as if I’m nothing. I work for the things that are honest to me, that mean the most to me, that I would live and die for.

      “I may be a killer but at least I’m honest as to who I am.”

      She backed away from me and turned her back walking towards the door.

      I had upset her, she whom I had seen kill men with nothing but a knife and her body. She hadn’t shown emotion while in the process, no anger, no hate, no regret. It appeared like she was just a factory worker on an assembly line who needed to get the job done.

      That in itself scared me more than anything.

      But despite all that I still felt bad.

      Bad for upsetting this woman I had only known less than a handful of days, and I didn’t know why.

      “After you’re done, José says you need to get ready, we’re going to see The Lady.”
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      I was back in the car and although I’d been rested, mounting tension in the pit of my stomach I couldn’t quite shake had replaced it. I had heard enough about The Lady to know she was the main reason I was in this mess, the main reason why my life had been turned upside down and everyone in the galaxy appeared to either want to kill me, torture me or question me. 

      I neither wanted to meet her or be in her presence, but I no longer had a choice.

      I thought back to my home and my family and wondered if I would ever see them again, wondered if Xcorp had reported me missing to the authorities. Was my name on all the news channels? Would I even warrant front-page news? 

      I doubted it. 

      I had done nothing remarkable in my life, anything noteworthy. I had just kept my head down and kept on chugging away in the vain hope it would get me one step further up the ladder, one step closer to that glorious retirement I kept on telling myself would come the more hours I put in and the more time I gave away; but life, as I was finding out, sometimes loved kicking you when you were down, and I hadn’t been more down than this. 

      I gritted my teeth and clenched my fist as we drove past one run-down building after the next. Although the sun had arisen it did nothing to improve the view we drove past; instead it highlighted its flaws, its blemishes, whereas the darkness covered it up like make-up on a black eye on a housewife. 

      “Where’s Poppy?” I asked José, who was in the backseat next to me.

      He looked my way and gave me a shrug; I took the hint and returned my attention to the passing buildings and oddities that swept past my window, allowing the time to simply pass me by.

      “You’re real quiet back there, ass-face,” Willis said over his shoulder. “Thought you would be happy to be on the move, happy to finally get this over and done with.”

      I said nothing but just continued to look out the window.

      “I know you thought you were clever swallowing the data-stick, but what goes in must come out and we know it hasn’t left your system yet, so we’ll just hand you over to The Lady and she shall get it out of you one way or the other. I heard she is a patient woman, and she always gets what she wants, so I wouldn’t count on trying to outsmart her. To be the number one crew in the borough of Paradise Lost takes something you don’t need in controlling the other boroughs; it takes a level of evil that would make even the devil shiver.

      “Although this planet is no bigger than a moon with boroughs in jungles and mountain ranges, this borough is different. This borough is ground zero. It’s where everyone starts off. People think getting to the top and staying up that fucker is the hardest part of the journey, but it’s the fighting at the bottom with the rest of the crabs, maggots and worms, all trying to pull you down while you climb to the top, that’s where the real fighting takes place.

      “The other crews in Paradise Lost treated The Lady like a joke when she first came on the scene, but that soon changed when the bodies started to pile up. Not much scares me, but The Lady is a demon from the greatest depths of hell.

      “I just hope I get the chance to send her there one day.”

      I let out a snort and rolled my eyes, which caused Willis to snap his head around.

      “Something I said funny?”

      “Everything you say is funny, you mad Irish bastard,” Tuari said in the driver’s seat next to him, “which I am surprised at because how anyone can understand a thing you’re saying is beyond me.”

      “I ain’t talking to you, shitbreath, I’m talking to know-it-all back there,” Willis said, pointing my way. “You got something to say or something you wanna say, just come right out and say it.”

      I bit my lip and kept staring out the window, fingers drumming against my knee.

      “Thought so—”

      “I thought the Christian faith took issue with little things like murder, kidnapping, stealing, and being an all-round piece of shit! If I’m not wrong, they even had a list of commandments that stated something to that effect.

      “You, being a practising Christian, would know that, but it seems, Willis, you have ignored all the core principles of your faith and are only using it when it best suits you. Fuck anyone else! As long as the paddy here gets his pint of Guinness and gets to be judge, jury and executioner.” I was breathing heavily now, the tension I was feeling loosening my tongue.

      “What I find funny, Willis, is you think you’re so different from the people you think so little of, but you and they are one and the same. I don’t know if you think you’re going to Valhalla or Eden or whatever it’s called, but I can assure you, you aren’t.”

      Silence came upon the car as Willis’ jaw worked from side to side. Tuari drove eyes forward, not taking them from the road; José, who sat next to me, had his head turned to the window.

      I knew Willis expected me to avert my gaze from his, but I would not give the asshole the pleasure. They needed me alive until I got to The Lady, so I knew he would not kill me, although it didn’t mean he couldn’t hurt me.

      “It’s called heaven, the place where all the good souls are destined to go,” he said before turning back around.

      Was that it?

      After all the bullshit I had expected him to say his response left me feeling empty and angrier than ever.

      “And another thing—” I began but was cut short as something slammed into the back of us, forcing my head forward into the headrest in front of me. 

      A flash of white flared across my vision and there was a faint ringing in my ears as I grabbed the back of my neck in pain. The world returned in thunderous colour and sound. Someone was shouting and it took me a second to realise it was Willis.

      “Who do these herpes-covered sons of whores think they’re dealing with!”

      I looked behind us and could see a blacked-out van right up our ass. They sped up again and barrelled into us causing the car to fishtail. Tuari wrestled control of the vehicle, righting it back the right way just as a second blacked-out van pulled up alongside us. The glint of firearms got my attention causing my heart to skip a beat.

      “Guns! Guns! Guns,” I shouted, pointing out the vehicle.

      “Yes, we know, dickhead, we’ve got them too,” Willis said, pulling out his pistols. “It seems like Sodom and Gomorrah get to have some fun.”

      “Put these in your ears,” José said, handing me a pair of earbuds, I looked at them in confusion before looking back at him. “We’re in a confined space about to shoot firearms—you work it out,” he said.

      I did as instructed and was taken aback as the sound around me dimmed. It was like being underwater. The panic was still there, but I could take in the frantic nature of what was happening around me, if at a much lower volume. It made everything easier to deal with.

      A gun appeared in front of my face as the window next to me slid down. I saw the muzzle flash and felt the vibration go through my chest as the van next to us tried to swerve out of the way. 

      Something pinged above my head and the next thing I knew my head was being pushed down towards my knees.

      Another few explosive rounds went off above my head before they allowed me to resurface.

      “Tuari! Get us outta Dodge, hombre,” I heard someone shout, but couldn’t figure out who.

      The car was launched forward as Tuari pushed it to its limits. Cars swerved out of our way and sounded their horns, as many had to come to an emergency stop in fear of colliding with us. The back window shattered as we took a straight and shot through an intersection.

      I closed my eyes waiting for another vehicle to T-bone us, but when the jarring sensation of metal on metal never came I opened my eyes and saw we had made it safely across. The only difference now was, Willis was hanging out the window firing his pistols at the vehicles chasing us.

      He pulled his head back in as the door mirror on his side was blasted off the car door.

      “I got a glimpse of one of the shooters,” Willis yelled, reloading his pistols. “It’s the Laughing Hyenas. I can’t see Arun anywhere, but I know that cock weasel must be in one of the vans. He wouldn’t miss an opportunity to rub our faces in it.”

      José reloaded his revolvers slowly as he nodded his head. “It appears he has chosen to make his move.”

      “He’s probably still pissed off because of the job we stole from him on Mars,” Tuari said, turning the steering wheel hard left.

      “Or,” Willis said before firing a shot out the window, “he’s probably pissed at us because you left a dozen boxes of bees on his ship.”

      “I thought you would like the prank with the bees, what with you being a Christian and all.”

      “You’re thinking of locusts, idiot!”

      We took another hard turn as one of the vans pulled up beside us. The door on its side slid open revealing Arun’s smug face as he levelled a shotgun towards us and fired. Once again I was pushed down towards my knees as buckshot exploded around me. Lifting my head up again I yelled in surprise, as Arun was right next to my door and was pulling it open.

      I grabbed the handle on my side with both hands as the door was yanked open and tried to pull it back closed with all my might. Arun hung onto the handle on the outside and tried his best to keep it open. I strained with all my might and inch by inch the door came back towards me. Arun’s face appeared within arm’s reach, snarl plastered on his lips.

      He reached for a pistol tucked in the waistband of his jeans and I did the only thing that came to mind.

      I punched him.

      He blinked at me in surprise until I punched him again, his snarl now turning into a grimace.

      About to punch him again I turned my head just in time to see a motorbike coming towards us. Letting go of the handle caused the door to swing out, catching Arun full in the face. The bike tried to stop, but it was no use as he crashed into the open door taking it clean off its hinges.

      Door and bike went one way, rider went the other, as I stared into the door-shaped hole now on my side of the car.

      Thrown back into his van, Arun rested amongst a tangle of limbs he tried to extract himself from.

      José pushed me forcefully back as he sighted down his revolver, took careful aim and fired. The rear wheel of the van exploded and caused the van to fishtail as the driver tried to fight the steering wheel back for control but failed. Arun’s eyes widened in panic as the van spun out of control then flipped and rolled.

      I leaned out of the door opening and stared back in wonder as the van finally come to a stop onto its roof, wheels still spinning.

      “Bye, Arun,” said Willis.

      We continued down the road at speed, my body trying to relax but unable to; something was wrong.

      “Hold on,” I said, looking around the car, “wasn’t there another van—”

      That was the last thing I remembered as the remaining van slammed into the side José was on and flipped our car into the air.
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      I woke to the sound of birds.

      My head felt heavy and shaken, like it had been in a tumble drier. 

      I moved my fingers around and felt what I thought was grass beneath my palms, but that wasn’t right because I hadn’t seen a patch of grass anywhere in this forsaken city.

      One side of my face felt cold as I tried to open my eyes but all I saw was green. Shifting my head to the side I got a better view of my surroundings. I had landed in what appeared to be a patch of grass, with ill-looking trees surrounding me. I got up to my hands and knees and rolled over onto my back.

      I was alive.

      I was alive!

      I couldn’t remember much of what happened after the van had struck us, only that I had somehow been thrown from the car’s open door and had landed in safety.

      I moved my limbs anticipating pain at every flex and turn but with a sigh of relief not finding any. Something ran into my eye causing it to sting; wiping it away my hands came back bloody. I touched my forehead tentatively, wincing as my hands touched a lump that tried to double as another head.

      If I was thrown from the car, then where is it?

      The sound of movement to my far left answered my question. The patch of grass I was on was on a slope that came to rest at a river some hundred feet below me. The car belonging to the Junk Yard Dogs was upside down, resting at the bottom of it, wheels still spinning.

      I looked up as I heard movement above me and saw the van that had rammed into us, come to a rolling stop on the road above me. Keeping my body low to the ground, I turned my head back down the ravine and saw movement in the shadows of the car.

      This was my chance to escape.

      I wouldn’t get another opportunity like this one.

      Keeping my body as close to the ground as I could I crawled away, forcing my body to move with all the speed I could muster.
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      It had taken me hours to walk along roads and alleyways so I wasn’t seen, until I felt somewhat safe. I had run for the first half an hour—well, when I say run it was more of a five-minute sprint that turned into a jog, which turned into me dragging my legs behind me while I coughed up all the bad food and drink I had eaten since I left college. I had always promised myself I would get back in shape but life had kept getting in my way, or so I told myself.

      I leaned against a wall and planned my next move.

      I was on a foreign planet in a foreign city, with no money, food, drink, friends or any way to contact anyone that I loved.

      I slowly slumped to my knees as the weight of my situation piled on me. What was I going to do? I couldn’t trust anyone, as everyone was out for my blood, and I couldn’t show my face anywhere public or I would get noticed.

      I needed to gain someone’s computer as they had taken mine off my wrist after they took me hostage. It would be the only way to get a message to my family, the only way to get rescued, but the real answer was how would I acquire one, as everyone’s computer was DNA coded to only work for them.

      A glint on the ground drew my eye to an object on the alleyway floor, 

      Bending to pick it up I saw it was a shard of glass. Weighing it in my hand I gripped onto it and closed my eyes at the thought of what I was about to do.
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      The sun had set and pushed long shadows into nothing but darkness. My heart was in my mouth as I waited at the edge of a corner for someone to pass by; my palms were sweaty and the shard of glass in my hand kept on slipping out of my grip. I tried to close my eyes and steady my breathing but it still didn’t slow my heart rate down; things had gone from bad to worse once I had gotten on that Xcorp ship and they would not get any better.

      People passed me by who were too tall, too big, too muscular or too mean-looking.

      I didn’t know the target I had in mind, but I needed to overpower them easily and quickly. I kept my face in the shadows, biting the inside of my cheek, while I waited.

      Shit!

      Come on. Come on.

      My lower back poured out enough sweat to cause my shirt to stick to it. I unloosened my tie and pulled at my shirt trying to get my body to cool down. 

       I saw someone walk past me who looked about my height and I walked towards them until they stopped and turned around.

      A mop of grey hair covered most of his eyes, “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

      “I, errr, I wasn’t doing anything,” I said hastily, taking a few steps back, “I was just walking.”

      He took a step closer to me and I held up one palm in an unthreatening manner.

      “Well, it looks to me you were about to jump me, Necktie,” he said, spitting out the last word in disgust.

      “Nah, you got it all wrong. I wouldn’t dream of doing anything like that, it’s just I need to message—”

      “What’s in your hand!”

      I hid the shard of glass behind my back and gave him a shrug.

      “You trying to play me, cocksucker?” he said, taking another step closer.

      “I would never dream of it, sir, but you see I’m in a bit of a predicament. I need help making a call—”

      I stopped mid-sentence as I noticed a laughing hyena with blood dripping out of its mouth tattooed on the back of his hand; I licked my lips as I tried to get my thoughts in order.

      “You need to make a call because?”

      I tried to think of what to say without giving much away, but the words failed me.

      “Don’t worry about it,” I said, turning and beginning to walk away, but I didn’t get far as a hand landed on my shoulder.

      “Don’t I know you?” he said behind me.

      “Nah, don’t think so,” I said, trying to shrug his hand off and walk away, but found I couldn’t as he redoubled his grip.

      “Yeah, I know you, you’re that corporate dickhead my crew’s been looking for, Arun’s gonna give me a fat bonus for bringing you in.”

      I spun around and struck him with my elbow across the side of his face; the blow was messy and uncoordinated, but it got the desired effect of getting him to let me go. He leapt for me, but I struck him again with a punch that sunk into his eye with a sickening crunch. He staggered backwards, hand going to his eye, and I knew he wouldn’t let me go unless I put him away.

      He came for me again and I was ready for it. When I lowered my head he slammed his nose into my forehead; the sound of his nose breaking turned my stomach but I kept up the attack, hitting him with windmill punches wherever I could.

      I had hoped my onslaught would subdue my opponent but I was wrong.

      He took a step back and smiled at me with bloodied teeth.

      Shit.

      “You really ain’t from around here, are you?”

      I said nothing as I looked to my left and right for a way out.

      “You’re like a lost little lamb stranded in the big bad wilderness with no way to get home, with no shepherd to look after you and no flock to take care of you. It’s a shame you’ll probably die here, so far from home, but the universe doesn’t give a fuck about you and it never will.”

      He spat in my face, which took me by surprise, as he ran towards me and tackled me to the ground, his hands wrapped around my throat fingers digging into my flesh as I tried to fight him off but failed. The corners of my vision darkened as I grew light-headed. I struck his face, but each blow became weaker and weaker the longer he held onto me; I turned my face to the side and a flash of light caught my eye. I grabbed onto it and stabbed him in the shoulder with the shard of glass, causing him to yowl in pain as he tried to roll away. I stabbed him again and again, this time catching him in the leg and arm; he crawled away and I got up and walked after him. He didn’t get far as I stamped on his leg, which caused him to scream in pain once again.

      “Unlock your computer,” I told him in a hiss.

      “Fuck you!” 

      I stamped on his leg again and was alarmed at the amount of blood pouring out of it.

      “If you don’t do as I say then I won’t be able to call for help, as it looks like you’re about to bleed out.”

      He looked at his leg, face already going pale, and pressed his finger against his computer; I grabbed his wrist and used his forefinger to quickly type out a message to Claire and hit send. I didn’t have time to call her and I didn’t know if she would pick up, but this way she would get my SOS for help no matter what. I looked at the sleek glass of the computer, which was more of a fashion accessory than anything else, as you could get ones that projected their screens in mid-air, and thought of my next move.

      Who else should I call or what else should I do while I had access to the galactic web? 

      Still pondering the question I frowned in confusion as the screen went dead, and shook my attacker’s wrist to bring it back alive. It remained blank as I looked down at him in annoyance and saw his vacant stare looking at me.

      I dropped the limb and jumped back.

      “Hey, you OK?”

      I crept forward and nudged him with my foot but didn’t get any response. 

      Shit. Shit. Shit. 

      This wasn’t how this was supposed to go. I only wanted to scare someone into letting me use their device so I could get some help; now I had a corpse at my feet. Coming closer I nudged him again before I knelt down and touched his neck not knowing what I would find, but seeing it in the movies enough times, hoping that it would cure him of what was wrong.

      His skin still felt warm, but he was definitely dead.

      A sound behind me made me turn around. A man was in the mouth of the alleyway looking at me.

      “Can, can, can you give me a hand? My friend has fallen and I need to get him some help.”

      “Yeah, sure,” came the reply as feet approached me.

      I kept my face away from the stranger and began walking towards him. “Just keep him company, I’m gonna get some help,” I said, passing him by, my face still half turned away from him. 

      I kept on walking keeping my pace steady until I heard a shout behind me. “Hey, stop! This man’s—”

      I didn’t wait to hear the rest of what he had to say before I tucked my head down and ran for my life out of the alleyway as fast as I could.
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      It was raining.

      I was cold.

      I was wet.

      I was starving and that was the least of my problems.

      The cold I felt had nothing to do with the rain falling on my face and everything to do with the image of the lifeless face I kept seeing wherever I looked. It haunted me.

      The people who passed me in the street looked like him. The people who sat at restaurant tables looked like him. The people who huddled in the alleyways for warmth looked like him.

      I couldn’t get away no matter where I was.

      I ran and ran and ran after the incident happened. Even when my chest hurt and I found it hard to breathe, even when my legs screamed in pain, I just kept on moving, because to stop would be to review what I had just done.

      I don’t know how far I went.

      All I know is I kept on moving until weariness took over my body.

      I sat with my back slumped against the wall and just allowed the pitter-patter of the raindrops to fall onto my shoulders.

      I killed a man.

      I killed a man.

      I killed a man.

      I repeated the words over and over again in my head, while I hugged my arms to my body. Once again I asked how had life gotten so messed up.

      I buried my head in my knees and shivered as the rain made its way down my back. I had always tried to do the right thing. Always stayed inside the lines and never went off-script. I had my life all planned out for me.

      Go to school. Get a good job. Get married and have friends. Retire.

      But somewhere along those lines things blurred, and I hated my job with a passion almost as much as I hated my home life. It became a battle of staying late at a job I didn’t want to do, so I didn’t spend time at a home I didn’t want to go to. In those self-hate-filled days, I dreamed of escaping it all. I dreamed of travelling and doing the one thing I truly loved.

      Painting.

      It was a passion that grew from learning about one of my favourite painters of all time, Caravaggio. The bad boy painter of his era defied everyone from the Pope to the public. He cared little for what critics said and lived his life on his own terms. Growing up I would read about his exploits and dream it was me fighting in duels and bedding the models I painted.

      But as I grew older and my skills didn’t match my dreams, the crushing weight of life destroyed those dreams for me.

      I believed I was good, good enough to live the dream I wanted, but my parents—one an accountant, the other a lawyer—thought it would be better if I placed my efforts elsewhere.

      I chuckled to myself.

      If only they could see me now. See how doing the right thing, the accepted thing, and not placing my efforts into dreams had gotten me where I was today.

      I killed a man.

      There was that thought again, I tried to shake it but couldn’t.

      Every time I had a moment of peace it would pop into my head with such clarity it hurt. I hugged my knees and did the only thing I could think of; I cried. I cried for the unfairness of it all; I cried for the craziness of it all; I cried because it was the only thing I could think to do, the only thing that really made any sense.

      So I cried and cried while the rain washed away my tears.
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t know how long I spent on the cockroach-covered ground of the alleyway, but I knew it was long enough for one of its many occupants to throw a waterproof blanket over me. I couldn’t remember anyone doing it so I must have dozed off through the night. I knew I couldn’t stay in this spot forever because I had sent instructions to Claire where to send help to pick me up, so I had to move.

      I slowly got up from the ground and gritted my teeth as stiff joints popped back in place, and cold muscles tried their best to move me.

      I looked up towards the sky and let out a sigh, as I made my way towards my pickup point.

      The journey took me longer than I expected, as I got lost on numerous occasions and had to ask for directions. Finally getting to where I wanted to be I stood across the road from The Office in a darkened alleyway and waited.

      I felt bad for Jerry as I looked at the damage the bar had taken. Windows gone. Sign half hanging off. There was not much left of the burnt building that was once Jerry’s pride and joy, yet repair work had already begun to take place on the building. Rickety scaffolding that would pass no safety codes back home covered the building, and there were piles of wood and materials stacked up in front of it.

      Work on the bar had appeared to stop for the night, with the odd customer walking up to it and raising their hands in shock and anger when they realised their local watering hole would not be open for the next few weeks.

      In the past, before WW3, most of the manual jobs in construction and labour had been done by capable AIs, but as the war broke out and AIs were used to hunt, kill and spread terror their presence amongst the public was never the same.

      They became a victim of their own success.

      Placed in folklore, music and movies their image became one of horror. They were used to scare little kids into doing their chores; they were always the bad guys.

      They became the enemy. 

      Even now, hundreds of years later, when they could have fixed Jerry’s property in a matter of hours, their use was still shunned.

      That’s why it had been a shock to find one in the company of the Junk Yard Dogs. Such a valuable piece of tech would be worth millions, even though the AI butler wasn’t as sophisticated as the ones used for war.

      There had always been rumours about AIs still existing after what had now become known as the Dissemble, where all the world’s governments had tried to wipe them off the face of the Earth, but like humans the AIs had intelligence and with that intelligence came a need to survive and adapt no matter what.

      I stayed in the shadows for a few more hours until something caught my eye.

      A man I never thought I would see again took a seat in a dirty little café situated on the same road as The Office. He looked at the table in front of him in disgust before clicking his fingers at an annoyed waitress who had passed him by. She stared daggers at him as he placed an order before he waved her away dismissively.

      I sunk back further in the shadows unsure of what to do.

      I had asked for help, but I had thought it would come in the form of some lawman I could trust on this crooked planet, or a friendly face. Not the face of someone who turned my stomach cold.

      I paced back and forth while I watched him take the order he had placed.

      Porcelain cup on a saucer with a teabag placed at its side so he could dunk it in at his leisure, he worked on the computer on his wrist for a few minutes while he allowed the tea to brew before he took a sip.

       I could see his wet lips smacking from here in that disgusting manner he loved to affect, which would always irritate me.

      Closing my eyes and taking a deep breath, I walked out of the shadows and up to him, where I pulled out a chair and sat opposite him.

      “Hello, Gregory, long time no see.”
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      Gregory said nothing as he looked at me over the rim of his cup. Slurping loudly he placed the cup back on the saucer and his nose wrinkled in disgust as he leaned back. “I see you’re keeping well.”

      I looked down at myself and realised for the first time how I looked.

      Dirt covered the bottom of my trousers and was splattered across most of my body, a large rip along my shirt showed parts of my stomach and my tie had darkened spots on it I could only assume were blood.

      I looked like I had lived on the streets all my life and I was sure I didn’t smell too pretty either.

      “I could be better,” I said, straightening my tie.

      He nodded and slid the menu my way.

      I picked it up and could already feel my mouth water as I scanned through what it offered. Getting the attention of the waitress, who took a step back when she saw my appearance, I placed an order for a large beef and bacon burger with all the trimmings along with a milkshake.

      Gregory continued to sip at his tea while he stared at me. Neither of us said anything while we watched the foot traffic pass us, and waited for my meal to arrive.

      After some time had passed the waitress delivered my meal to me at arm’s length as if I were a rabid dog, then quickly scuttled away.

      I dove into my meal without shame and savoured every bite I took. Juices ran down my chin and into my beard but I cared little. I bit off chunk after chunk and kept on going till there was nothing left of the burger. Sitting back with a sigh I burped loudly and closed my eyes as my body filled with warmth.

      “Better?” Gregory asked.

      I nodded.

      “So what happened out there? One minute I get a message saying you’ve boarded the ship and everything is running smoothly, the next thing I know I’m getting messages from the space station saying you never arrived.

      “If it weren’t for the simple fact we picked up a distress signal from your ship, then we would have never known you were taken.“

      I picked a fry from my plate and dunked it in my shake and bit into it, not quite looking at him. Where to begin? So much had happened in such a short time that I didn’t think I could compress it into words.

      “I... things have been kind of fucked since I got onto the ship you booked for me, really fucked up. A female who belonged to a crew called the Junk Yard Dogs infiltrated the ship. She poisoned the guards and mercenaries you hired with some sort of sleeping agent. It didn’t quite take as she expected and they woke up earlier than she wanted them to.

      “A fight ensued, I was captured, I was brought to this planet, another fight ensued, I was taken to a safe house then in transportation leaving the safe house the crew and I were attacked. Which brings us to here.”

      Gregory leaned back in his chair and took another sip of his tea while he allowed what I told him to sink in.

      “There appear to be a lot of missing parts to your story.”

      “I gave you the Cliff Notes version.”

      “How did you get a message out?”

      An image of a bloodied face jumped out at me from my subconscious, which made me shiver. “I... borrowed someone’s device.”

      Gregory looked around in confusion as he took in our surroundings. “Someone from this area allowed you to borrow their computer without asking anything for doing so?”

      “Don’t judge a book by its cover; there are some good people who call this place home.”

      “If you say so. Anyway, I am pleased you’re safe and sound, the board is pleased you’re safe and sound. We are lucky this whole mess hasn’t reached the press. They would have a field day and our shareholders would have a heart attack before they began pulling their funds from our company.

      “Hopefully this whole thing can get resolved with little to no fuss.”

      “With little or no fuss,” I said, voice rising with each word. “People died—”

      “Keep your voice down,” Gregory hissed my way, looking around us.

      “People died. Lots of people. That ship was left in a wreck. People have died on this planet. We can’t just brush that under the carpet and act like nothing happened.”

      “Why not? We paid the mercenaries killed on the ship to do a job, and they knew the risk that job entailed. So did the other members of the crew. In regards to the people killed on this planet, it is none of our concern. The company is only worried about the well-being of its property.”

      Only worried about the well-being of its property.

      Those words rebounded in my head as I took another fry and tried to force it down past the bile that was rising in my throat.

      “Now, on to more important business, are you still in possession of the item I gave you?”

      “I—it’s hidden.”

      “Hidden? What do you mean it’s hidden? Is it safe?” Gregory said, leaning forward.

      “Why is it so important? What does it contain that makes everyone I encounter want it? People are killing for it.”

      “What’s on the data-stick is of no importance to you. You were only tasked with delivering the item, something that you have failed to do, so you are in no position to ask questions that are, frankly, above your pay grade.

      “The only thing you should be concerned about is whether or not the data-stick is safe, because if it is not, then your career within this company is finished.”

      “Career! You think I care about some dogshit career? Didn’t you hear what I said? People have died trying to get this thing and you’re not going to tell me what this is all about?”

      “Like I said,” Gregory said, spreading his hands wide, “the information is above—”

      “You knew they took me before I told you—how?”

      “We didn’t find your body on the ship with the rest of the corpses.”

      “How did you get here so quick?”

      Gregory scratched his neck before he took another sip of his tea. “Your  wife Claire notified us as soon as she received the message. We had to inform her of what took place, naturally, once we suspected they kidnapped you. There are company protocols in place for this sort of thing, in case your kidnappers sent a ransom to your loved ones.”

      “That still doesn’t explain how you got here so fast—”

      “Do you have the stick on you?” Gregory said, cutting me off.

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      He said nothing as his eyes darted behind me; I turned around and saw to my horror a face I thought I had escaped. Combat fatigues hugged his muscular frame, as he passed a hand through his salt and pepper buzz-cut hair. Coming to a stop in front of me, he clamped his hands down upon my shoulders and greeted me with a smile.

      It was the same man who had attacked The Office, the same military-dressed prick who had nearly killed me while he was shooting up the bar.

      I looked to my right and left and saw that my exits were blocked.

      “Hello, my friend, long time no see.”
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      Brick walls surrounded me on all sides as I shuffled in the wicker chair I was tied to. Feet bound together, hands bound behind my back, my body shivered as I tried to get comfortable. Water dripped from corners of the walls and moss grew from different sections, as I tried to roll my shoulders back and forth to rid them of the tension that coursed through them.

      I chuckled to myself as I shook my head. I sure as shit didn’t see this coming.

      I had thought all my troubles would be over; that once I had sent the message to Claire everything would be OK—but how wrong I was. It appeared my troubles were just starting, and I didn’t see a way out of this mess. I no longer knew who I could trust, which meant I no longer knew who I could turn to for help.

      Which made escape, or the prospect of escape, as likely as me flying to the nearest moon.

      A steel door slid open in front of me and Gregory strode in holding a cup and saucer, while the goon who had shot up The Office carried a chair behind him. The goon placed the chair six feet away from me, and Gregory took his seat there with a flourish.

      He looked me over before taking a sip from his cup and placing it back on the saucer.

      “Where are my clothes?” 

      He ignored me and continued to sip from his cup.

      “I take it you like to talk to men tied up and naked. I’m surprised, Gregory, I didn’t take you for that kind of man.”

      “I had hoped it wouldn’t come to this,” he said, shaking his head sadly, “I had hoped you would have delivered the data-stick as promised to the space station and then once done, you would now be back in your office doing whatever menial task we set you.

      “Instead, you were captured through no fault of your own, but nevertheless, you were captured, which placed a major risk on me, the board and the company just to recover what you lost.”

      “Recover what you lost? You mean by having this asshole next to you shoot up the bar I was in, nearly killing me and everyone in it?”

      Gregory looked up at the man next to him and shrugged.

      “Mr X’s methods are… extreme, but he gets results. The board has decided it was safer to terminate any threat to the business, which involved you. I battled for your cause, you understand? Because your dear wife would have been so upset, but they refused to listen to me.”

      I looked into his eyes and couldn’t believe what he was saying, but there was something else there I couldn’t decipher.

      “Mr X?” I said with a raised eyebrow. "What are we in? A Bond movie?”

      “My real name is of no concern to you, maggot!”

      “I’m hearing that a lot lately, must be something I’ve done.”

      Gregory sighed as he stretched his neck out and rolled his eyes. “This is getting tedious! You will tell us where you have kept the data-stick, otherwise we will be forced to hurt you.”

      “What makes you think I’ll tell you anything? After I’ve told you what you need to know, you’ll just kill me.”

      “If you tell us then your death will be painless. If you don’t, then Mr X here shall torture you till you beg and plead for mercy, then he will torture you some more, then depending on how he feels, he may keep on torturing you or he may give you the death you so desperately want. Either way, it doesn’t really matter to me.”

      “You’re different from how you are in the office. Where are all the motivational speeches? Where are the threats? Where is the dickhead boss I so know and love?”

      Gregory shrugged and drained the cup he was holding, before he fixed me with his gaze. “That’s just a mask I have to wear for the office, someone I must be to climb the ever-growing ladder of success.

      “Inside I am as dead as you. I really don’t care if you live or die but without the data-stick I won’t be able to pay my bills, I won’t be able to afford the lifestyle I’ve come accustomed to, I won’t be able to retire in another ten years. If I lose the data-stick I’ll be like you, worthless, because no other company will touch me with a barge pole after Xcorp spreads the word about me.”

      He got up from his chair and walked away, handmade Italian leather shoes tapping against the stone floor.

      “It could have been you here instead of me, I hope you remember that.”

      He turned around to face me and shook his head. “No, it couldn’t. The reason you got on the ship instead of me was because I knew it was likely to get attacked. That’s why those mercenaries were on board; I heard wind of something taking place and I chose not to risk my life. Also it was Claire’s birthday, which I couldn’t have missed.”

      “What does my wife have to do with this?”

      Gregory laughed as he looked at me as if I was the world’s biggest idiot. “Did it never occur to you that your wife was sleeping around? The late nights, the unanswered calls, the cold marriage?”

      It had but I would never admit that to him.

      “Claire and I have been seeing each other for years; she’s my mistress. My bit on the side. My cheap thrills when my wife won’t put out. She does things I would never dream of asking my wife. Filthy things. In all honesty, I wanted to get rid of her years ago, but she fell pregnant with our first son and then threatened to go to my wife, which I couldn’t have. After the second came along I knew I had to keep her sweet.

      “But we all have sacrifices we have to make in this life.”

      “No, my sons,” I said in a hoarse whisper.

      “Trust me, I’ve taken the tests; both those little bastards are mine, unfortunately. Wish they won’t but hey, what you going to do?” he said, turning back around and leaving the same way he came.

      “No, my sons,” I whispered once more as one of Mr X’s fists smashed me in the face.
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      I could lie to you and tell you I stood firm. That I held my tongue like a man and showed no emotion. That I withdrew within myself like one of those Buddhist monks who had set themselves on fire and simply accepted their fate.

      But that would be a lie.

      I felt pain, oh, I felt it alright; my head bucked and snapped back as Mr X’s fist drove into the fleshy parts of my body, as he punched my face, punched my liver, punched my stomach. I did the best I could in holding back my grunts of pain, but as time went on those grunts became louder and louder until they turned into screams. I tried to hold back the pain I was feeling by biting my lip until it bled, but Mr X was an expert in delivering punishment. 

      He was an artist and I his canvas.

      When I thought the pain couldn’t get any worse he proved me wrong. 

      Dragging over a small square table with a chipped metal top, he unrolled a canvas bag on top of it and zipped it open. I didn’t want to look at what was inside but I couldn’t help myself. Light from the shitty overhead bulbs reflected off something metal. 

      One by one he slowly pulled out his instruments of joy.

      Hammers, saws, clippers, needles, metal clamps… and on and on it went.

      “You know, maggot,” he said drawing a needle across the metal table so it made me wince, “all this is unnecessary. The hammers, the metal clamps, the knives, all used by amateurs. You can make most people talk by using your own two fists; there are certain body parts you can attack just with these,” he showed me his hands, “that can do all the damage you need.

      “These are just for a bit of show. People like your boss don’t trust people like me when we say we don’t need all this shit, so we have to bring it along so we look like we know what we’re talking about. But honestly, it’s not needed.”

      “Does that,” I worked a loose tooth out of my mouth and spat it on the floor, “does that mean you won’t be using them?”

      “Oh no, no, I have to show these devices have been used otherwise I may not get paid and he may not believe the information you gave me is correct.”

      I looked at him in disbelief.

      “I know. Fucked-up world we live in when you can’t even trust the word of your torturer.”

      Without warning, he slammed the needle he had into the meaty part of my shoulder, which forced a primal scream out of my body that left me feeling light-headed. 

      I dry heaved, taking in big gulps of air while I tried not to look at the piece of metal sticking out of my shoulder. My shoulder felt like it was on fire.

      “That’s it, breathe. Come on, breathe. Stay with me,” he said, getting within inches of my face.

      I tried to do as he said as the pain slowed to a dull ache.

      “See, that’s another problem with most people who do my job. They rush it. Always trying to get the information out as quick as possible so they can get paid and get laid. But I always say, maggot, if you can’t enjoy your work then what’s the point?”

      He delivered another punch to my solar plexus, which caused me to gasp for breath.

      “Please, stop, I—”

      Another needle to the other shoulder made me push myself violently backwards so I and the chair collapsed back. I hit my head on the floor and saw white dots but it did nothing to take away the pain coursing through my shoulder. 

      “Cunt!” I said as I kicked and bucked on the floor, trying to distract myself from anything other than the pain.

      “Pardon?”

      Mr X grabbed the chair I was tied to by the seat and pulled me back up so I could face him. His salt and pepper hair was sleek with sweat and excitement. I could see nothing but his crooked nose, which pissed me off just staring at it. Oh, how I wanted to break it again.

      “I’m sorry,” I said panting heavily, “I’m sorry, that word should never be used. Never, ever, never.” I shook my sweaty face from side to side. “I should have called you a thundercunt or a shitcunt, or a—”

      He slammed a needle into the meaty part of my thigh, which nearly caused me to bite my tongue off.

      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean that, honestly I didn’t, but has anyone ever told you that your nose looks like a bent cock?”

      He smiled at me and I knew I was in trouble. It made me shiver for what was about to happen, but I was tired of being someone’s plaything, tired of not having the strength to stand up to myself. When he punched me once, twice, three times in the dick I blacked out.

      I don’t know how long I was out for, but it was long enough for him to slap me in the face.

      “Hey, hey, sleeping beauty, wake up, we’re only getting started, sweetheart.”

      My head moved back and forth and I tried to focus on his face, which went in and out of focus.

      “Are you back with us, sleeping beauty?”

      I mumbled something through the pain that wasn’t even recognisable to my own ears.

      “How does it feel to know your life is just one big cliché?”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “I mean, you were in a job you hate, a dead marriage, kids you were raising who weren’t yours and your boss was fucking your wife!” Laughter poured from his mouth that felt like acid on my skin, “I mean how more cliché and pathetic can you get? The only thing you need to finish this shitty story you call a life is two disappointed pushy parents who always wanted you to do better but you never could.

      “Man, your life sucks a fat phallus. I don’t know how you didn’t resist the temptation to blow your own brains out.”

      I said nothing as I hung my head in shame at his words. 

      Had my life been that predictable? That easy to read? Didn’t I have more to offer? More to give?

      I had dreams; I wanted to do things, achieve things, but life had gotten in the way, I kept telling myself, and I had to be responsible. I couldn’t become the artist  I wanted and also support two kids and a wife. I couldn’t take the risk of trying to make a name for myself in the art scene while my family suffered.

      But maybe all those thoughts were just excuses because I was too scared.

      Too scared to act. Too scared to do. Too scared to live.

      They say revelations happen to you in the weirdest places and mine had come to me bound naked to a wicker chair in a room I knew I would die in.

      I smirked through the pain then smiled, then chuckled, then laughed. I laughed and laughed until my stomach hurt and tears ran down my face. 

      “What the hell are you laughing at, maggot?”

      “Just my life, it’s funny when you think about it.”

      “Funny, huh? Well, here’s something to laugh about.” He punched me repeatedly in the dick until I blacked out one more time. I came to with him tapping me on the face.

      “Ain’t you… going to ask your question?”

      “What question is that?” he asked.

      “Where I kept the data-stick?”

      He was so close to me all I could see was his dead lifeless eyes and smell his foul coffee breath.

      “I guess, but I’m having so much fun I don’t want it to end so soon. But okay, maggot, I’ll bite—where is the stick?”

      “It’s somewhere where I would like you to stick your nose.”

      He looked at me and smirked before punching me in the gut; I doubled over in pain while my stomach rumbled.

      “No, no,” I said, chin on my chest, “honestly it’s somewhere I know you would love to root around in, it’s got lots of hidden—”

      Another punch to the gut that caused me to stamp my feet in pain. 

      “OK, OK, wait, wait, I’ll tell you where it is—I swallowed—”

      He punched me again with a three-piece combination that had me bring up blood; it was ejected from my mouth with force and landed on his shoe. 

      “I’m trying to tell you what you need to know, you dickhead!” 

      “Fine, tell me.”

      “It’s in my ass.”

      He looked at me sideways and gave me a raised eyebrow.

      “I swear to you! It’s in my ass!”

      A swift front kick to the stomach brought up more blood. 

      “You think this is funny, Necktie? You think this is a laughing matter? Well, let me show you how we treat clowns.”

      What he did next… there were no words for the amount for pain that coursed through my body. Taking a needle from the metal table behind him he shoved it under one of my nails. The pain was all-consuming. It wrapped me in a blanket and refused to let go.

      I nearly lost my voice as I screamed at the top of my lungs, then did something I hadn’t done since I was a child.

      I shat myself.

      Nose wrinkled in disgust, Mr X took a step back from me and stared down his crooked nose at me. “Did you, did you, did you just shit yourself?”

      My head hung down on my chest. No longer caring, no longer wanting to continue on, I could hear his voice but it sounded far away as the pain turned down the volume around me.

      “I, I swallowed it,” I said just above a whisper.

      “What?” he asked, getting closer to me.

      “I….said, I swallowed it. When taken.” The words alone left me breathless as I felt hands lift my chin up. 

      He stared into my face, then his eyes travelled down as he looked at the mess I had made of the floor.

      “You can fuck right off, maggot! If you think I’m digging in shit to look for some stupid data-stick you swallowed, you’ll just have to get your hands dirty and see if you can find what Gregory wants, because there isn’t a hope in hell he pays me enough to look through shit.”

      A knife appeared in his hands and he cut the rope that bound my hands and legs together.

      I didn’t move. All I could feel was pain. 

      “Hey!” he said, kicking me in the shin. “It’s time for you to get up and get to work, this thing won’t find itself.”

      I still didn’t move, eyes half-closed, as he approached me and grabbed me roughly by the chin.

      “I said—”

      I moved with a speed and strength I didn’t know I still had. It was born from the simple act of survival. From the fact that if I didn’t move now, then my fate would be sealed, that once again a decision would be made for me as to how I lived and ultimately how I died. 

      My hand darted forward and I embedded the finger with the needle sticking out of it in his eye up to the knuckle. 

      His mouth formed a small O of surprise as I grabbed the back of his head and kept on pushing my finger forward until it couldn’t go any further. 

      I had expected him to struggle, to fight back, but he didn’t. He stared at me in surprise as if I had turned into a mystical creature before his very eyes and he couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

      I kept hold of the back of his head while I gritted my teeth like a pit bull locking onto its prey.

      I locked eyes with his one remaining good eye and I refused to look away until the light from it faded. Pulling my finger out of his eye socket with a wet suction-like noise I allowed his body to fall to the floor.

      I looked behind me at the mess I had created and knew what I had to do before I escaped. It wasn’t something I was looking forward to.
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      I pressed my body against a wall as I tried to focus on the task ahead.

      I had gone through the trouble of recovering the data-stick, not a job I wanted to repeat in a hurry, and now I had it on me. I had re-clothed myself in Mr X’s combat fatigues and although a couple of sizes too big, they were better than trying to escape this place bare-ass naked.

      I didn’t know where I was.

      After I was kidnapped by Gregory, he had bundled me in a car and we had travelled through the back streets of Paradise Lost until we had reached this building. In a lot of ways, I was thankful he hadn’t taken me on board a ship or to some other far-flung planet, which would have made escaping next to impossible.

      The pain from the beating I had endured was still hot and sharp, but I did my best to put it in the back of my mind. Getting my wounds treated and wallowing in self-pity would come later; now I needed to get out of here before they found me.

       I peeked around the corner of the wall I was leaning against and ran as fast as I could forward, which resulted in a zombie-like shuffle, probably no faster than power walking.

      I heard footsteps up ahead before I saw who was making them.

      I halted in my tracks and pressed my body against a corner out of sight, waiting for whoever was coming to pass me by. I clutched a hammer I had taken from Mr X’s torture supplies and allowed the weight of it to calm my nerves.  

      “How long do we have to stay on this shithole?” said one voice that sounded like gravel.

      “Not sure,” replied another voice, which was high and whiny, “but the sooner we get off this planet the better. It feels like you can catch something, just by looking at the girls here; every idiot walking the streets is either crazy, a psychopath, or some criminal.

      “You know Drew got stabbed by some meth-head yesterday because, and I quote, he smelled like the devil’s ring piece and no man should continue living who smelled like that.”

       Laughter echoed along the corridor as the footsteps got closer.

      “Serves him right for trying to help the dirty fucker in the first place,” said Gravel Voice.

      “Speaking of something smelling like a ring piece, what is that smell?” asked High And Whiny.

      “What? I can’t smell anything.”

      “You can’t smell that?” said High and Whiny. “It smells like someone took a shit in this corridor.”

      “Could just be the sewer from outside; Gregory complained about the drains overflowing. And it looks like there was a group of homeless sleeping in the alleyway out back.”

      “Yeah, yeah, maybe. God, I hate this—”

      A shaven head appeared in front of me and I reacted before any thought passed between my ears; swinging the hammer down with all my strength I hit his skull with a loud crack that caused the person in front of me to stumble forward. I swing again and grimaced as blood squirted on my face.

      The person I attacked fell to the floor in a heap as a shout of panic went up beside him.

      “Fuck!” screamed Gravel Voice, who stared at me in panic.

      I didn’t give him time to think as I rushed forward and swung the hammer his way.

      He ducked underneath it, causing me to hit the wall he stood in front of, taking a chunk out of it. I swung back around and slowly made my way towards him, backing him up step by step. He stared at me wide-eyed; I could smell the fear on him.

      I enjoyed it. For once I was the predator and he was the prey.

      “Hey, man, look, I don’t know what the hell is going on here but I was just brought on as security—whatever fucked-up shit they did to you was none of my doing.”

      As he spoke his hand continued to move towards the computer on his wrist. “Stop that.”

      He nodded his head as if he had heard but his hand kept on drifting towards its target.

      “I said stop that!”

      I rushed forward and took another swing at his head, but he ducked low and dropped for my hips, rugby tackling me to the ground. His shoulder knocked the wind from my lungs as he landed on top of me.

      His hands wrapped around my throat and squeezed as I looked for my hammer. I caught it out of the corner of my eye, and I tried to reach for it but it was too far away. Once again my vision was going black in what had been less than a few hours. I looked up and could see his smug face looking down on me.

      The same smug expression Gregory had given me.

      The same smug expression Mr X had given me.

      And it pissed me off.

      I had come too far to die like this, to allow this hired killer to stop me in my tracks. Pulling my feet close to me I hip bumped him off me and got to my feet in a wild panic. He tried to follow me up but I kneed him in the face, shattering his nose upon impact.

      He grabbed for me, but I slapped his hands out of the way and grabbed the back of his head and repeatedly drove my knee into his face until it became numb. I allowed him to drop to the floor and walked over and bent down and picked up the hammer I had dropped. Lifting it up I slapped the hammer against my palm as I turned around and walked back toward him.

      His face was a mess of blood and broken bone.

      He was still breathing. Bloody snot bubbles grew out of his nose and popped over his mouth.

      I looked down at him and lifted the hammer but hesitated; I drew my arm further back prepared to deliver the killing blow but something in my gut stopped me. Allowing my arm to drop to my side, I turned away just as an alarm sounded throughout the building.

      Red light flashed along the ceiling as the alarm grew louder and louder.

      Not wasting another moment I ran forward taking one corner after the next. I could now hear shouts mixed with the sound of the alarm. As I slipped on something on the floor and collided with a wall, my shoulder struck it first, causing me to bite down on the pain that I felt. Pushing off it, I turned as I heard footsteps behind me.

      “Stop!”

      A man dressed in fatigues sprinted towards me. I did the only thing I could think of and swung the hammer his way; he lifted his arms to defend himself, but the hammer broke through his defences and cracked him on the jaw, dropping him to the floor.

      I didn’t wait to see if he would get up but spun on my heel and sprinted forward, taking more lefts and rights until I saw an emergency exit up ahead. Head low I sprinted forward and barrelled into it, bursting it open.

      The frosty night air hit me in the face, waking me up as I ran down a flight of rusty metal stairs and found myself in an alleyway. One way lead to a dead end, the other appeared to lead to a main street. Not wasting any time I ran forward and found myself on a road with electric cars speeding past. I turned left without thinking and just kept running, jogging, walking and stumbling forward—whatever I needed to do to create distance between myself and the building I had been in.

      I didn’t know how long I walked for, but it was long enough for me to begin to relax, long enough for the stress to disappear from my shoulders, long enough for me to stop looking over my shoulder, long enough for me to feel like I had escaped.

      That is, until I felt a hand land on my shoulder and I turned around to come face to face with an officer of the law.
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      My back and ass ached from sitting on the hardest metal chair I had ever come across; the wounds from my shoulder, knee, face and everywhere else I had been inflicted with damage throbbed and stung with every movement I took. Most of my wounds had stopped openly bleeding, but now they just oozed, which was a lot more worrying.

      I tried to move my body to get comfortable but handcuffs secured me to a table that hindered my movement.

      I rubbed my itchy ear against my shoulder and looked around the small room I was in. Grey walls gave away to a dirty carpeted floor that could have been any colour once but was now just beige, a two-way mirrored wall was to my left and an empty chair sat in front of me. I looked up towards each top corner of the room and found that they were empty of surveillance equipment.  

      A door before me opened and a man dressed in a grey suit, with matching tie that had a ketchup stain on it, made his way towards me. Bushy brown moustache covered his top lip, a mop of brown hair covered his head. He had the weight and bearing of someone who looked like a sergeant.

      He dropped a brown file in one hand on the desk in front of me, while he ate a hot dog with all the trimmings with the other. He pulled out the chair opposite me and placed himself in it, while he continued to eat.

      “God damn, Jerry knows how to make a good hot dog and serve a fine beer,” he said, finishing his meal and licking his fingers clean.

      “Jerry, the owner of The Office?”

      “The very same.”

      Who would have thought Jerry had so many fingers in so many pies?

      “Well, Mr...?”

      “I would rather not say until I have a lawyer present.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Let’s not start throwing the L-word around, shall we, let’s just back up a minute and go through the events which led to you being here.”

      “I would rather have a lawyer represent—”

      “Listen, take my advice, all the lawyers in this borough are shit and a lawyer from another borough won’t touch this case, even if they got to sleep with Miss Paradise Lost. This is such a slam-dunk case, I don’t know why my officer even brought you to me,” he said, opening up the paper file in front of me, which left a greasy mark on the files.

      “Who even uses paper anymore?”

      “A police force network is constantly hacked, then the information gathered from that hack is leaked to the public, sensitive information. Information about a certain high-ranking officer in certain poses taken for his lover, a lover his wife knew nothing about and is still looking for her piece of flesh, although he already told her he had certain urges and if she just tried to—” He cut himself off and shook his head.

      “Anyway, that is not important. What is important is the state we found you in.”

      I gave him a blank stare not allowing any emotion to register on my face.

      “One of my officers found you covered in blood and shit carrying a bloody hammer with fragments of bone and hair flecking the metal. Which isn’t a first in this borough, far from it. What is a first is that you offered yourself up with no resistance, nor did you try to flee, which is strange indeed.”

      “The reason I offered myself to your officer is because I am not guilty of anything.”

      “Is that so?” he said, drawing out the last word.

      Eventually he broke his own silence: “Everyone is guilty of something in this cesspit of a borough; there is a reason they named this planet Safe Haven after all.”

      “Like I said, I am not guilty of anything.”

      “Then how do you explain carrying a bloody hammer?”

      “Found it.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes.”

      “We are doing tests now on the hammer and on the blood samples taken from your clothes and I would bet my retirement saving they both match. Which means the weapon was in your possession when it was used to create such a mess, that or you were in the vicinity when said weapon was being used. So would you like to try again and tell me what you did with the hammer?”

      “Can I please see my lawyer now?”

      He shook his head. “How about an easier question, what’s your name?”

      I stared at him while he chewed the ends of his moustache in frustration. I wanted to tell him who I was and where I had come from, but who would believe me?

       I had already killed two men, plus maybe a third, and I had the might of Xcorp trying to kill me and every gang in this city wanting to take me to see The Lady.

      I couldn’t trust anyone.

      Not my wife.

      Not my boss.

      Not the company I had given up so much of my life for.

      “My name is Officer Hank Phillips and I want to help you, but I can’t do that if you don’t help me,” he said with a smile.

      “Get me a lawyer and I’ll give you all the help you want.”

      He shook his head and threw across the table a picture of me entering Jerry’s bar.

      “Is this you entering Jerry’s bar the night it got destroyed?”

      I shrugged my shoulders.

      He threw another picture across the table of me exiting from the back, while the building was on flames. 

      “It was a busy night that night; many people were at Jerry’s bar. What’s your point?”

      He shook his head and showed me another picture, this one of a dead man whose face had been caved in by a blunt object.

      “Do you recognise this man?”

      “Who would?” I replied, pointing to the picture. “His face is all fucked up.”

      “What about this man?” he said, throwing another picture my way, which showed another dead body with its skull cracked in.

      “Or this man, or this man, or this man.”

      He kept throwing photographs my way, till I was drowning in a sea of battered murdered faces. I studied each one in turn, trying to find out some clues as to what they had done to deserve such a fate.

      “Look, I don’t—” I began but was interrupted by a knock on the door.

      “Come in,” said Officer Phillips.

      A man dressed in uniform hurried up to us and whispered something in Officer Phillips’s ear, which caused a smile to break out on his lips.

      “You sure?” he asked.

      The officer gave him a nod and walked out the way he came.

      “Well, it seems we shall not be needing any help from you after all,” he said with a shark-like smile. “Forensics have matched your hammer with ten different murder victims, that we couldn’t solve the cases on.”

      I stared at him open-mouthed not knowing what to say. 

      How could this be? Yes, I had killed people, but it was only to escape. To survive. The pictures of these men he showed me appeared to be weeks if not months old. My gut rumbled as I sensed a black hole opening up beneath my feet.

      “I... I, I didn’t do this,” I stammered.

      “Well evidence doesn’t lie,” he said, giving me a shrug as he placed the pictures back in the brown paper file.

      “But I didn’t do this! Those pictures look weeks or months old and I haven’t been on this planet that long.”

      “Well, that’s too bad for you, isn’t it?” he said, getting up. “Now if you were affiliated with one of the crews in the borough, maybe we could have worked something out but as it stands, you have no money, no influence and no friends. So I’m sorry to say, you’ll be going away for the rest of your life.”

      The crooked bastard was trying to shake me down.

      “You can’t do this! This isn’t how the law works.”

      He placed both his hands down on the table and gave me a look that caused my spine to shiver.

      “I guess you haven’t realised we do things differently here in Safe Haven. Money talks and power rules and you, my friend, have neither.”

      He walked to the door and tapped on it lightly. Two officers came in through the door and took up positions beside me as one of them unlocked my handcuffs from the table. They lifted me up to my feet and dragged me away.

      It couldn’t end like this! I had escaped death more times than I could count and they would sentence me for crimes I didn’t commit, just because I didn’t have friends this asshole feared.

      “Wait, wait, wait!” I said, struggling against their restraints. “Hear me out—have you heard of the Junk Yard Dogs?”

      “What about them?” Officer Phillips said, bored expression plastered on his face.

      “If you speak to them, I’m sure we can sort this out. Just get in touch with José and all this will go away.”

      “Ha, those broke bums don’t have the capital it will take to get you out of this. Take him away.”

      “No, wait, wait. Listen to me! José is doing a job for The Lady. You know of The Lady, right, of course you do. Well, he is in the process of completing a job for her and I’m integral to those plans. Now I don’t know about you, but I would hate to ruin the plans of The Lady. To say that she may not take too kindly to anyone who gets in the way of those plans is an understatement.”

      My lungs hurt as I spilled out my words without taking a breath. The officers who had been dragging me out of the room had stopped as they looked between me and Officer Phillips. I couldn’t read his thoughts but I could see the cogs turning as he calculated how best this could profit him.

      “All I know is, José would pay a hefty sum to see me returned, and the person who returned me would also be in The Lady’s good graces.”

      He stroked his chin while he chewed the ends of his moustache. “Take him away while I make some calls. Put him in cell H.”

      “You sure, sir?” one of the men holding me said.

      “Absolutely,” Officer Phillips said with a smile.
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      Something banging against the metal bars of my cell woke me. Opening my eyes I looked around me, shocked I had fallen asleep standing up. My cell was big enough for a child-size bed that took up ninety percent of the room and a metal bowl that acted as a toilet.  

      The bed was been occupied by one Killer Mike.

      Mike was an interesting character who never spoke but merely stared at me. The name was tattooed across his neck with a blade dripping with blood underneath it. Whenever I moved his eyes would follow me like a dog waiting for its owner to throw their stick. I had taken a place against the far wall, as far away from him as I could, and I watched him as he watched me. I must have fallen asleep at some point because waking up now, I saw he still stared at me as he had done hours prior.

      “Time for you to go,” said the guard who had banged against the bars.

      I looked at him in relief.

      “You’re lucky to be alive if I’m honest; old Mike here doesn’t like sharing his cell with others. You see the dark stain on the wall behind you?”

      I turned around and noticed a large dark stain where the back of my head had been.

      “Well, that’s the brain matter left after old Mike here smashed his last cellmate’s head against the wall; he must have really liked you.”

      I watched the cell door open before me with a feeling of relief. Walking forward I stopped and turned to Mike. “Thank you.”

      His eyes widened in surprise, and then he gave me the slightest of nods.

      I turned back around and allowed the officer to escort me through the building until we reached a set of double doors, which brought us to the front of the building.

      “Your ride’s over there,” said the officer, gesturing to a smoky grey electric car that had been fashioned after a 1967 Ford Mustang.

      I allowed a sigh to escape my lips as I made the walk to the car. My eyes darted left to right looking for a means to escape but I was tired.

      Tired and fed up of being chased, beaten, tortured and lied to.

      I just wanted to lay my head down on a soft pillow and dream away my problems. Every step I took towards the car hurt, my muscles and bones creaked and popped as I tried my best to get my body working properly.

      “Look who it isn’t!” said Willis as he leaned out of the back window of the car. 

      I stopped next to the car and saw expressions on faces that ranged from anger, disappointment and worry to amusement.

      “Thanks for helping us out after the car crashed,” Willis continued, getting out of the car and poking me in the chest. “I see you had time to save your ass, but no time to fucking help us out.”

      “Help save you! You! The people who kidnapped me against my will. You! The people who ruined my life so I can never go back to what it used to be. Why the should I help you assholes when this is your fault?”

      “Oh, here we go again. Bringing up old shit! Get over it. What has happened has happened, but it was pretty unchristian of you to leave us like that.

      “If it weren’t for my quick thinking and cat-like reflexes then that dick weasel Arun would have had us for sure.”

      “Errr—quick thinking and cat-like reflexes?” Tuari said, stroking his chin. “You mean praying to your God and trying not to shit yourself?”

      “I was praying for God to give me the strength to lift your fat ass up, while you were half-dazed and slumped over the steering wheel.”

      “I was faking,” Tuari whispered to me not so subtly behind his hand.

      “You what!” said Willis.

      “And the fart I gave when you pushed my ass out of the window... intentional,” Tuari said, whispering the last word.

      Willis’s face went red as his hands clutched and unclutched at his sides. “My. Mouth. Was. Open.”

      Tuari burst into laughter as Willis chased him around the car park. Tuari was surprisingly nimble for a man of his size.

      “So,” José said, yellow-tinted glasses showing me my reflection, “you look like shit, and smell like it too.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I can see you’ve been through some shit, but at least you’re alive and kicking, hombre.”

      I nodded my head not knowing what to say.

      “What you did back at the car crash was pretty messed up, my man. Pretty messed up and selfish. How many times have we saved your life since and you just left us like that? If you want to stay in this crew then there are a few rules you must adhere to. First—”

      “Hold up,” I said, lifting my hand in the air to stop him, “who said anything about wanting to join your crew?”

      José tilted his head to the side as Poppy giggled behind her hand while she leaned against the car.

      “You were in jail and you called us to get your bitch ass out; you have nowhere to go, and nowhere to stay. If you had someone from the civilian world you could rely on then they would be here already, but seeing as you don’t, you called us to come to the rescue.

      “We had to pay a lot of money to that corrupt cop in there so we could get you out, more money than normal because he knows we have a deal with The Lady, a deal you told him about, so now we are out of pocket before the job has even been completed. Which means you now owe us, and seeing as you don’t have any money to pay us back, you’ll have to work it off till the debt is cleared.”

      “Will this do?” I said, pulling the data-stick out of my back pocket.

      José pulled out a handkerchief from his breast pocket and used it to cover his hands before he took the stick from me. “I know where this has been,” he said, putting the stick up to the light.

      “You sure this is the data-stick Xcorp gave you to deliver?”

      “I’m sure, trust me I’m sure.”

      He continued to inspect the stick before wrapping it in the handkerchief and passing it to Poppy.

      “Why now, mi amigo, after all this time,” he said, Spanish accent rolling over me, “did you decide to give this up? After everything we went through? I was sure I would have to get the ginger man to cut you open to get it.”

      I thought back to waking up in a cold bed and making sure the children I thought were mine were looked after because their mother wasn’t home. I thought about how I worked my ass off in a job that offered me very little, for a company now trying to kill me because I might affect their bottom line by a fraction of a percent. I thought about the emotionless words of Gregory, and how he cared very little if I lived or died, but worse of all I thought about the beating I had taken and how my body still screamed with every movement I made.

      “I’ve... it doesn’t matter. But will that do, will the stick be enough to clear my debt?”

      “It’s a start,” José said, smiling my way, as he whistled for Tuari and Willis to get back in the car, before he jumped in the passenger’s front seat. With a roar, the engine from the car started and we took off without saying another word.
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      We were back in the car and speeding along the highway, Tuari was riding with José next to him up front, Willis was to my right with Poppy sitting to my left in the back.

      We sat in silence as we sped past cars on the road, cutting some off, overtaking others. The view outside the car window offered me nothing but derelict buildings with people’s clothes hanging outside the windows to dry. Hustlers and pimps stood on street corners and eyeballed everyone who stared their way for too long.

      “Are all the boroughs like this?” I asked.

      “No,” Tuari said, tugging on the steering wheel sharply, “Paradise Lost is where the bottom feeders live, the people who are desperately trying to make a living. The other boroughs are all different, each one unique in its own way and offering services only they can provide. Paradise Lost, for example, is where the best alcohol is made and where the best rats can be employed to find out any information you want.

      “The Jungle, on the other hand, is the best borough to get fresh produce from, but they also deal in chemical weapons, poisons, dirty bombs and technology; if you want something made they are the people you go to.”  

      “If Paradise Lost is such a shithole then why run your base of operations here?”

      “Because, mi amigo,” José said, lighting a cigar, “everything comes through the streets of The Lost first, before it makes its way towards the other boroughs. The other boroughs may be nicer, but I would rather see an invasion than hear about it third hand.” 

      “Plus this is our home,” said Poppy, “and there’s no place like home.”

       José looked at the computer attached to his wrist as a flashing light was emitted from it. He pressed a finger to his lips for silence and tapped its surface.

      “Hola, I hear you’ve been having a lot of problems lately,” said a voice that purred like a tigress through the speakers.

      “You could say something like that, but it’s nothing my crew haven’t dealt with before; it’s just another day in the office. Fools will always try their luck, that’s what fools do.”

      “Indeed.”

      I felt an irrational grip of fear as I listened to that voice. It spoke of danger and violence at a moment’s notice, yet you would beg and plead to just keep listening to it.

      “I’ve had a few... issues of my own, I’ve had to deal with—“

      “Do you need any help?” José asked.

      “I thank you for the offer, but you know better than to ask me that. My men are more than able to take care of any problems which arise, no matter how small or large.” What sounded like a distant scream could be heard in the background, but it was cut off abruptly.

      “Sometimes people forget how I got to this position, just like when the waters of the seas are tranquil people so quickly forget the devastating power of its waves, or the monsters that lurk underneath its surface.”

      “Until they are reminded again,” José said, blowing a smoke ring out of the window.

      “Until they are reminded again,” said the voice over the speaker. “I know we had an arrangement to meet up at our normal spot, but I’m afraid things have changed. Eyes are all over Paradise Lost, so I shall send you the coordinates to a new location. I’m afraid it’s off-world but this is the safest option for both of us.”

      “I understand. Send over the information and I shall see you soon.”

      “It shall be my pleasure,” said the voice before the line went dead.

      “Tuari, change of plans. Take us to The Kennel; it appears we are going for a little trip,” José, said leaning back in his chair as a smile lingered on his lips.
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      I was back on the JYD’s ship, The Kennel, and was eating alone in the canteen. I was eating the leftover bouillabaisse meal Tuari had made; it tasted delicious and did its best to fill the hole in my soul.

      I had been disinfected, washed, bandaged and taken care of by Poppy, who even gave me something for the pain as my body tried its best to heal. But what I saw. What I had done. I didn’t know if I would ever recover from it; I felt like a different person. It was hard to explain but...

      Footsteps interrupted my flow of thoughts and then José sat opposite me with two glassfuls of brown liquid in ice, with a cigar dangling from the corner of his mouth. He slid one glass across the table to me, then picked up his own and held it in the air. I did the same to mine and toasted him.

      “Well, amigo, you sure have had seven kinds of shit kicked out of you, haven’t you?”

      “Feels like ten,” I said, taking a sip from the glass and finding it was in fact spice rum. I took another sip and nodded my head in appreciation.

      We sipped at our glasses neither saying anything while we allowed the silence to fill the space between us.

      José was wearing a sleeveless bomber jacket that showed off his muscular arms; bracelets adorned both his wrists and a tattoo of a German shepherd that looked like it was on steroids graced his shoulder.

      He caught me staring at it and smiled. “The dog breed is called a Kuchi or Afghan shepherd. It was a breed used by the nomadic peoples of that region to protect their caravans and livestock; it always resonated with me.”

      I nodded my head as I studied the tattoo. “Did you always want to do this?”

      “What?”

      “Be an outlaw?”

      The tinted blue glasses he wore stopped me from seeing his eyes but he looked off into the distance while he sipped at his drink. Some time passed and I didn’t think he would answer me, or worse, I had offended him, but he put down his drink and turned my way.

      “I used to be like you. I had a cubicle job that paid me just enough, like some puta, so I could save up and go on pointless vacations and buy shit I didn’t need, but I never made enough to make a difference in my life. I even had a wife. We were trying for a baby but she miscarried and I spent more time trying to fill the gap that grew between us with pointless shit but, as every smart man knows, that never really solves the problem.

      “Until one day my boss said the wrong thing and I just snapped. I then saw everything for what it was, a lie. I didn’t want to believe it; I had lived my entire life trying to be better than my padre, trying to not hate my life as much as he hated his, but in the end, I ended up on the same road travelling towards the same destination.”

      “So breaking the law is the answer to a happy life?” I said with a raised eyebrow.

      He laughed into his drink as he took another sip.

      “The answer to a happy life? I wish I knew the answer; I think many men wish the same. The only thing I can say is, what I do now makes me happy, what I do now gives me freedom. It may not be freedom or happiness to someone else, but it is freedom and happiness to me.

      “I know you see us as monsters, killers, thieves, wild lawless crazy motherfuckers, but there is a beauty in that also. A beauty few men will ever know.”

      I sipped at my drink and watched him as he puffed on his cigar; he enjoyed every pull he took, content in the simple joy of smoking a fine cigar. I finished my meal and leaned back enjoying the comfort of having a full stomach in what felt like an age.

      “After I left you my former boss Gregory captured me. He wanted to know where the data-stick was; he had that asshole who shot up Jerry’s bar do this to me,” I said, gesturing to my body. “I never told him where it was, but certain things happened during my short time as a hostage that have made going back to my old life impossible, I don’t think I can ever live a normal life again—what with Xcorp now wanting me dead so they can tie up any loose ends.”

      José got up from where he sat and walked over to a cupboard in the canteen. He pulled it open and rummaged inside till he pulled out a bottle of spiced rum, then walked back to our table. He topped up my glass and his before toasting me once again.

      “How did that old normal life treat you?” he asked.

      I was about to reply “well”, but it would have been a lie.

      “It treated me like shit if I’m honest. Before they tortured me I found out—” I shook my head and looked off into the distance. “It just sucks knowing everything I thought was true was a lie.”

      “That it does, that it does. But now you have another chance at a new life. This life can be dangerous—there is no pension, retirement is an afterthought and ninety percent of the people you meet will want to kill you—but in exchange, you get a family who will always have your back and a family who will never lie to you.”

      I looked back at him, taken aback, before asking, “Are you offering me a job?”

      He burst into laughter, head tilted back as he slapped the table in front of us. I quickly followed suit not knowing if it was the drink or the very idea that had me in stitches.

      “I think you would have had enough of that for one lifetime, no? No, I’m not offering you a job but a place on the crew. A place to call your home, as one man gave me a very long time ago.”

      I thought over the opportunity he was offering me. On the one hand it sounded like the adventure of a lifetime; on the other, part of me still yearned for my family, a family that wasn’t mine but a family nevertheless.

      “Look, I don’t need an answer right away; just think it over. But there are a few rules we adhere to on this ship.

      “Number one, whatever the crew makes the crew shares, no matter if the job was your idea or not.

      “Number two, no stealing.

      “Number three, no lying.

      “Number four, we all get to vote on decisions that impact the crew.

      “And number five, try and keep your shit clean, but that rule is more of a guideline than anything else.”

      He got up from the table and downed the contents of his glass in one and left me to my thoughts.
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      I had somehow found my room after many false attempts; the alcohol was hitting me hard because of the pain medicine Poppy had given me for the beating I had taken. Finally, standing in front of my door I waited for it to slide open only to find that it was already occupied: Poppy sat on my bed, sad smile plastered over her face.

      I said nothing as I knocked my shoes off and half stumbled, half fell onto the bed next to her.

      I closed my eyes and allowed the soft mattress to take away some of my aches and pains.

      “How do you get over it?”

      “Get over what?” she asked, her voice sounding far away.

      “Get over their faces, the images that won’t just go away. No matter what I do, I keep seeing their bloody battered faces. They won’t leave me alone. Whenever I think I’m about to have a good night’s sleep they appear again, just staring, not saying anything. Always just staring.”

      Poppy pulled herself up beside me and lifted my head till it rested in her lap. She stroked my hair while tears ran down my cheeks.

      I allowed the words to pour from my soul, as I closed my eyes against the flow of tears.

      “And the craziest thing is, that isn’t the worst thing that happened to me that day; I also found out my wife has been sleeping with my boss for years and the two kids I raised as my own aren’t mine but his. My entire life has been one big lie.

      “I’ve wasted so many hours, so many opportunities, so many—”

      She kissed me then. Kissed me full on the lips till she stole my breath away. It was the first fragment of peace I had felt in a long time. I can’t remember how long we stayed like that, but it was long enough for the voices to quieten down and go away. Long enough for my tears to dry away.

      Long enough for me to feel like the person I had been ten years ago. 

      She parted from me and hovered above my face; her dark hair cascaded around us creating a little protective shield for our faces to hide under.

      “Some faces you forget, some faces you remember, some you regret, others you take great joy in knowing they are no longer alive and the universe is a better place without them.

      “I wish I could make it go away, I wish I could stop the pain, but it’s just something you must learn to deal with, something that time will partially heal but mostly won’t.

      “After a while, it will just become part of you. The only advice I can give you is to never enjoy it.

      “Never enjoy the kill. Let it be what it is, but don’t seek it out. Otherwise you’ll go mad looking for reasons why you do what you do.”

      “Like Willis?” I whispered.

      She kissed me on the lips and only smiled; I tried to return the gesture but it felt like my face was straining against an immovable object. 

      “Does it make me a monster, that part of me won’t miss them?”

      “No, it makes you human,” she said, kissing me again.

      “My wife and I had stopped loving each other before we got married. The kids… I always tried to connect with them, but they always felt like strangers to me; now I know why. I will never see them again, will I?”

      “José isn’t a tyrant; you can come and go as you please when we haven’t got a mission on, but I think it’s for the best you bury the hatchet while you can. Your enemies may use them to get to you; the further you’re away from them the best thing it is for everyone all around.”

      I nodded my head at her words and drunk in the beauty that was her eyes; they made my heart skip a beat. She leaned in to kiss me again but I pushed her gently back.

      “Why are you doing this?” I asked. “You barely know me.”

      “That’s a silly question. How can you explain why your favourite colour is red or why you prefer one flavour of ice-cream over the other? You just do. In this life, time is short, and you learn to act on gut instinct. Now let me see what I can do about those nightmares of yours,” she said, leaning towards me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            26

          

        

      

    

    
      I could see movements through the fog and darkness. I squinted through it and tried to get a better idea of what I was seeing. I moved forward and stretched out my hands but it was so dark I couldn’t even see them in front of my face. I continued forward confident now that I could see something in the darkness; I didn’t know how long I walked for but I tripped over something and fell forward.

      I looked back. Overhead lights picked out a body on the floor. 

      The lights didn’t diminish the darkness around me, only highlighted the body in all its glory. Dressed in fatigues it lay on its front. I took a step forward but needn’t have bothered; I knew who it belonged to. Salt and pepper hair was cut into a buzz cut. I willed my feet to stop moving but they paid me no attention, I didn’t want to see what was on the face-down side; I didn’t want to know what the picture looked like. But like disobedient children, they kept on moving forward of their own accord. 

      I stood over the body, and legs that didn’t listen to me bent down. I screamed for my arms to stop but they moved away from my trunk and slowly turned the body over.

      I tried to close my eyes but it was useless.

      I looked down and took in the sight before me. The face of Mr X was motionless, peaceful. Eyes closed, he appeared to be at peace wherever he was. There was no tension in his forehead, there was no vein pulsing along the side of his head. 

      He appeared younger than I remembered. Without the tension causing lines on his face, we could have been the same age. I moved one hand slowly towards his face and tried to jump back as his hand shot up and caught my wrist.

      I tried to pull it away but it was a wasted effort.

      His eyes opened.

      One was nothing but a hollowed-out hole; the other, grey and lifeless, looked into my soul. We stayed trapped in that embrace until his lips pulled into a slow smile. Rotten teeth sent foul breath washing over me.

      “Well, well, look who it isn’t, maggot. Come to gloat?”

      I said nothing as I tried to pull away.

      “I’ll bet your little bitch ass has. Come to gloat because you think you’ve killed the big bad wolf of the story—but that couldn’t be further from the truth, could it?

      “You have done nothing but delay the inevitable.”

      “What… what… what do you mean?” I stammered.

      “Wha… wha… what do you mean?” he said, mocking me with a grin. “You sound like a bitch! A bitch who’s about to get everything that’s coming to him. You think Xcorp will let you get away with their shit and they won’t come looking for you? Then you’re a bigger fool than I took you for. They’ll kill you and those little friends you’ve made. If that asshole Gregory doesn’t do it then some other manager will; it’s not when, it’s just a matter of how and where.”

      I stared into his face, sweat pouring down the small of my back.

      “But, I, I didn’t do anything! I didn’t ask for this!” I said, pleading.

      “Stop being such a pussy. I didn’t ask for any of this, oh why me, why do bad things always happen to bad people, blah, blah, blah. You know what we would do to little bitches like you in the army?” he said, eye gleaming my way. “We’d make you put on a dress then let you get a running head start before the boys would chase you down and once they caught you, oh boy! There was no telling what could happen, or what could end up where, if you catch my drift.”

      “Fuck you!”

      “That’s more like it,” he said, grinning my way. “That’s the fire you’ll need if you want to survive what’s coming, because believe me, there’s a shit storm heading your way that you’d better be prepared for because if you ain’t, you’d better start picking out a pretty dress to wear to the prom, maggot.”
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      I woke up in my bed covered in sweat.

      I looked around in a panic as the unfamiliar surroundings of the ship took me by surprise; I had been expecting to wake up in my bed back home, but after a few seconds had passed the realisation of where I was sunk in. I saw my crumpled clothes spread out across the floor and then I remembered there should have been someone else in the bed with me.

      I felt the cold side of the bed where Poppy had been and frowned. The only evidence we had slept together were a few strands of dark hair left on the pillow. Lying back down, I let out the heavy sigh trapped in my chest and stared at the ceiling. 

      What the hell was I doing?

      I was still married… well, not in spirit, thought or feeling, but on paper, I was married. Married to a woman who couldn’t give two shits about me but still married. Who informed my boss of my location so he could kill me.

      What did I know about the woman who I had just slept with? I knew her name was Poppy Palmer and she was a smuggler-come-pirate- come-outlaw, who was handy with a knife and who moved like a dancer. Not necessary the type of woman you would take home to your mother or the qualities you would look for in a wife, but who was I to judge what was good partner or wife material? I didn’t have the best track record in that department.

      But apart from the murder and the kidnapping, she was a kind person—well, to me anyway—and had never shown me anything but care and tenderness. 

      But maybe that was a trap itself; hadn’t José warned me about getting too close?

      I throw my hands over my face and groaned as the hopelessness of the situation finally dawned on me.

      Didn’t I have enough problems without adding to my list of troubles romances with women who could kill me without breaking a sweat?

      I got up to my feet and groaned, as my limbs had grown stiff; I stretched my arms over my hand and sighed as my joints popped. Looking back at my bed I knew I wouldn’t go back to sleep no matter what I did, so grabbing some fresh clothes out of my bag I threw them on and made my way out of my room.

      I looked left to right and walked right, as I hadn’t been down that part of the ship yet; I ran my hands over scorch marks that appeared to be made by weapons fire, and bullets holes that had peppered the metal of the walls and left them full of holes.

      Water dripped from overhead pipes and buckets collected what had become too big a problem to ignore.

      I continued on, allowing my feet to take me where they would, and took another right and left, till the corridors became darker and less well lit and maintained and the damage to the walls more intense. I stopped as I came across an immense door marked with more bullet holes than I could count, and a large bull’s-eye target painted in the middle of it.

      I looked behind me before looking back at the door, uncertain what it would yield. Biting the inside of my cheek I shrugged and walked forward as it slid open.

      The thunderous roar of gunfire pounded my ears, forcing me to cover them up as I took in the scene around me. The room I was in was as large as a football field and had been converted into a gun range; sandbanks dotted the far end with different targets at varying distances spread out across the shooting range.

      Willis stood with his back towards me and fired at different-sized targets that flew across the field; the targets moved and dipped like insects, never staying still for too long and making a clean shot that much harder. Willis fired off his pistols rapidly, hitting nine out of every ten targets he aimed for before reloading another magazine and firing again.

       He moved like a well-oiled machine. No movement was wasted, no effort was exaggerated. He pointed, shot, reloaded.

      I don’t know how long I watched him for but I wanted to leave before he caught sight of me. Slowly backing away I got within a couple of feet of the door before the sounds of the pistols stopped and I heard his voice like an angry terrier calling out to me.

      “Oi, fuckface! What are you doing staring at my ass?”

      “I wasn’t staring at your ass, I was just watching you work.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I’ve heard that line before. Just don’t get no ideas,” he said, pointing his pistols towards me, “or I’ll blow your dick off.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said, slowly backing away.

      “Where are you going?”

      “I just thought you would like some alone time. It looked like you didn’t want to be disturbed.”

      “Ahh, bollocks to that, come over here,” he said, waving his hand towards me, gun still in hand. 

      I suppressed the urge to sigh and did as he said, hoping this would be over quicker than I expected it would be. The closer I got the more overpowering the smell of gunpowder was, till it was the only thing I could smell. He looked me up and down and tapped his finger against his lip.

      “I take it you’ve never fired a gun?”

      I shook my head. 

      He didn’t hide his disappointment. “Figures. Seeing as you’re a newbie I think its best if you start with the Springfield XDM 9mm. It’s an easy-to-use gun with triple safety guards and little recoil, so even kids can practice with them and not get hurt,” he said, walking off and unlocking a metal cabinet fixed to the wall. Racks upon racks of guns greeted my sight as he ran his fingers along the shelves and picked a handgun from the rack.

      “Originally made in Karlovac, Croatia, it’s an old gun, which means spare parts are cheap as shit, and it’s so easy to use and fire that even a dickhead like you can use it,” he said, handing it my way.

      The matte black pistol felt awkward in my hands.

      “You know, you should really get into motivational speaking, maybe at schools, unemployment centres,” I said, pointing the gun away from me and at the floor.

      “It’s no use pointing it down there, cockface! Aim up and fire at the targets; all of them are stationary so it should be easier for you.”

      I did as I was told and fired off as many rounds as quickly as I could. I expected a bigger recoil from the gun than the one I got; the firing of it was smooth but also nerve-racking. But despite all that I couldn’t help but smile. This was exhilarating. 

      It was over before I knew it. Gun shaking in my hands I looked at the targets to see if I had hit any.

      “Did I hit any?”

      “No.”

      “You sure?” I asked.

      “Not unless you count the sandbanks, the ceiling and the walls as threats,” Willis said, taking the gun from my hand and reloading it again. Once done he handed it back to me and got in close.

      “Look, all the movie bullshit you see where the hero is pointing his gun sideways and firing from the hip and doing forward rolls and backflips is all bullshit. All it takes to be a good shooter is a few simple things.”

      “Such as?”

      “Well, if you shut up, I’ll tell you, cupcake.”

      I looked at him with a side-eye and waited for him to continue.

      “How you hold a gun has everything to do with your ability to manage the recoil; the better you manage it the more well-aimed shots you can fire. Know the targets, identify if they’re a threat, and fire. Hesitation kills. Better to be sorry than dead. Which takes us onto trigger management. Don’t finger-bang the trigger like it’s the end of prom, apply steady pressure. And lastly, remember to breathe. Breathing eases tension, which makes any task more simple.”

      I looked at him dumbfounded.

      He rolled his eyes with a sigh. “Grip, breathe, aim, press. Just remember that.”

      I looked at the targets and the face of Mr X appeared again in my mind’s eye. Shaking my head I handed the gun back to Willis. “I don’t think I can—”

      “It is better to be a warrior in a garden than a gardener in a war. If you don’t want what happened to you to happen again this is the best way to ensure that.

       “Forty-five percent of these rat-fuckers you meet are just wannabe hard men with a drug addiction who can barely keep their gun straight; the other forty-five are just as scared as you and would rather not be there.”

      “What about the ten percent?” I asked, looking at him worried.

      “Run.”

      He pointed to the targets once more and I tried, again and again, to do as he had told me. I don’t know how much time passed but it was enough for me to know I wasn’t getting any better. As the last bullet was fired and the silence stretched on until I began to fidget, I finally turned to him and said, “What?”

      He pinched the bridge of his nose and let out an aggravated sigh.

      “In all my God-given years, I have never seen anyone who can’t shoot worth a shit less than you. I mean you are offensively bad, to the point where I think it’s better if you don’t even carry a gun because your crew may be in more danger than the enemy. But that isn’t really an option, so I have one more idea.”

      He went back to the racks of guns and knelt down till he was on his hands and knees and crawled forward, moving boxes and tools about till he found what he was looking for and wiggled back out. In his hands was a rusty metal case about thirty-five inches in length. Writing was engraved on the top of the box, which Willis slowly ran a hand over.

      “‘For the one in authority is God’s servant for your good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for rulers do not bear the sword for no reason. They are God’s servants, agents of wrath to bring punishment on the wrongdoer.’”

      He unlocked the case and held it open before me.

      Velvet coated the inside of the case and inside rested a custom-built sawn-off shotgun. The barrel had a copper-gold finish to it, which blended into the light wood handle. The head of a snarling dog was engraved in a small emblem.

      It was the most beautiful piece of destruction I had ever seen.

      I went to pick it up but hesitated, looking up at Willis, who gave me a slight nod.

      My hands trembled slightly as I picked it up and clutched it in both hands. The weight felt right.

      “This baby was something I designed myself, but… it never felt right in my hands; it was too messy, not precise enough, not fast enough, but I loved it too much to get rid of it. It takes normal shotgun shells and explosive shells I made for that extra kick. There is a loading mechanism in the handle where the shells are kept and this loads a greater number of shells than your standard shotgun.

      “I named it The Peacemaker.”

      I ran my hand along the barrel and smiled.

      “How do I fire it?”

      “Point and shoot. It ain’t rocket science.”

      I did as he said and aimed for one of the targets. My finger about to press the trigger, he yelled at me causing me to jump.

      “Not like that. Not unless you want to blow your thumb off. Remember, the barrel is shorter than a normal shotgun, so your grip has to be further back.”

      “Just a word of warning, it may not be the best idea to cause the person holding a gun to jump.”

      He ignored my comment and nodded to the targets in front of us. I walked slightly forward doing as he had instructed me to do. I focused on the target in front of me, but his voice cut through my thoughts.

      “Just point and fire! This fucker ain’t about precision.”

      I pointed and pulled and was thrown off my feet as an explosive roar escaped the end of the barrel.

      White dots appeared in front of my eyes as I sat up and rubbed the back of my head. Laughter was coming from the side of me as Willis slapped his thigh and stomped his feet in merriment while he held his sides. Tears streaked down his cheeks and collected in his ginger beard as he mimicked me shooting the shotgun.

      I got to my feet with a groan and made my way towards him.

      “What the fuck was that?” I demanded, anger filling my cheeks.

      “God almighty, that shit was beyond funny.”

      “How is this gun meant to be any good for me if it will always dump me on my ass when I use it?”

      Willis took a few deep breaths while he collected himself. “I completely forgot I had left explosive shells in it. That’s why the kickback was so strong. You may need to hit the gym and practise firing with the explosive shells more but the normal shells shouldn’t be anywhere as strong.”

      “Explosive shells….” I said, turning towards the targets on the firing range and feeling my mouth hang open.

      In front of me lay nothing but destruction.  

      The targets closest to me now lay unrecognisable on the floor; the pellets in the shell had sprayed out and destroyed everything in front of me. Further afield I could see other damage where the shrapnel of the damaged targets had penetrated other targets. I looked down at the shotgun still clutched in my hands and marvelled at the destructive power it held.

      “Loaded with explosive shells this thing can blow a hole in a two-to-three-inch thick metal door no problem; use it against vehicles, armoured combatives, or any motherfucker you want to make sure the authorities can never identify. Like I said, you will need to put on some muscle if you ever want to use it properly, but we have a gym out back so I would start hitting the weights if I were you.

      “Now pass it over,” he said, hand open.

      I gave him the gun and he emptied the fiery red shells carefully and replaced them with white ones.

      “Red is for explosive, white is standard. Now do as I showed you before,” he said, handing me back the gun and programming a new set of targets to appear on the firing range.

      I positioned myself as before and this time planted my feet as I steadied myself for the recoil to come. I squeezed the trigger and watched as the target before me blew apart. The recoil wasn’t as strong. The damage wasn’t as total. But damn, it felt good.

      I squeezed and squeezed the trigger, blowing apart anything that appeared in front of me; the target started to move but it mattered little. All I had to do was point in its relative direction and the shotgun did the rest.

      I kept on shooting until spent shells littered the floor around me and sweat coated my back.

      “Think that’s enough for one day,” Willis said, checking the time on his watch. “Come back here and practise as much as you want, because the more you do, the more that thing in your hands will save your life.”

      I replaced the shotgun back in its case and smiled.

      The Peacemaker.

      The name had sounded corny to my ears at first but I had grown to like it.

      “Do you think I have what it takes to become the ten percent you were talking about?” I asked him jokingly,

      Willis said nothing as he tidied up; his eyes didn’t meet mine as he checked and rechecked his pistols.

      “I mean—”

      He looked up at me then and I tried not to take a step back as I saw in his eyes the insanity he was trying to control. It was terrifying to behold. It spoke of a man who had done things that would always haunt him no matter what he did; it spoke of a man who had lost his mind, found it and wasn’t too sure if he wanted it back.

      It spoke of demons.

      “The ten percent are my people.”

      It was all he said before he walked away from me, but it conveyed enough that I prayed I never came across one of his own.
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      I had stayed for some time in the firing range after Willis had left and just allowed what he had told me stink in. 

      Now, making my way back towards my room, I had gotten lost amongst the myriad of corridors of the ship. A small seed of panic was developing in my stomach, but I knew whatever happened I would come across someone eventually; if worst came to worst I would have to shout for help.

      I took another left and saw a large pair of double doors before me, which I knew would take me to the bridge. I hoped I would find someone there because it was time I swallowed my pride and just asked for directions.

      Entering the bridge, it took my eyes time to adjust to the dim lighting as I made my way further inside. I scanned the room and saw José’s black dome-like head just visible over the top of the chair. I made my way towards him and saw that he was staring at a cluster of holographic images displayed in the air in front of him. 

      “What’s your take on this, boyo?” he said, zooming in on a few of the holographic pictures.

      Each picture depicted a ship—no, on closer inspection I saw it was, in fact, different ships that had been captured at different time intervals all leading up to the last few hours. The hull and outline of each ship were slightly different, but all were sleeker looking than The Kennel and appeared to have more firepower, judging by the cannons and gun turrets that covered each ship’s outer surface.

      “It appears to be different ships photographed at differently timed intervals. All are slightly different in body image but all have one thing in common, weapons. Apart from that, I’m not sure what you want me to say,” I said with a shrug.

      He tapped his chin and threw his hands out so the images moved away from him and enlarged.

      “All these images were taken just after we left Safe Haven. All the ships pictured here have been captured by our sensors. They all have a few things in common—when they notice we’ve detected their presence they flee, they all have similar weaponry, and you can follow the trail of pictures all the way back to a few hours after we departed Safe Haven.”

      “If it was the same ship, I would say we’re being followed but you can clearly see each ship is slightly different,” I said, pointing to the images.

      “What if it was done on purpose?”

      “What do you mean?” I said, looking at him confused.

      “I mean what if it’s the same ship just disguised to look different,” he said, thick Spanish accent coating the words.

      “Well, it could, but I mean how—”

      The ship lurched underneath my feet causing me to slam into the console I was in front of; I braced myself against it and held on for dear life as the ship rocked back and forth. I steadied myself and looked towards José, who still sat calmly in his captain’s chair.

      “What the fuck was that!” I yelled, walking towards him.

      I didn’t get an answer as the bridge doors opened and Willis, Poppy and Tuari made their way through the doors.

      “That,” said José, pushing his red-tinted glasses up his nose, “was the surprise attack from the coños who have been following us since we left Safe Haven. All hands on deck! Let’s see if we can’t make these motherfuckers pay before we shake them off our tail. Tuari take over from the autopilot, Willis weapons, Poppy surveillance, Quinton…” he said, looking my way, “stay out of the way and don’t get hurt.”

      “What?” I asked, affronted.

      “Have you ever been in a space dogfight before?”

      I shook my head.

      “Then shut your whore mouth,” Willis shouted from where he sat, “and watch and learn. Newbie here has been on the ship five minutes and he already thinks he knows his elbow from his asshole.”

      “Just watch,” José said, “watch and learn. Hopefully, this won’t be your last time in a situation like this.”

      “You never know though,” Tuari said with a laugh. “Our Luck’s been pretty good lately; it’s about time it ran out.”

      I looked at him as the colour drained from my face and all he did was smile.

      “We have a battleship class ship on our rear; I can detect ion cannons, plasma cannons, lasers and numerous other forms of weaponry on her. She appears to be keeping a safe distance from us while she targets our engines,” Poppy said, fingers dancing in the air in front of her.

      “Tuari, how far out are we from our targeted destination?” José asked.

      “A little over an hour.”

      José said nothing as he tapped his finger against his chin.

      “Incoming hail,” Poppy said, looking over her shoulder.

      “Well, it would be rude not to answer it,” Tuari said before José could respond.

      An image flickered across the bridge viewing screen before it settled onto a picture of Gregory’s face; his expressionless gaze scanned everyone on the bridge before settling on me. A slight smirk curled the corners of his lips before he nodded his head.

      “Can I speak to one José Battle?” he asked.

      “I am him.”

      Gregory turned his attention towards José and said nothing as he studied the man before him.

      “Hmm, interesting, I expected something different. Nevertheless, you are in possession of property that belongs to the Xcorp organisation, and as such I have come to recover it. If you hand it over willingly and peacefully nothing shall happen to you or your crew; if you do not then I shall be forced to destroy it and cut our losses.”

      José said nothing as he looked towards me then slowly turned to Gregory. “What about our boy here?” he said, pointing towards me.

      “I am afraid we shall be taking him as well.”

      “You see, that’s where we may have a problem,” José said, wolf-like smile appearing on his lips. “You said ‘nothing shall happen to your crew’ and as of right now Quinton here is part of my crew, so would you like to re-negotiate and come back with a better offer?”

      Gregory said nothing as he stared at José, I saw the mask crack ever so slightly as he bit the inside of his cheek, then it was renewed again. A blank, almost bored expression washed across his face.  

      “I am afraid Xcorp doesn’t make deals with pirates; we have a zero-tolerance policy regarding such matters.”

      José gave him an “I don’t really give a fuck” shrug, which only caused Gregory to bite the inside of his cheek even harder.

      “Look, mate,” Willis said, “what’s your name?”

      “Gregory Goodwin.”

      “Fuck me,” Willis said rolling his eyes. “I have never met a Gregory who wasn’t a complete and utter cunt,” he said to the room before addressing, my former boss: “Look, Gregory, we ain’t giving up the goods unless you make a better offer than the one we’re about to get from our current client. You better their price and the little data-stick is all yours.”

      “Does this uncouth dog talk for you?” Gregory asked José.

      “Not normally, but on this occasion I think he’s hit the nail right on the head. So what do you say, Gregory? Would you like to make us an offer?”

      The screen viewing went blank as he cut the feed.

      “Well, I guess that’s a no,” José said. “Tuari, divert all the power from the shields to the engines. I want full power to them until we reach our destination.”

      The ship rocked from side to side as incoming fire bombarded its side.

      “Won’t lowering the shields make us defenceless?” I asked.

      “Only if they hit us,” Tuari laughed as he punched and pulled levers and buttons in front of him.

      I looked around the room in wild panic as the faces that returned my gaze were either joyful, crazy, sombre or happy.

      “Are you telling me that for the best part of an hour, we’re going to try and play chicken with an enemy ship while they try to blow us up? And the only thing you’re counting on is not getting hit?”

      “Yup.”

      “Of course, asswipe.”

      “It’ll be OK, Quinton.”

      As the various answers from the crew came back my way I looked towards José and sent a pleading look his way.

      “Life only starts, my friend, when danger and failure become the norm. Tuari, you know what to do—let’s give this hijo de putas a run for his money!”
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      Fifty-seven minutes.

      It felt like a lifetime.

      A lifetime of The Kennel dodging shots, swaying hard lefts and rights, and flying through any space debris we came across in the vain hope we’d put as much distance as possible between us and Gregory’s ship.

      My nails had left permanent scars in the palms as I clutched my hands every time an explosion went off too close for comfort.

      “We shall be approaching our destination in three minutes,” Tuari said, sweat dripping from his brow.

      “About time too,” said Willis. “My asshole feels like it’s going to be permanently closed by how hard I’ve been squeezing it.”  

      “Shame we can’t say the same thing for your mouth,” Tuari replied.

      “Well, if your flying was any better I wouldn’t have to—”

      “Focus,” José uttered, silencing the entire room. “We are nearly at our goal.”

      A small blue planet appeared in the viewing screen, growing larger by the second. It looked like a speckled marble that any kid would collect. It orbited a distant bluish sun, and the only thing that kept it company was a single moon that rotated around the planet.

      “The Lady has given us instructions and coordinates where to meet her on the planet. As far as we know this planet is uninhabited but it does contain wildlife,” José said.

      “What’s the plan?” Willis said, turning towards him.

      “We land on the planet, give the stick to The Lady and allow her to deal with Xcorp. Once the stick is in her possession they become her problem.”

      “I don’t think they’ll see it like that—” I began, but Poppy cut me off.

      “We may not make it to the planet; I’m detecting movement coming from behind the planet’s moon.”

      No one spoke as Poppy enhanced the image on the screen, multiplying it so the little speck that broke away from the moon became larger and larger till it resembled a ship. Long, it was nothing but sharp angles and gun turrets. Painted the darkest black, it had two red strips that ran down its hull.

      “Fuck me,” Willis yelled, hand slamming on the console in front of him, “I thought we killed that prick!”

      “It appears not,” said José.

      I looked between the pair and raised my hands in the air. “Am I missing something here?”

      “The ship belongs to Arun from the Laughing Hyenas. This complicates things. This complicates things a lot,” José said, stroking his chin.

      “Well, it’s going to get a lot more complicated, because Gregory is right up our ass,” Tuari said. 

      I looked at the screen showing our rear and tried to swallow. Gregory’s ship was closing in on our location—and closing fast. 

      “What are we going to do?” I said in a panicked voice.

      “Willis, Poppy, Quinton, I want you to board Gregory’s ship and take the fight to the bastardo. Tuari and I will help as best we can, but don’t expect much as we’ll have our hands full with Arun.”

      Willis and Poppy nodded their heads as they got up from their chairs and made their way towards the exit.

      “Wait, wait, wait! What do you mean attack Gregory’s ship head-on? How do you expect to us to do that without a ship?”

      “Don’t worry, Necktie,” Willis said, pulling me along, “we have something way better than a fucking ship. You wait and see!”
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      I looked at the little spacecraft stationed in the cargo bay while I paced back and forth. Poppy had offered me some gum to calm my nerves but it did nothing but heighten my sense of unease, as I chewed like a camel who was trying nicotine gum for the first time after giving up a three-pack-a-day habit.

      “What in the actual fuck is that?” I asked, pointing to a craft no bigger than an escape pod, designed like an arrowhead with the tip of the craft reinforced with extra metal. I had a hard time seeing how we were all going to fit into the tiny vessel.

      I slowly walked around it while I took in all its glory. The thing would crumble the first time they shot at it. I pushed on its outer shell and was surprised that it was sturdier than it looked. I rapped my knuckles against it and then shook my hand out, rubbing my aching knuckles.

      “It’s a lot more solid than it looks, ain’t it?” Willis said, strapping his body with every item of weaponry he could fit on it. “It’s made from a denser, rarer alloy that allows it to do its job without killing the inhabitants  inside.”

      I wasn’t convinced.

      I kept walking around the little craft shaking my head and running my hands along the scars that covered its dull black surface. The metal it was made of didn’t reflect any light; instead, it appeared to soak it in. I got up closer to the shell of the ship and examined it.

      “What alloy or metal did you say this was made of again?”

      “We didn’t,” said Willis. “In all honestly none of us are too sure what it’s made of. We appropriated it from a science facility on one of our many travels. All we know is the thing isn’t detectable on any scanners or radar, and it doesn’t reflect light. Out in space it becomes almost invisible—it has the greatest cloaking device without actually having one.”

      “I still don’t see how this little thing will do any damage to Gregory’s ship.”

      “Why ruin the surprise—”

      A siren cut Willis off and José’s voice came over the speakers of the ship.

      “I need all of you on the Pit Bull in less than two minutes!”

      “Quinton, don’t worry about it. It’ll all work out,” Poppy said, stroking my arm.

      I looked at her and smiled despite myself. This was the first time we had spoken since we had slept together; there was so much I wanted to say yet didn’t know how to put it in words. I opened and closed my mouth as a million things I should say popped into my mind and I dismissed them all as quickly. She smiled as she saw the struggle taking place between my ears, and she just squeezed my shoulder and walked towards the mini-ship.

      “Why is this called the Pit Bull?” I asked.

      “Because,” Willis said, a manic grin showing through his ginger beard, “once it bites and locks on, it never lets go. Now shut and get on board. We have a mission to take care of.”
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      To say the space aboard the Pit Bull was cramped was an understatement, but it was surprisingly clean, sleek and comfy inside.

      Strapped to my seat in a shock harness, I was inside a spacesuit that came with the ship and slotted nicely on the chair I was sitting in.

      We sat in a row: Poppy up front manning the ship controls, Willis in the middle and me in the rear. We were still in the cargo bay waiting for José to let us loose.

      I swallowed the bile that tried to spill from my mouth as butterflies danced in the pit of my stomach. Although I wore a combat suit, I could still feel sweat collecting in the palms of my hands.

      “We shall launch in ten seconds, you know the drill. Wait till I launch the cluster bombs the enemy’s way and they got close enough to us, and in the melee and chaos, it’s you guys’ time to shine. Good luck,” José said, voice coming out of the speakers.

      “What’s going to be happening in ten seconds?” I asked, trying to not allow my voice to quiver.

      “Are you stupid? Or weren’t you listening? We’re going to be launching in ten seconds, so stop asking stupid questions. Now hold on to those little raisins you call nuts and get ready for action.”

      “Quinton, I’ve dialled into your radio frequency so you’re the only one who can hear me,” came Poppy’s voice in my ear. “Don’t worry, everything will be OK. Willis hides his emotion well but he’s just as scared as you.”

      I highly doubted that.

      “When the chaos starts, just remember to breathe deeply and shoot everything that comes your way.”

      “Poppy, I’m not built for this... this… this bad guy stuff. I’m just a simple office worker from New-London.”

      There was silence on the other end for a moment or two. “There are no good guys in this story, Quinton. There only people who are trying to survive the best way they know how. That’s all life really is when you think about it.”

      “Launch in five!” came José’s voice.

      “If you need to talk to me privately, switch to channel two.”

      “Launch in two!”

      Fuck, fuck, fuck. I wasn’t ready for this shit.

      “Go! Go! Go!”

      I felt my stomach drop and my head was pushed back as we shot out of the cargo bay and into the deep void of space.
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      I expected something.

      Silence. Peace. Clarity. Life revelations.

      What I didn’t expect was me trying desperately not to shit myself while bombs exploded around me.

      Poppy flew the ship with reckless abandon; she twisted and turned the levers aiming for the enemy ship, which grew larger and larger.

      Cluster bombs exploded around us while Gregory’s ship fired upon The Kennel.

      “Hold on, the ride’s about to get a little bumpy!” Poppy said.

      “Isn’t it already?” I shouted back while I was thrown against my seat.

      Willis chuckled as he slapped his thigh. “You ain’t seen nothing yet.”

      I was still being pushed against my seat, but this time I felt a shift in gears as the speed increased and our target grew larger still.

      “Wait... this thing has got no weapons, none that I could see... if it doesn’t have any weapons then how—”

      I left the question hanging, as no one spoke up.

      The speed of the ship wasn’t slowing down; in fact it was increasing.

      “You’re right there, Necktie, this thing has no weapons and is only good for one thing.”

      “Wait, wait! Hold on! How are we going to attack Gregory’s ship if this thing doesn’t have any weapons? Don’t tell me we’re going to do something stupid like ram it?”

      Silence swept through the cabin while we continued on our direct course to the ship. “Because that would be stupid… I mean, ramming a ship ten times the size of us is suicide.”

      Again, no one said anything. The only thing I could see on the viewing screen was Gregory’s ship. It now filled the whole screen. I couldn’t see anything else.

      “Guys, that would be stupid, right? Guys?”

      We were now on a collision course with the ship. Even if we tried we couldn’t avoid it—there was no going back—we were going to crash headfirst into it. I doubled my grip on my chair and wanted to close my eyes but like witnessing a horrific accident you couldn’t help but look.

      “Full speed ahead, Poppy!” Willis laughed as the ship picked up speed and barrelled towards our target.

      We were going to die.
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      The Pit Bull crashed into the side of Gregory’s ship with enough force to test the safety features of the shock harness that kept me secured to the seat. The front of our ship drove into the hull of Gregory’s ship and just kept on going. I expected some resistance when we made contact, but the metal the Pit Bull was made out of was far superior to anything I had ever seen. 

      The front of our ship penetrated its target and kept on slicing through the metal like it was water. 

      Explosions flared around us as components not meant to be struck with force detonated. Fires swept over our hull but Poppy kept the accelerator down and kept on pushing it forward.

      On and on we went till we finally came to a stop.

      I was shaken.

      I was sweaty.

      But I was uninjured.

      Laughter echoed around me as Willis slapped his thigh. Shoulders shaking he pointed my way, shook his head and laughed all over again. 

      I took the first deep breath in what felt like an age; I took another and another till I realised I was hyperventilating.  I tried to lean down between my knees  to suck in more oxygen, but it didn’t seem to help. Fiddling for the controls that would allow my helmet to retract, I couldn’t move them; my fingers felt like dead weights as I struggled and became angry that I couldn’t do such a simple task. Giving up on the controls for my helmet I tried to unbuckle myself from my seat but this too proved too much of an effort.

      I grabbed the harness  for all I was worth and shook and yanked at it trying my best to pull it apart but failing.

      Why couldn’t I breathe?

      Why couldn’t I escape?

      “Let me fucking out!” 

      I strained and pulled but it felt like my movements were growing weaker and weaker by the second.

      “Quinton!” Someone was calling my name, but they sounded miles away. 

      I needed to get out of here. Coming on board this ship was a mistake. Asking to join this crew was a mistake.

      “Quinton.”

      There it was again, that voice.

      “Quinton!”

      Something slapped me on the cheek and I focused wild-eyed on the face in front of me. It was Poppy. She was smiling. She stroked the side of the cheek she had hit and everything wasn’t as bad as it once was.

      I took in what felt like my first proper breath. It calmed my nerves. It calmed my soul.

      “Breathe. That’s it. Just breathe,” she said, raising and lowering her hand. “It happens to some people when they have their first experience on the Pit Bull. It’s not something most humans have experienced. You would normally need military training to get used to purposely crashing into another ship. But we haven’t got the time for that. This is what they designed this ship for. A secret branch of the military built it small and compact to ram and penetrate the hull of the enemy’s ship. Once there, the crew onboard could evacuate and raid their enemies. It’s mainly used for stealth missions.”

      I could hear sirens wailing in the background as what looked like mist surrounded us.

      “We are firmly inside your boss’s ship. You should be able to breathe without the aid of your suit but if the oxygen drops one percent or you find yourself in a vacuum then it will reseal around your face.”

      “Why… why would I find myself in a vacuum?” I asked her.

      “Because your bitch ass may find itself outside in space,” Willis said, stepping past me. “Come on, we don’t want to get pigeonholed here, as someone is bound to come looking for us sooner or later.”

      Poppy looked into my eyes and tapped me on the shoulder once more before she followed Willis.

      I did the same but clicked my fingers and spun around looking at the Peacemaker. I picked up the shotgun and cradled it in my arms hoping against hope that I wouldn’t need to use it. 
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      Hope can kiss my ass!

      Crouched low, I moved my head as another bullet blasted the wall I was crouched behind. Sparks flew from the impact and I looked back wide-eyed at Poppy, who only gave me a smile.

      Willis was nowhere to be found, as he had rushed ahead of us in a fit of barely controlled enjoyment and rage.

      “Where’s Willis?”

      Poppy gave me a shrug. “He sometimes does this. José has warned him against it, but he’s like a rabid dog when we get into a conflict like this.”

      We could hear the distant sounds of a firefight somewhere in the ship, but I couldn’t pinpoint the location.

      I peeked around the corner and threw my head back as bullets came my way.

      Two guards.

      They were steadily walking towards us without fear of repercussion. I didn’t blame them. We hadn’t fired a single shot since they encountered us. 

      I held the Peacemaker in my hands and took in a deep breath. If I wanted this to stop then I would need to take action. There was only one way this was ever going to end—with blood on my hands, and if I thought any different then I was just lying to myself.

      “Lay down your weapons and you shall not be hurt!” I shouted.

      Laughter sounded down the walls as the shooting ceased. “If you were going to do anything to us, you would have done so already.”

      “This is your final warning—” Gunshots cut me off, followed by laughter.

      “How’s that for a final warning?”

      I shook my head before I shoved the gun round the corridor and pumped it full of lead.

      The roar the shotgun made was murderous as smoke filled the corridor.

      The smoke brought silence, much as one would get after a firework show had ended. 

      I counted to five and peeked around the corner to see nothing but blood and corpses. I nodded my head at Poppy as I emerged into the corridor and took another tentative step forward; I walked towards the men on the floor and was about to avert my gaze but something in my soul told me not to. It would be disrespectful to do so. This was war, and in war one warrior always acknowledged the other.

      My head snapped up as I heard more footsteps coming our way, and I raised the shotgun without even thinking. A group of three saw me but it was already too late—I squeezed the trigger and watched as they tried to move out of the way but it was pointless. Buckshot had peppered their bodies dropping them to the floor.

      I fired once more to stop the twitching.

      I looked back at Poppy, who stared at me with a look I couldn’t make out, but it was gone in an instant.

      We continued onwards, taking lefts and rights, never slowing down longer than was necessary. 

      “Where do you think Gregory is?”

      “You know him better than I do,” Poppy replied.

      I barked a laugh and shook my head. “That man knows as little about my life as I know about his. Although it appears our lives have been intertwined for years. All I can say is—”

      Gregory and a group of his goons came to a skidding halt before us as we turned a corner. Surprise graced his face for a moment, but it disappeared and a look of boredom replaced it. He smoothed down the charcoal-coloured suit that did an excellent job of hiding his bulging middle; straightening out the cuffs of his shirt he stared at me.

      “Nothing to say, asshole?” I asked.

      “What is there to say? I either do the job assigned to me or someone else will take my place. I’ve already told you a company like Xcorp is a nation onto itself. If you think you can ever win then… more fool you.”

      “Why?”

      “How much do you know about WW3?”

      I looked at him in puzzlement, and said, “Only what they taught us in school. Global war, between the nations that always hated each other, led to a World Government that outlawed war on Earth. The destruction that took place nearly ended humanity.”

      “Yes, yes, but what about the birth of AI?”

      “What about it?” I asked.

      “AI was humanity’s greatest creation, some say greater than space travel. Everyone always knew AI was coming, they just didn’t know how terrifying the robots would be, how efficient they would be at killing, outsmarting and controlling human beings. They nearly became the apex predators, the rulers of Earth. So like everything else that humankind fears, they were outlawed.

      “Their creation was outlawed, the designs on how to create them were destroyed, and all the creators, engineers, designers, anyone and everyone who worked on building them, were imprisoned or killed one by one.”

      I looked at him in disbelief.

      “What, don’t believe me? Nor did I to begin with. It wasn’t something they taught in school and for good reason. How could anyone justify killing thousands upon thousands of people just for a dream they wanted to turn into reality? But I can assure you it happened.”

      “And you’re telling me this because?” I asked.

      “Because Xcorp has gained lost knowledge. Knowledge that could make them the dominant company galaxy-wide. Knowledge that could even make the World Government fear tackling them.”

      The penny dropped.

      Of course. 

      Why hire so much protection just to ferry me through space? What information could be so important that Xcorp would hunt me through space? Why did they want what I had so badly?

      “I see you’ve finally cottoned on. Didn’t I once mention in your appraisals what a fast learner you were?”

      I gave him the finger with disdain.

      “Well, if what you’re telling me is true than Xcorp is fucccked!” I shouted with glee, “Once the World Government gets an inkling of what you bastards have been up to, then… heads are going to roll. If I were you Gregory, I would start looking for another job.”

      “It took my superiors a lot of time and effort to find out the details on how to build AI. A lot of people were killed. A lot of people were paid. So to think an insect like you would put a dent in those plans is highly laughable.”

      I grabbed the handle of my gun till my knuckles turned white. “You are such a selfish prick. It never occurred to you that maybe there was a reason this technology was outlawed? Countries still make and produce nuclear weapons; if that doesn’t tell you something about how dangerous these things are then nothing will.”

      Gregory waved off the issue like an annoying fly. “We shall learn from our past mistakes. The issue lay in building a humanoid with AI abilities and allowing them the free will, allowing them the ability to make choices based on thoughts and feelings. We shall now build them with free will removed. They shall still have the same intellect, the same reasoning, but only up to a certain point. 

      “We shall install countermeasures or blockers if they stray too far off the beaten path.”

      “Countermeasures or blockers,” I said, throwing my head back and laughing. “Have you dickheads given this any thought whatsoever? You sound like children playing with Pandora’s Box. Free will isn’t something that can be restrained. You are talking about creating new life, and new life always finds a way to flourish!”

      Gregory rolled his eyes and brushed down the sleeves of his suit, in a sign I knew only too well from working with him all those years back in the office. He was done with this meeting, and it was your signal to get out.

      “You know what, you pompous prick,” I said, pointing my shotgun towards him, “I would rather die than see you get what you want.”

      “You make it sound like there was going to be another outcome,” he said, confusion on his face.

      Two shots were fired. Two heads exploded. 

      I looked in shock as two bodies from Gregory’s entourage fell to the floor in a sticky mess. More shots were fired as men turned around and began firing behind them. 

      The scene before me became a screaming mess of chaos. 

      Blood splatted against the walls and brain matter landed on my cheek as I did the only thing that seemed to make sense: I squeezed the trigger of my gun in a blind panic until there were no shells left.

      The smoke cleared and all I saw was dead bodies and the smiling manic face of Willis looking at me from the other end of the corridor. 

      I did a quick check of the bodies on the floor but failed to find the one I wanted. 

      Shit!

      “Gregory must have escaped,” I said, moving off in the only direction he could have gone. 

      “Where are you going?” Poppy called after me.

      “I have to end this!” I said over my shoulder. “This thing is my responsibility.”

      “How do you work that out?” Willis shouted.

      “I don’t know,” I said, turning around and giving them a shrug. “It sounds like something a hero would say! What do you want from me? I’m new to this.”

      And with that, I was gone. Living a dream many people before me and after me would always have. Running down a corridor chasing my former boss with a weapon in my hand… wait, was I the only one to ever have that dream?

      Well, call me fucked up because I was about to do something I had wanted to do for a very long time.
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      I ran with everything I had.

      I hadn’t waited for Poppy. I hadn’t waited for Willis.

      I just ran with every fibre in my body, chasing down the man who had ruined my life since the first day he had entered it. He had taken everything from me, my wife, my family, but most of all he had taken my time. Time I would never get back. Time that would haunt me for the rest of my life. 

      I took another sharp turn and saw his sweating back in the distance. I pushed down on my heels and pointed the shotgun up and fired. As the barrel of the gun swung wildly in my hands and hit a couple of metres to the left of Gregory, I learned something valuable in that moment. I learnt that it is far harder to shoot and run than it is to just shoot standing still. He looked over his shoulder at the sound of gunfire and bared his teeth my way before he turned back around and continued at a faster clip.

      I smiled. 

      It was the first sign of genuine emotion I had gotten from him since I had known him. 

      I chased after him and entered a corridor, to see him standing at the end of it with his hands pressed against a device that stuck out from the wall. He gave me a small smile as I ran his way, which caused me to pull up short.

       Something wasn’t right. He was far too confident. Far too sure of himself.

      “You know the one difference between me and you?” he asked me, voice bouncing off the walls.

      “You’re a thundercunt and I’m not?”

      “No, no, Quinton. The difference between me and you is, there is none.”

      I stared at him looking for some smirk, some look of smugness, but I didn’t find any.

      “I’m being a hundred percent honest with you. There is no difference between me and you. We were both raised in a middle-class household. We both got the same grades in college—I checked, we got roughly the same grades in university, and I only started a year before you did at Xcorp. But the reason I’m here and you’re not, the reason your marriage fell apart, the reason you never made it past middle management, is because of one thing.

      “Desire.”

      I took a step back, mouth screwed up as if I had tasted something sour.

      “You never desired more. You never desired a nicer house, a better life, a better job. I know you think you did, but I would watch you while you worked, always drawing on your notepads, always staring out the window, always doing something other than what you were supposed to be doing. If life doesn’t give you what you want, then you take it. It’s as simple as that.”

      “You hate your life! Don’t give me that shit!”

      “You think this is the end goal?” Gregory laughed as he gave me a look that said I was a simpleton’ “This is just a means to an end. I am being paid more than I could dream of to take care of this problem, and after I’m done with you, a few more years in servitude to the company and I get to retire before I hit middle age.

      “Then I relax and kick back on a beach and enjoy life for what it is.”

      I glanced down at my blood-splattered shoes and swallowed. Was I really like him? Were we really that similar? No…

      “No, I’m nothing like you. I would never betray people like you. I would never do the things you did just to get ahead. I... I would never sell my soul for some stupid retirement dream of lying on a beach, when that dream may never come true. Don’t you see, you’re trapped. There will never be enough.”

      “Please spare me the fucking sermon!” 

       Gregory looked at me in pity as he pulled at the sleeves of his suit. “You just don’t get it, do you, Quinton? In this existence, you do what you need to do to get to the top. Plain and simple. This isn’t a Disney movie, this is real life and in real life, the haves take from the have-nots. First it was the leader in the tribe, then it was the king of a kingdom, then it was a dictator of a nation, now it’s the board of directors of a company. That’s just how life is—”

      “It’s not,” I said, finally finding my voice. “Life may be many things but I’ve come to see it can be what you choose it to be, as corny as that sounds. I’ve done things these last few days I would never dream of, things that will haunt me for the rest of my life, but things nevertheless I chose to do; they weren’t chosen for me. So in light of all of that, I will have to ask you to come with me.”

      “I don’t think—”

      “Hey, dickface, I’m the one with the gun,” I said, lifting the shotgun up.

      The shock on his face passed quickly but it was still a pleasure to behold. 

      “Look who’s finally got some balls,” he said, blank expression returning. “As lovely as that offer sounds, I must kindly decline it.”

      “Ha, I wasn’t giving you a choice.”

      “Like I told you, Quinton, life is about the haves and have-nots, and I have already decided who I want to be,” he said, taking his hand off the panel that it was placed in front of and stepping back. 

      I heard metal on metal before anything else.

      They appeared from behind Gregory like something out of a horror movie, nothing but a skeleton frame made of metal. Their eyes blazed red like the heart of a forge, their movements were mechanical in nature, with an efficiency that no living creature would ever have. The two machines stood in front of Gregory and set their feet apart.

      “I apologise. They are an unfinished product the boys in the lab have been knocking about with. They are the Model T, compared to what robotic AIs once were. They haven’t got any AI mapping in them, so at the moment they are just machines I guess, but they will be more than capable of dealing with you.”

      I didn’t intend to, but my feet took a couple of steps back as the machines’ eyes focused on me.

      “Goodbye, Quinton. On behalf of Xcorp, I am terminating your contract with us. If you would like a reference from us all you have to do is ask, but I’m afraid where you’re going I doubt you’ll need one,” he said, turning away and leaving me to my fate.

      I saw his back slowly leave my field of vision and I took a step forward but stopped as the machines took a step towards me. My mouth grew dry as they took another. For every step they took, I took another one back. Their gaze never wavered. Their movements were smooth. I didn’t see any weapons on them, but that didn’t mean they didn’t have any to hand. 

      “Gun, idiot!” I said, berating myself as I lifted the weapon and fired at them. I nicked one in the shoulder, but they moved in a fluid motion out of the way that was part hypnotic, part terrifying. I fired again and again but missed. My unsteady hands and their movements made taking a bead on them next to impossible.

      Foot-long knives erupted from their hands, answering my question of if they were armed or not. 

      They began picking up speed and moving towards me and I did the only thing I thought was smart, I turned tail and ran.

      Apart from my ragged breathing, their metallic footsteps were the only thing I could hear. It spurred me on as I took corner after corner praying they wouldn’t catch up, but knowing they would eventually—they were made out of steel and oil, while I was nothing more than muscle and bone. 

      Muscle and bone I hadn’t kept in shape since I left University. Muscle and bone already beginning to tire with each step I took, with each sharp intake of breath that filled my lungs. 

      I didn’t want to look behind me. I didn’t want to see my death in their eyes. 

      I took another corner and stumbled forward, nearly falling on my hands and knees. I heard one of their knives scrape the wall I was just in front of; the stumble had saved me more by luck than anything. I righted myself and kept on moving. 

      I loaded shells into my shotgun, dropping more shells than I put in. Another lie from the movies: it’s harder to load a gun while running than it is standing still. 

      Was the sound of their feet getting louder? 

      Shit! 

      I dropped and turned, feeling the wind of a blade skim the top of my head as my back hit the floor.

      I saw nothing but metal in front of me.

      It filled my vision. There was nowhere I could go. I pulled the trigger of the Peacemaker and was deafened as a roar escaped the end of the barrel and pushed me backwards.

      I skidded along my ass as if I was being pulled along by an invisible piece of string and came to a slow stop as I looked where I had once been. The machine that had attacked me stood where it had launched the attack at me, its arm still raised in a killing blow. It stared at me with those red orb-like eyes.

      It moved its gaze from me and lowered its head towards its torso.

      I did the same and saw a dustbin-lid-size hole in its torso. Sparks flew and oil leaked as it swayed back and forth on its feet. It took a step forward but slipped on the oil on the floor and came crashing down on one knee. It looked up at me, the red glare from its eyes dimming by the second.

      Getting back up to my feet, I slowly backed away as it swung one lazy arm my way. With a sad whine, its movements slowed down till it stopped moving and the light from behind its eyes went out.

      In my haste I must have loaded an explosive shell without realising it.

      Grin breaking out on my face, I was about to congratulate myself when I realised there had been two machines. I scanned the corridor but could only see the one I had destroyed. 

      Where did it go?

      I walked backwards slowly at first, then faster and faster, and that’s when I heard it.

      The tell tale metal on metal.

      The sound was above me and I lifted my head in time to see the thing making its way towards me by crawling along the ceiling. The knives on both its hands sunk into the ceiling, giving it a grip as the claws on its feet kept it in place while it moved.

      I fired again but this time it was a normal shell. It dodged the attack by dropping to the floor and rushing towards me. I wanted to take another shot but all I could see were the knives attached to its arms and I knew I wasn’t a good enough shot to make it count.

      That’s what I told myself anyway as I turned tail and ran for my life.

      My legs didn’t have the same pep they once did. They burned with each step I took. It was getting harder and harder to breathe and I could see dark spots in the corner of my vision. I wasn’t a doctor, but I sure as hell knew it wasn’t a good sign.

      “Help, he—” I tried to call for help, but the words stuck in my sandpaper-like throat.

      Fuck, I was out of shape!

      Where the hell were the other two? It felt like I had run for the best part of ten minutes without seeing hide or hair of them. I tried to remember the route I had taken to get to where I was but it was a pointless exercise; my brain was starved of oxygen and I just wasn’t thinking right, I bounced into a wall and winced as I felt something pop in my shoulder and kept on going.

      The metal-on-metal tapping drove me crazy. It frayed at my nerves. It was the siren call to my death—the closer it got the sooner death’s hands would fall upon me.

      I saw a flash on the wall to my right and gulped as the machine ran along the wall beside me. I dived forward as it swiped a blade towards me.

      Coming back up to my feet, I twirled around and fired a shot before turning back around and continuing to run.

      I didn’t wait and see if I had hit it. I didn’t have time.

      I just kept running and waited.

      Waited till I heard it again.

      Waited with bated breath to see if that sound would echo behind me.

      After a handful of seconds I grew hopeful and smiled, then I heard the dreaded tap, tap, tap and I knew I had failed.

      I looked behind me and knew I shouldn’t have but I wanted to see if I had hit it. That was my mistake.

      Eyes glowing red it slashed my way and forced me to dodge out of the way while my body was still half turned, I tripped over my own feet and came crashing down face first on the floor, sliding along my stomach.

      I came to a stop and turned on my back to see the machine leap in the air and descend towards me. The point of its blade flashed in the light as it came my way. Everything happened in slow motion.

      I saw it approach me and I knew I couldn’t do anything to stop it. Couldn’t do anything to change the fact I was going to die.

      I thought back to everything I still wanted to live for and smiled as I closed my eyes and waited for my death to come.
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      But it never came.

      I held my breath.

      I could hear my heartbeat but nothing else.

      I held my breath.

      I could feel the cold metal floor against my back and nothing else.

      I held my breath and waited for my death to come but it never did.

      Opening my eyes slowly I saw nothing but metal.

      I opened them up fully and saw the machine’s blade inches from my heart; it had been stopped by another blade blackish-grey in colour. I took in a deep gulp of air and traced the knife that had saved my life all the way up a slender muscular arm; above that was a face that took my breath away.

      A dark stain of hair covered one eye, while full ruby lips set in a firm and determined line spoke of the person’s displeasure.

      Poppy had saved my life and the fire in her eyes spoke of her anger.

      For a moment I thought the anger was directed at me, but her stare was directed straight ahead at the machine that had tried to kill me. The machine stared at this new threat and slowly took a step back as it tried to re-evaluate how dangerous this new threat was.

      I shuffled back as Poppy stepped in front of me, and I got up to my feet.

      Poppy spun the knives in her hand lazily around and around while she and the machine circled each other.

      “Poppy, you need to be careful, you can’t fight—”

      Poppy held up her hand stopping me mid-flow and smiled back at me. “It’s OK, Quinton, I’ve got this. This is what I was born to do.”

      My heart stopped at that moment. 

      It was stupid to think this woman who I had barely known a handful of days could have this effect on me, but I’m ashamed to say it did. I felt nothing but a warm rush through my body as I returned the smile she gave me, without even trying.

      She was beautiful and I was—I shook my head and concentrated on the fight at hand.

      They were still both circling each other like two big cats. Poppy threw her knives between each hand, catching them and feinting towards the machine to gauge its reaction. It moved back out of range and mimicked her movements, stabbing high then going low.

      Poppy’s face showed no hint of emotion. It was warm, almost peaceful. 

      They circled once more then met in the middle amongst a clash of blades that sent sparks in the air. They parted ways and came at each other again, dancing just out of range, ducking, slicing, trying to find a spot that would cause just the right amount of damage.

      As Poppy attacked and defended I watched not knowing how she could win. She was only flesh and blood while the machine she was fighting had none of the concerns she did. It didn’t tire. It didn’t lose concentration. It had been assigned one mission and it was going to complete it to the best of its ability.

      Poppy dropped into the splits as the machine swung for her head and she sliced the wires attached to its knee joint, forcing it to leap backwards. It stumbled backwards unsteadily and she leapt forward pushing her advantage, but it was a mistake as the thing faked left and sliced her across the shoulder.

      I moved forward as I saw red seep through her top but she held out her arm, once again stopping me in my tracks. 

      “Didn’t I tell you I’ve got this?” she said, smiling my way. 

      I lifted my hands up in an apology and backed up as the pair continued their fight. 

      The robot moved back and forth but its movements weren’t as slick as they had once been. Blackish fluid squirted from the knee joint Poppy had hacked at and now it stumbled as it tried to place weight on the injured leg. 

      Poppy leapt back as it lunged towards her once again but she kicked out the damaged leg, forcing the machine onto one leg. It swiped at her with its bladed arms but she knocked them to the side scoring a hit across the thing’s face, damaging one of its eyes. The light behind the damaged orb blinked on and off before it went completely out.

      The robot stared her way with one good eye remaining.

      My heart was in my mouth as I watched the bloodied area on Poppy’s shoulder spread out and grow. I wasn’t a doctor, but I sure as hell knew that wasn’t a good sign. The sooner this ended the better it would be.

      With a burst of speed, the robot was on the attack again, this time slashing high and low as it looked for an opening to secure a killing strike. Sparks flew as Poppy defended against the barrage of limbs that came her way. She back-flipped away from an uppercut that sliced a strand of her hair, and landed in a crouch before she leapt forward once again.

      Her blades scored marks against the torso of the machine, but they weren’t deep enough to cause any real damage.

      She leapt out of the way as a blade came her way and embedded itself into the wall behind her. Her blade flashed forward, and she sliced through some of the wires on the robot’s arm. Fluid squirted into the air and landed by my feet where it hissed and sizzled.

      I stepped back as metallic fumes hit the back of my throat.

      I looked up and marvelled as the battle still raged.

      The robot had now one damaged leg and one damaged arm, but it didn’t feel pain. It would just keep on going until she was destroyed for good.

      I gritted my teeth and lifted my shotgun as I saw the heavy breaths Poppy was taking. Somehow she was winning the fight but it was coming at a cost. Her face was covered in sweat, her brow furrowed in concentration. I could see the telltale signs of fatigue starting to take its toll.

      Her movements weren’t as crisp. Her strikes failed to have the same pop. 

      Shotgun on shoulder I tried to get a good aim, but it was impossible to do so without hitting Poppy. The Peacemaker wasn’t a surgical weapon where I could fire it and know what I would hit for sure. It relied on maximum damage spread over a certain area.

      I wanted to help. I wanted to save her but I didn’t see how I could.

      The robot went in for one more strike with its good arm but Poppy defended against it, catching it with both her blades. A roundhouse kick came towards her midsection, which she defended, but a blade shot out from the foot of the machine stabbing her in her side.

      I cried out in surprise but she simply grunted in pain and held onto the foot before driving the point of one of her blades deep underneath the robot’s chin.

      The robot shook and sparked as she gritted her teeth and drove the blade deeper and deeper till the hilt of the weapon was the only thing that could be seen. They stayed like that for what felt like an eternity then the light behind the machine’s one remaining eye slowly dimmed and finally died completely.

      Poppy pulled her weapon out and staggered backwards as the machine collapsed to the floor.

      I rushed towards her and caught her as she fell and slowly lowered her to the floor. The suit she wore was a mass of red and I couldn’t take my eyes off it.

      No one could surely live with so much blood outside of their body.

      I went to undo her suit but she grabbed my hand and slowly shook her head; I stroked the side of her face brushing her hair out of her eyes.

      “I need to see what the damage is,” I said.

      “Are you a doctor?”

      “No,” I replied, puzzled.

      “Then you can’t help me. You may do more damage than good.”

      Sadness crossed my face as I felt hopelessness wash over me. Here was someone I cared about and once again one I couldn’t do anything for.

       I was more of a burden than a help.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered.

      “Whatever for?”

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t save you when it counted the most, I’m sorry I got you involved in all of this, I’m sorry—”

      She began to laugh softly like a chime, then as the laughter grew and grew she allowed her head to fall back as if she couldn’t contain the torrent that poured from her soul.

      I watched her in confusion, allowing her to finish.

      “You are the only person in existence who would apologise for being kidnapped against their will. I hate to burst your bubble but this has nothing to do with you; you were just the person on the ship who had possession of what we wanted. It could have been anyone else in the universe.”

      I tried to hide the hurt feelings that crossed my face but failed.

      “That doesn’t mean,” she said, stroking my face, “I am not grateful it was you on board that ship. I am. I am happy it was you we kidnapped and not some other idiot. I am happy I didn’t kill—”

      I leaned in and kissed her for everything I was worth, melting against the softness of her lips.

      I pulled away and looked down at her. “You had me at kidnapped,” I laughed before I leaned in and kissed her for what felt like a few seconds, but probably was longer.

      A light cough sounded behind us but we ignored it.

      It got louder as the minutes ticked past until the unmistakable sound of an angry Irishman erupted behind us. “Will you two assholes get a move on! We ain’t got all day for you two lovebirds to be humping on the floor. That dickhead boss of Quinton’s has launched an escape pod towards the location where we are going to meet The Lady.

      “José has fought off that knob-cheese Arun as best as he can, but he’s saying some of Arun’s forces have made it onto the planet. He’s on the planet now and needs some backup so we’d best be moving.”

      I pulled away from Poppy and looked deep into her eyes before kissing her lightly on the lips.

      “How do we get to José’s location?” I asked, turning towards Willis.

      He looked at me and shrugged his shoulders, both his pistols still in his hands.

      “Wow, thanks for the help.”

      “Look, I don’t make the plans; I just fuck up our enemies.”

      I rolled my eyes and helped Poppy to her feet. She gently pushed me away. She twisted and turned with something of a slight grimace on her face. 

      “I don’t think the blade did any real damage,” she said, feeling her side. “I think it’s only a flesh wound.”

      I looked at her skeptically but kept my reservations to myself. This wasn’t the time to let my feelings be known, and I could hardly come across as the overly protective boyfriend inasmuch as she had just saved my ass, while I sat by the sidelines and watched. I knew she was strong but there was only so much punishment one human body could take. 

      “OK, if we need to get down to the planet I guess we borrow this ship and haul ass down there. I don’t think my former boss will mind as he has just fired me without giving me my severance pay. So I think we’ll call this even.”

      They both looked at me with expressions I couldn’t decipher.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Nothing,” Poppy began. “It’s just—”

      “We are just surprised a wet-behind-the-ears whelp like yourself came up with such an illegal and not to mention amazing plan. I’ve gotta give you some points for style.”

      “Well, technically, it’s not illegal as I am still a Xcorp employee for the next thirty days even though I have been fired. As per my contract in the event of termination by either parties, there needs to be a cooling-off period of thirty days, which—”

      “You know what! I take back those fucking points I gave you,” Willis said, walking away. “Come on, José needs our help. Less talking, more walking.”
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      The bridge of the ship was empty.

      It was three times the size of The Kennel’s, with glass that surrounded us on all sides offering us sweeping views of space. Polished metals covered all the surfaces and leather chairs that begged to be sat on rested in front of consoles.

      The whole area had the feel of a showroom.

      “Well, la de fucking da! Will you look at all this shit! The sweet baby Jesus would be turning in his grave, if he could see what sort of excess and money was being wasted by these fat cats.”

      I ignored Willis and made my way to one bank of controls, which had an array of buttons, instruments and controls that blinked and flashed my way. I tried to find a button or control I recognised, but I had no idea what I was looking at.

      Willis stood beside my elbow and whistled softly’ “Get to it then.”

      I gave him the stink-eye and returned my gaze to the panel, lost for words.

      “Get out of the way, Willis,” Poppy said, moving him to one side, as she began pressing and twisting dials, but nothing happened. “It appears all the controls are locked. I can’t access them, which means we are sitting ducks.”

      I racked my brains over what to do when an idea came to me. “Is there any way I can input my security details into the ship database? Most Xcorp devices need to scan an employee before the device can be used.”

      They both looked at me as if I was crazy.

      “What?” I asked defensively.  

      “Do you also need to tell your masters when you need to take a piss as while?”

      “Well, I mean it’s just standard policy that all staff need to clock in and out of the toilets otherwise people could just spend—ah, fuck off!”

      “I think I’ve found what you’re looking for,” Poppy said, drawing my eye to what looked like a slightly raised palm reader. “Place your palm on here and it should recognise you.”

      I did as I was asked, and felt a slight vibration through my palms as the displays on the consoles came to life.

      “Alright,” Poppy said, clicking her neck, “let’s see what this baby can do.”
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      The planet we were meant to meet The Lady on was fast approaching. 

      The once blue ball the size of a marble I had seen back on The Kennel was now so large it filled the whole viewing screen of the ship. I could see the whirls of blue were mixed with greens and browns, almost as if they were finger smudged by a painter. 

      It looked beautiful to behold but the space around it was clustered with signs of battle. Bits of ships floated aimlessly in the void, while bodies frozen solid flew past our screens. 

      The Kennel was nowhere to be seen, but the same couldn’t be said for Arun’s ship. It floated on its side, gaping hole exposed to space, metal and debris surrounding it.

      “Looks like José fucked Arun’s shit up before he made it to the planet. Any signs of life on the vessel?” Willis asked.

      “There appears to be,” Poppy replied.

      “Let’s blow the—”

      “No,” I said firmly, “we don’t have time, plus José is facing two enemies down there. The remainder of Arun’s forces and Gregory. We need to keep on moving.”

      Willis stared my way but I refused to lower my gaze. He turned away grumbling under his breath.

      “Full speed ahead then,” Poppy said, increasing the speed. 

      The planet fast approached us, growing larger by the second.

      I had travelled off-world for work many times, but it was always in some commercial ship in the budget seats with no windows and not enough legroom for a five-year-old child. This was my first time seeing a planet while we were coming into its atmosphere.

      It took my breath away. I tried to formulate some kind of response but couldn’t.

      I caught Poppy giggling at me while she watched me out of the corner of her eye.

      “Sights like that is why I believe in religion,” Willis said, looking up at the screen. “This is just too perfect to be created by chance. To be created by random. A divine hand had to create everything we see around us so that just looking up at the stars at night inspired man to want to learn more, do more, grow beyond his physical and mental limits till he became like a god himself.

      “People mock religion yet if it weren’t for the faith humans had in a higher power then we would have never set foot on other worlds.”

      I allowed Willis’s words to sink in and looked at him with newfound respect. Maybe I had judged the foul-mouthed ginger Irishman a tad harshly.

      I had just returned my attention to the viewing screen when the ship shook violently under my feet and threw me halfway across the bridge. Dazed and confused, I stared up at the ceiling while I tried to blink away the white dots that had formed before my eyes. Getting up to my feet I looked around me and saw that Willis and Poppy had somehow remained standing.

      “How the fuck did you two manage that?”

      Poppy smiled in my direction and said, “After your first ten ship battles, crashes and the like, you get used to staying on your feet.”

      Another shudder tore through the ship but this time I stayed standing.

      “What is going on?” Willis yelled.

      Poppy’s fingers danced in front of her while she nibbled her bottom lip. Face masked in shock she began to move between consoles, expression growing graver by the second. 

      “It looks like Quinton’s authorisation triggered some kind of self-destruct that is breaking up the ship piece by piece.”

      They both turned my way, anger simmering on their faces.

      “Look,” I said holding my hands up, “you wanted the ship to get moving and that’s what I did—how did I know they had removed my clearance from the database?”

      “Maybe when your cunt of a boss tortured you!”

      “Yeah, in hindsight I should have seen this coming, but you live and learn, right? Right, guys? Guys?”

      They both turned away from me as Poppy kept on pushing buttons.

      Another violent shudder had me grabbing for something to keep me upright.

      “There goes the second engine. We’re down to two from four.”

      “Well, at least that’s something…”

      Less than friendly faces turned towards me.

      “I mean, we’ve still got two engines; think of the glass being half full, guys,” I said, looking from face to face.

      Another violent shudder swept through the floor underneath my feet.

      “We’re down to one,” Poppy said, her tone flat.

      The planet was coming towards us much faster than I would have liked. Not knowing anything about entering a planet’s atmosphere still I knew damn well this wasn’t good.

      “Pop, how likely can we make a safe landing with no engines?”

      Willis looked at me as if I were a fool and shook his head with a laugh. “I’ll answer this one, Poppy, because Sir fucking Einstein here is too stupid to comprehend what is about to happen. We are travelling at seventeen thousand and five hundred miles per hour with no engines to stabilise our descent, which means we are basically just free falling into a planet’s atmosphere.

      “Once we enter said planet’s atmosphere that’s when the fun really starts—the ship will spin wildly, with us unable to do anything to stop it. We shall be tossed from pillar to post, where we shall either lose consciousness or die from internal bleeding. Hopefully, our deaths come soon, so we aren’t alive when the ship crashes to the ground like a fiery comet.

      “So, dickface, is that a clear enough picture of what sort of safe landing we are going to get?”

      I bit the inside of my cheek as I tried to think of something to help. I hadn’t come this close just to die in a fiery ball. I would not allow Gregory to win. I would not allow him to have the last laugh.

      “Poppy, can you at least point the ship in the general direction José is located on the planet?”

      “I guess, but I don’t see how that’s going to—”

      “The ship we used to board this one, the Pit Bull, is made of a special alloy which allows it to ram into other ships; that means it can withstand a fuck ton of punishment without it getting destroyed. I think our best bet is to point this ship towards the general direction of José and board the Pit Bull and hope for the best.”

      Willis and Poppy looked at each other and shrugged.

      “Could work.”

      “Fucking best thing I can think of.”

      “For this plan to work,” said Poppy, working between consoles, “I’ll have to stay onboard the bridge as long as possible, so I can course-correct the ship to the best of my abilities. You two make your way to the ship, I’ll be along as soon as I can.”

      “Fuck that! I’m not going anywhere,” I said, coming to stand next to her.

      She looked at me with a smile, “Quinton, I know you want to help but—”

      I kissed her on the lips. “I’m staying. Willis, you make your way to the Pit Bull and make sure everything is ready for us because we’ll be coming in hot.”

      Willis looked between the pair of us and shook his head. “Bat shit crazy, the both of you.”

      I watched him depart and turned towards Poppy, who was busy concentrating on the consoles in front of her. I looked up and could see that any minute we would pass through the planet’s atmosphere; her brow furrowed in frustration.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m trying to pinpoint José’s location but it’s moving everywhere,” she said, as another shudder tore through the ship. I didn’t need to ask what it meant.

      “It doesn’t have to be to the exact mile, Pop! Just get us as close as you can to his general direction!” 

      “If I do this wrong then we could be out by a mile or two.”

      I grabbed her and turned her towards me. “Are you kidding me? A mile or two? Pop, I don’t care if we’re a hundred miles away, just hurry up and point this thing in some sort of direction so we can get going.”

      The ship shook as it entered the atmosphere and I grabbed her by the arm and pulled her away. She resisted my movements and shocked me with how strong she was; it was like moving a statue.

      She tapped in a few more instructions then nodded my way. We exited the bridge at a full sprint and had to leap over a piece of falling debris from the ceiling.

      I moved as fast as I could but movement was becoming difficult, as the ship shook and shuddered, throwing my footsteps off and causing me to slam into the walls that surrounded me.

      “The suit you’re wearing has clamps on the bottom of your feet, we use them when we need to walk in Zero-G—activate them!”

      I did as I was told and felt my feet instantly stick to the floor. It made running harder but at least now I was moving in a straight line.

      “I hope you know the way!” I said, legs pumping.

      Poppy smiled but said nothing as she sprinted ahead of me. I tried to catch up but she was setting a pace I couldn’t match.

      “Hurry up, slowpoke, or I’m going to leave you behind!”

      We kept on running as the ship collapsed around us, she leading the way and me trying to keep up. She moved around falling debris like a cat while I did my best to take the blows I got on body parts I could live without.

      “We are nearly there,” she said, pointing to the Pit Bull. 

      It lay up ahead. Willis stood at its entrance, waving us onward with a manic grin plastered on his face. 

      Heads down we sprinted for all we were worth. 

      Looking up I saw a piece of the ship’s ceiling fall towards Poppy; her gaze was locked on the Pit Bull. She failed to recognise the threat. Deactivating the clamps on the bottom of my feet I sprinted forward and jumped, pushing her out of the way. I hit her square in the back and we tumbled forward out of harm’s way. 

      Dazed, she looked at me in shock, then her eyes lit up when she realised what I had done.

      “You shouldn’t—”

      “No time!” I said, helping her to her feet and pushing her forward. 

      We were within spitting distance of our ship. I was riding high on my acts of bravery and heroism. Maybe that was why I failed to see the exposed electric wire that swung in from my left and slapped me on my face. 

      I had expected to feel pain; instead, it felt like insects were crawling on my skin. A tingling went through my body as my legs grew numb and weak, and I fell forward, my face slammed onto the floor and my vision darkened.

      But that wasn’t the worst of it. What felt like water began trickling down my leg.

       Oh, God! 

      I had peed myself!

      This was the only thought that kept spinning around my head as I lost my grip on the little consciousness I had.
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      I woke up to the feeling of being on a roller-coaster.

      I thought I was dreaming at first but when another jolt threw me to the side I slowly opened my eyes. Flashing red lights flared around me. I saw Willis's head in front of me and Poppy in front of him trying to battle the controls as best as she could.

      I was back inside the Pit Bull.

      How did that happen?

      All I could remember was falling, falling and being shocked within an inch of my life.

      I was thrown against the harness that strapped me in and held on as I was pushed back in my seat. My vision was still blurry as I looked about in some sort of half daze.

      “This is going to be tight!” yelled the voice of Poppy in the distance. Why did she sound so far away?

      “Do the best you can!”

      “I don’t know how close we’ll land to José, but everyone within a hundred-mile radius is going to see us coming in to land so the element of surprise has well and truly been lost.”

      “Don’t fucking worry about that. Just make sure we survive this shit. Oh, heavenly Father, I pray you guide our landing safe and true with your beautifully manicured hands. I know you have enough on your plate with you looking after the universe and whatnot, but if you can see it in your heart to—”

      “Where are we?” I asked.

      “Where do you think, dickface?”

      “I know we're in the Pit Bull, but I thought we would have landed already, or more importantly I thought I would be dead.”

      “Well,” said Willis, speaking over his shoulder, “sorry to disappoint you on both counts, and thank you very much in interrupting me during my period of prayers. I always knew you were a selfish cun—”

      “Hold tight! We’re coming in to land,” said Poppy.

      “I thought we were crashing?” I asked.

      “Now is not the time, Quinton!”

      I held onto the straps with a rock climbers grip as the world around me turned upside down. My body banged against the sides of my chair and I gritted my teeth as my stomach felt like it was going to come out of my mouth.

      What had I gotten myself into?

      I shut my eyes and said a silent prayer to the universe that it would get me out of this situation in one piece.

      A bone-shattering crash filled my ears as I was thrown up from my seat but didn’t get very far as the straps held me in place and slammed me back down with a thump. It sounded like the world around me was coming to an end as I heard nothing but metal fighting against earth.

      It carried on like that for what felt like an eternity before silence stole everything around me.

      No one said anything. No one breathed. We all kept as silent as possible while we enjoyed the simple pleasure of just being alive.

      “Well, fuc—”

      “Willis, no,” I said, quietly leaning my head against my chair. “Just… no. Let’s just all be quiet and enjoy the silence for what it is.”

      Willis said nothing as we all sat in our seats and allowed what we had just gone through to sink in, but I knew the silence was too good to be true. “Oooo, is pissy pants getting upset? We wouldn’t want you to pee all over yourself again. Can you believe he pissed himself, Poppy? Good thing you carried him to the ship because if he was with me I would have left his pissy ass on that Xcorp ship to die.”

      As Willis continued talking to Poppy, the only other woman who I had slept with apart from my wife in the last fifteen years, I felt my face getting redder and hotter by the second.

      Fuck me…

      I had survived being shot at, tortured, beaten, and I had just been on a ship that had crash-landed on another planet, but I would go through all of that again if this conversation never happened.

      “Come on, pissy drawers, let’s go and help the captain,” said Willis, slapping me on the shoulder as he walked past.

      

      Sideways rain lashed against my body as I held a hand up and surveyed the surrounding scenery.

      Water was everywhere as far as I could see. An ocean stretched out endlessly to my left, and varying sizes of lakes were embedded in the landscape to my right. The land around the lakes was marshy with flowering reeds that came in different hues of pink to red. I stood on top of a hill and stared out at the foreign land before me.

      Turning back I looked upon the crash site we had created.

      The groove in the earth the Xcorp ship had created would be seen for miles. Like a hand being dragged to hell, it had clawed the earth. Bits of the ship were scattered here and there for miles until it had finally come to rest in a heap. Poppy had successfully detached the Pit Bull from it and had piloted the last section of our journey on pure grit, stubbornness and luck. We had come to a stop a long way from the initial crash but we were pushing a swift pace because our landing would no doubt welcome unwanted visitors.

      Willis was some way up ahead while Poppy and I were bringing up the rear. 

      “How close are we to José’s location?” I asked.

      Poppy checked her wrist then scanned the terrain before checking the computer on her wrist again. “Not far. We’re closer than I thought we would be, give or take a handful of miles. We should meet up with him in the next hour. It all depends on how fast we can traverse this terrain.”

      I nodded my head, allowing the rain and wind to push it back down. 

      We continued in silence until a thought that had been bothering me since we landed finished pricking the grey matter of my brain. 

      “I never thanked you for saving my life.”

      “It was nothing really,” she said, shooing my comment away with her hand. 

      “Not from where I’m standing. You could’ve just as easily left me behind. But you didn’t. Even if it hurts my ego to admit you had to pick me up and carry me to safety, you did something most people wouldn’t in a time of crisis, so for that, you have my heartfelt thanks and I’m in your debt until I can next pay it back.”

      She gave me one of her heartwarming smiles and nodded.

      “And by the way,” I said, my face going red, “about the whole pee thing—”

      “Don’t mention it. Don’t bring it up. It never happened.”

      “Because you know it’s not something I’ve ever done before and—”

      “Quinton,” she said, cutting me off, “it really changes nothing between us. Okay?”

      “Okay,” I said softly.

      We continued on for another hour or so, my feet dragging behind me. My body ached. My stomach was empty. My head hurt.

      No doubt when I finally got a chance to rest, if I got a chance to rest, I would feel the hundred other things my adrenaline was masking. I looked around me once more and marvelled at where I was. This time two weeks ago I was in a grey cubicle, debating what font I should use for my meeting with HR, a meeting that I was so zoned out of, all I could think about was whether I should have that last doughnut in the canteen, while I poked at my ever-growing stomach. 

      But here and now, on this rain-swept planet, all those thoughts seemed so trivial it made me smile.

      “You know when you guys had first kidnapped me, I hated your guts. Who were you to take me out of my comfortable routine, to upheave me from a life I had created? Yes, a life that was miserable and unfulfilled, but a life nevertheless. I hated you guys beyond words, but strangely, I must also thank you guys for unchaining me and giving me my life back. Giving me hope.

      “If you hadn’t come along when you did then... I would have died of a heart attack, or worse, of old age in some retirement home with no one willing to visit me.” 

      Poppy said nothing as up ahead Willis turned around and looked our way. She rechecked her wrist and pointed ahead of her and gave him a firm nod.

      “Sometimes the worst thing that happens to us in life turns out to be the greatest thing that could ever happen.

      “I gave up living before I met the crew. I was just living off momentum. Living like a wild animal. But the crew changed all that. They gave me hope. Then I met you and…” She allowed the sentence to be left unsaid, but the way her cheeks blushed and she turned away from me sparked something in my heart that made me take her hand and give it a small squeeze. 

      She returned the gesture and I pulled my hand away with a smile on my face.

      “The funny thing is,” I said, staring at the surrounding landscape, “this is not how I envisioned my life turning out when I was growing up. I wanted to be an artist. I wanted to be a painter. I wanted to travel the stars and paint things people have never seen before, paint on different worlds, different landscapes, capture images from far-flung worlds, dangerous places, places that most people have never visited before, but—I didn’t do any of that. I just… gave up on my dreams.”

      “You wouldn’t be the first person in history to do that, nor the last,” Poppy said, rechecking her wrist again.

      “I—”

      “Will you two stop going on!” shouted Willis, turning towards us. “We get it! Everyone’s had a hard fucking life and have made choices they’re not happy or proud of, but for cunting sake, if I have to hear about it for a moment longer I’m going to put one pistol in my mouth and another to my nuts so I make sure I’m dead and there is no chance of my offspring being born and having to listen to the same shit as I do.

      “Now by my count, it would be quicker if we got off this path and made our way through the marshes—”

      A stag-like animal stopped in our path and stared our way with four sets of eyes. The antlers on its head had flowers growing along different sections. The flowers opened and closed slowly, like the rhythm of a steady heartbeat. With a stomp of its hoof, it took off over the marshes in the direction we were about to head off in.

      But it never got very far.

      We saw a splash. We saw a reptilian tail. We heard a cry. Then the stag-like animal was gone.

      We all stared at the patch of marsh where the animal had been taken until a piece of antler floated to the surface.

      I turned to Willis with a smile and said, “After you.”

      About to say something he gritted his teeth, turned on the spot and walked away.

      “I guess we’re going the long way around then?” I shouted to a retreating back. It gave me the finger.
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      The rain failed to lessen, but had in fact increased with the added benefit of sleet. 

      Soaked from head to toe, I had given up the effort of trying to stay dry. We had been walking for what felt like hours when we finally saw two figures up ahead of us. 

      One sat on a moss-covered rock with an unlit soggy cigar hanging from the side of his mouth; red shades covered his eyes and water dripped from the end of his nose as a hand rested on the handle of a revolver big enough to put down an elephant. The other stood beside the first. He was a towering figure who wore a hood that hid his features, with a machine gun as big as me nested down by his foot. 

      “Gland to see you, mi amigos,” José said, eyes ranging over us.

      “We would have been here sooner, but some pussy,” Willis said staring my way, “was afraid to get his feet wet.”

      “If you mean, not venturing into an unknown marsh on an unknown planet then yeah, I thought it would be smarter to stick to solid ground where we can see our feet. Sorry for thinking with my head.”

      About to say something Willis was cut off by Poppy. “What’s the situation?”

      José sighed heavily as he brushed the water that had collected on his dome. “If I knew what a pain in the ass this job would be, then I would have never taken it, but that really wasn’t an option to start with, now was it?

      “I destroyed most of Arun’s ship but he did a good number on the old girl. I had to look for somewhere to land The Kennel as he and his estúpido friends were chasing me all the way down; I managed to shake them off before I hid the ship.”

      “Think Arun’s still alive?” I asked. “Could just be his men looking to finish what they started.”

      “Has to be,” Willis replied. “If he was dead then his men would scatter; his being alive is the only thing keeping them together after suffering such heavy losses. Loyalty isn’t to be found in Arun’s crew.”

      I nodded my head at the logic of his words.

      “Gregory’s still alive. He escaped. It was my fault.”

      José looked at me like a wolf sensing its prey was nearby. “No worry. He shall get what’s coming to him in due time; right now we need to make our way towards the meeting point.”

      “Did you grab the data-stick?” I asked.

      “Be but a fool’s errand if I didn’t.”

      “How far?”

      “Another half an hour at best,” José said, turning his head and looking at the trail that continued for some distance. We all followed his gaze lost in our own thoughts till a snigger escaped Tuari as he smirked and pointed his forefinger towards Willis’s beard.

      “How does your beard become even more ginger when wet?”

      “First off,” Willis said, talking in a measured tone, “moisture brings out the natural tones in my hair giving it this vibrant look you see. Secondly, get your dirty black-nailed fucking finger out of my face! Before I break it off and shove it up your ass! You ass-mongrel.”

      Smirk only increasing, Tuari said, “Is my finger dirty? Oh, I may have forgotten to wash it after scratching my ass but don’t worry, when I last made a meal for you it was just as black, as I know how you like some extra seasoning.”

      Willis took a step forward and still the finger remained.

      “I thought I told you to get—”

      “Pull my finger.”

      “How old are you, don’t you think I know that joke?”

      “Trust me,” said Tuari, “it’s a new joke. Pull my finger.”

      Willis rolled his eyes as he latched onto Tuari’s finger and pulled. Nothing happened and Willis looked confused till Tuari gave a belly-shaking burp and blew it in Willis’s direction.

      “Told you it was a new joke,” Tuari giggled, before taking off at a run.

      “I’ll kill you! I can still taste it!”

      “I guess we’d better get a move on then and finish this thing,” José said with a shake of the head, as he got off the boulder he’d been sitting on and made his way in the direction they went.

      I couldn’t have agreed more. I silently looked up at the trail as the winds howled and the rain beat a drum against the ground I stood on. 

      My breath billowed out before me as I tried to control my breathing. The end was nearly in sight. After that… God only knew, but for now, I wanted to get this over and done with once and for all.

      

      Unlike the last few hours, which had passed like days when we had first arrived, the last half an hour had seemed like minutes.

      One second we were talking with José and Tuari back at the boulder they sat at, the next I was lying flat on my stomach hidden amongst some bushes alongside Poppy and Willis, while José and Tuari were situated some way to our left behind another row of bushes.

      José wanted us to scout the rendezvous point before contacting The Lady, which meant crouching down in the mud and waiting. He had told us we were early, although I couldn’t quite believe how. The rain still hadn’t let up, but it mattered little as the adrenaline coursing through my veins left me numb to it all.

      The spot where we were meeting The Lady was on a patch of grass that dropped over a sheer cliff face. I took in the amazing views of the surrounding ocean as I breathed in the salt air.

      We had seen no sign of Gregory or Arun, but that didn’t mean they were not waiting for their chance to pounce.

      “What do you think, José?” Willis whispered into the comms we were all linked up to.

      The only response we got was the howling wind as the minutes passed us by. Willis rolled his eyes to the sky and gestured to the heavens, while we continued waiting.

      “He gets like this sometimes,” Poppy said, wiggling up to me, “before a big event or mission when a lot is on the line. It’s like he’s so focused he blocks everything else out. When the time’s right he’ll let us know.”

      I sure as hell hoped so. I still didn’t know how this was going to turn out. What would Gregory do once we gave the data-stick to The Lady? Would I also have to watch my back from attack from Arun and his goons? Would I always be running from the law?

      But the one thing that kept coming back to me time and time again was whether it was right to allow what was on that data-stick out into the wider world—much less give it to a bunch of hardened criminals who would use the knowledge to their advantage. If The Lady was everything she was cracked up to be then what would a monster like that do with the knowledge we had?

      “Do you think this is the best thing to do?”

      Poppy looked at me with a raised eyebrow and said, “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, I’ve heard stories about these things. Humanoid AIs. The first history lesson I ever heard was about the ruthlessness of their nature, how they were looking for a way to eradicate the human species off the face of the Earth. It was only pure luck that we won against them, pure luck they somehow didn’t find a way off-world. If the stories are true then their creation is the greatest and worst thing humankind have ever done.

      “They’re in some ways more destructive than any nuclear weapon and more advanced than any spaceship that crosses the stars.”

      Poppy said nothing as she stared out ahead of her. Her hair stuck to the side of her face.

      “Do you think they were that... scary? Mankind has a history of demonising what they do not understand.”

      “What’s not to understand? They were machines built for death. Machines that had all the intelligence of man yet none of his weakness.”

      “I guess...” she said, but she didn’t sound convinced.

      “My point is, if even some of those stories are true then is it the wisest thing to give that kind of knowledge to this Lady person? Shouldn’t we at least try to destroy—”

      “It’s time,” came José’s voice over the comms. “She’s here.”
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      José rose from the spot he was crouched behind and slowly descended towards the meeting spot with Tuari close on his heels. Both held their guns pointed at the ground. 

      She came out of the mist like the angel of death itself. A small petite frame dressed like an eighteen-century doll walked up the path. A frilly red petticoat matched the skirt that bowed out before her. She clutched a little red umbrella that did its best to fight off the elements. Two bodyguards flanked her. They carried no visible weapons.

      José looked up towards our spot and Willis began to move. “Well, I guess it’s time for us to make a move.”

      “But he didn’t say anything,” I said, getting up confused.

      “The longer you’re with a crew, the more you understand the unspoken things. There will be situations where you may not be able to speak, so a look is all you can give. A look may very well save your life one day,” Willis said, moving past me and walking down. 

      I followed close behind with Poppy alongside me until we reached the group.  

      José gave us a nod as I turned my gaze towards the newcomers. At first glance, the guards appeared to be ordinary thugs but on closer inspection, I could see they were much more. Their eyes shifted to every vantage spot that surrounded us with the readiness of trained soldiers. One hand stayed underneath their coats at all times and they were never more than a couple of feet away from their boss.  

      Oceans of the darkest blue. 

      That was the only thing I noticed as I stared The Lady’s way. Her eyes drank me in and I found myself drowning in them. They didn’t seem right on her. They didn’t match the petite body. They didn’t match the doll-like dress. They belonged to a predator. A monster only found in the deepest, darkest parts of the ocean. A monster who would be at home in the seas behind me.

      “Well, if you’re going to show all your cards, then I guess it’s only appropriate I do the same thing,” she said with a smile, as she clapped her hands.

      Movement around us made me redouble the grip on my shotgun, but a steady hand from Poppy got me to relax. 

      Four men emerged from foxholes around us. 

      They were covered in grass and moss with camouflage paint covering their faces.

      Unlike the guards who protected The Lady, these men’s guns were visible. They held long assault rifles and appeared to be grenades were strapped to their waists. These men were not merely thugs, they were soldiers, through and through.

      I turned my head back to The Lady, who had eyes only for me. I felt uncomfortable under her gaze and wanted to take a step back but stopped myself. She watched me with the curiosity of a big cat. It made my insides turn cold.

      “Mr Blake, I presume. My name is Lady Isabella Ivanov,” she said with a hint of a Russian accent, “but many people call me The Lady. A name I detested to begin with but now have grown to love. You can call me Miss Ivanov.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you; I guess it’s you I have to thank for all the unpleasantness that has taken place in my life up until this point.”

      She tilted her head to the side and shrugged slightly. “I would apologise but when needs must…”

      “Needs must, huh?”

      “Look, you’re a businessman; when a buyer offers you enough money to finance your operation for the foreseeable future what would you do?”

      “I wouldn’t endanger the lives of people just for profit and gain. I would act like a reputable business and—”

      “A reputable business like Xcorp?” she asked, the corners of her mouth pulling up into her smile.

      “I… well…” I tried to find the right response but failed. I knew she was right, that certain big businesses would do anything for a profit, that my life had been damaged just as much by Xcorp as it had been by her, but I would be damned if I told her so. Not here on this rain-swept cliff, with a shotgun in my hand and surrounded by a bunch of thieves, murderers and gang lords.

      “There will come a time, Mr Blake, if it hasn’t come already, when your way of life is threatened, when the people you love the most are placed in harm’s way and you will do anything to protect them. Anything. When that time comes you will understand human nature like no other. You will understand what the employees of Xcorp say to themselves to help them justify the actions they have taken.

      “You will understand what some of my men say to themselves at night so they can fall asleep. When that time comes, I pray the fall from that high horse of yours doesn’t break too many of your bones.”

      I thought back to the last nightmare I had and shuddered as Mr X’s bloodied face leapt out of my subconscious. 

      I hadn’t given those deaths much thought. Too much had happened. I had focused my attention on other things. But standing here now, I knew what she did was different for me. I had killed for self-preservation. I had killed because no other option was given to me. I had killed to survive. 

      While she had killed for profit.

      “I am nothing like you, Miss Ivanov, nor will I ever be,” I said, head held high.

      She gave me a smile halfway between a smirk and a snarl and turned her attention to José. “So good to see you, my old friend. I wish it was in better circumstances but alas we are only boatmen along the river of fate. I do hope you have my little package.”

      “That I do, mi Señora, that I do. But there were certain unseen complications we encountered, as you well know, that we may have to be reimbursed for.”

      “Come now, Mr Battle, you’re not insinuating what I think you are, are you?”

      “If I didn’t, mi Señora, then you wouldn’t trust me.”

      The blues of her eyes sparkled as she tilted her head back and laughed. It was gentle, soft, pleasing to the ear.

      “Fair enough, Mr Battle. Shall a ten percent increase in the original deal be adequate?”

      “Five percent should be more than enough.”

      Confusion crossed my features but I held my tongue as I looked towards the rest of the crew.

      I was surprised when I saw none of them react. There was no anger, confusion, annoyance or even surprise on any of the crewmates’ features. All I saw was neutral faces.

      “You, Mr Battle, are one savvy negotiator; that is why I love dealing with you. You shall have my business as long as you want it. Vlad, please retrieve the device from Mr Battle while I pay him,” she said, tapping on the computer attached to her wrist. The bodyguard to her right stepped forward while José rummaged in his back pocket. 

      I saw the movement before anyone else. It was a faint dot against the rainy background. It was hard to distinguish against the sideways rain. I took a step forward and squinted my eyes as it got closer and closer. What was that? Then I saw it in all its glory as a flash of lightning tore across the sky and highlighted it. 

      I began moving long before my brain started screaming warnings at me. In hindsight, I should have guessed what the image looked like. Me running towards one of the most feared people in Safe Haven with a loaded shotgun, right after she had paid us more than the agreed amount without our giving her what she wanted.

      To say it must have looked bad was an understatement, but I didn’t think of that.

      I just acted.

      Launching myself forward I saw the guns raised up at me. I heard the shouts. But I was moving too fast for them to target me safely. 

      I smashed into Lady Isabella Ivanov and bore us down to the ground as the first bullets tore through the earth from above.
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      Chaos ensued around me as the ground was torn up and tossed into the air. I hunkered down as bits of wet earth slapped me against the side of the head. Men shouted and people gave orders back and forth, but I heard none of that as a pair of blue eyes looked up at me with interest.

      I expected to see at least a trace amount of fear, but there wasn’t any. There was just curiosity. Lady Isabella Ivanov studied me and said nothing as her men rushed her way.

      “I do say you are a most interesting man, Mr Blake, a most interesting man indeed,” she whispered to me. “It shall be my pleasure to watch you grow in the dirt that is Safe Haven.”

      Rough hands grabbed me and launched me to the side as her men picked her up and dusted her off. 

      On my back I could now see the ship that had attacked us; it was no bigger than an escape vessel with two miniature rifles attached to its underside. A pilot manoeuvred it back around for another run as The Lady’s men fired its way. 

      “I’m fine. I’m fine. Just deal with these incompetent fools who can’t even stage an assassination correctly.”

      Men erupted from the surrounding area and rushed our way. They looked the worse for wear with more than a few sporting bloody bandages and cuts. They ran and fired trying their best to cut us down.

      “Squad Alpha protect The Lady! Squad Delta to me,” Vlad ordered.

       His men didn’t hesitate, they took up their positions and returned fire with an accuracy that picked off our attackers one by one. They fell under the onslaught but their resolve never wavered. I dived for cover as another round of gunfire from above peppered the ground around me. As I rolled to my side a rough pair of hands latched onto me and lifted me to my feet.

      “Can’t have you dying on us, boyo, that would spoil the party,” José said, firing his revolver at a man who had crept past The Lady’s defences.

      “Who do you think is responsible for this—”

      I was stopped when a voice boomed from the speakers of one of the escape vessels. “How does it feel to be on the receiving end for a change?”

      Even through the speakers I could make out Arun’s distinctive tones. “I wanted to kill that bastard José and take the device he was going to give to you, Isabella, and claim the payment myself, but I think killing the both of you is a much better idea. I get to kill two rivals and with you out of the picture, Isabella, Paradise Lost shall be mine for the taking.”

      “Stupid fool thinks it really is that simple,” Isabella said, standing next to me. “If he kills me now the only thing he can guarantee is turning Paradise Lost into a war zone while the peasants try and claim a stake in what they think they should have. Vlad, what do you propose to do about this nuisance?”

      Vlad turned to his boss and held back a shrug that I could see building in his shoulders, José stepped forward loading his revolver while the chaos still raged on around us. “Tell you what, mi Señora, we’ll help you deal with this mess and I won’t even charge you for it.”

      “That’s an interesting proposition, José, seeing as you still haven’t given me what I paid for.”

      “It’s no good giving you something if you won’t be alive long enough to appreciate it,” he said, firing a single shot past us’ “Your men deal with the air attacks, my men and I will tackle the opposition on the ground.”

      “Fine. Vlad, deal with that, will you,” she said, pointing towards the vessel that occupied the sky. 

      “Come on, boyo,” José said, tugging me along, “time to get our hands dirty.”

      We pushed forward as the rain increased, and rushed the men who came towards us. I fired the Peacemaker wildly not aiming for anyone in particular and trying not to cause any more damage. I had had enough death on my hands to last me a lifetime, but as bullets came my way and men shouted and screamed, I knew I wouldn’t get out of this fight without getting my hands caked in even more blood. I just wanted my freedom. I just wanted to do as I pleased. Was that too much to ask?

      A man jumped towards me and I squeezed my trigger without thinking. 

      The blast took him full in the face knocking him off his feet. I didn’t turn around to see the damage but continued on. I leapt back out of the way of a man with crazed eyes who swung a machete my way, I fired towards him but found out I was empty. He smiled at me and hacked left and right. 

      I ducked and dodged staying just out of harm’s way, but I had to do this all day and he only had to hit me once. 

      Foot slipping on a patch of moss I fell backwards and knocked the air out of my lungs. I looked up to see my attacker smiling down at me, machete raised above his head. The smile still stayed on his face as a black blade penetrated his left eye. He didn’t make a sound but fell forward on top of me, dead. 

      I rolled him off of me as Poppy bent down and plucked her knife out of his eye.

      “How you holding up—” she began, but my eyes widened as I saw a vessel bearing down on her from the heavens. When I kicked her feet from underneath her, she landed on top of me and I rolled us towards safety as a line of bullets tore the grass up to our left. I detached myself from her and began loading explosive shells as the craft circled back around, I could see Arun’s smug little face through the window of the cockpit and steeled myself for what I was about to do. 

      Loading the last shell into the chamber I clicked my head left to right and sprinted forward. I weaved left and right and kept on moving. My shot had to be perfect. I couldn’t miss or he would know my plans. This was a game of chicken at the highest level. Well, for me anyway; for him it would just appear to be some idiot running towards him making his life a hell of a lot easier.

      He hadn’t fired yet. I could see him smiling at me as I sprinted faster and faster. 

      The guns under his vessel spat bullets towards me chucking wet grass into the air. I held my breath as I waited for one to hit but none did. With each step, I could feel myself bracing for impact but as each step took me closer towards my target, I concentrated on what I had to do. Bringing my weapon up I slid forward on my knees, resting my finger on the trigger till I gauged the distance of the vehicle. 

      It wasn’t close enough.

      I held my breath as the impact the bullets made got closer and closer. I wanted to run. I wanted to hide. But if I didn’t deal with this asshole now then it would be game over for all of us.

      Rain made the distance hard to judge but I took aim and fired.

      The end of my gun spat out flames as I squeezed the trigger again and again. With each blast from my gun, I was pushed back further and further back till a long groove could be seen from my original starting point up to where I rested now.

      The destruction the Peacemaker caused was total.

      The front of the vessel was in flames with bits of the craft falling to the ground as it came towards me, I couldn’t see Arun anymore but I couldn’t think he had survived. As I watched it approach, a horrific revelation dawned on me as I watched the small ship get lower and lower.

      It was going to crash into me.

      Getting up to my feet I was like a deer in the headlights as I didn’t move at first. Then I manoeuvred left and right, but whichever way I was going to run I knew it would not be enough. Dropping to the ground I put my hands over my head and shut my eyes and waited for the inevitable but it never came.

      Instead, I felt the vibrations from the ship’s engines pass through my body and I opened my eyes to see the ship pull up. Arun was still alive. The ship wobbled as it continued to gain altitude, but it didn’t get very far as it slammed into another ship in a spectacular explosion.

       If Arun had been alive he wasn’t anymore.

      I stood up and gawped as the debris from the two ships came tumbling down towards the ground. About to celebrate I stopped myself as I saw the explosion had blasted one of the ships back my way.

      “Give me a break!”

      Spinning on my heels I sprinted away as I felt the ground underneath me rumble. Head down I sprinted with everything I had but I realised at the last moment I was running headfirst off the cliff. Turning my head back around I saw I had no other option but to keep going as the burning wreckage of the ship was barrelling towards me. 

      In a few more steps there would be no ground left. In a few more steps I was either going to die of drowning, being impaled by the sharp rocks below or crushed and burnt to death by the wreckage following me like a lost puppy.

      “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” 

      I took one more look over my shoulder and saw I had no other choice but to leap. I closed my eyes and took the jump.

      “Fuck!”
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      I felt nothing but weightlessness as I soared through the air, then gravity did its work and my stomach was pulled downwards. I had time to utter a yell of terror before the breath was stolen from my lungs and I plummeted to my doom. I spun out of control for what felt like an eternity before something grabbed onto my leg and I was yanked upwards. 

      My torso slammed against something sharp and solid that knocked out what little remaining air I had in my lungs, forcing me to open my eyes as I struggled for breath.

      Taking in lungful after lungful of oxygen, I saw the view below me and I took it in. 

      Water crashed against rock and sprayed below me in a terrifying display of beauty and power. Looking at the scene I knew one thing: I wouldn’t have survived the jump. Sharp rocks jutted out into needle points that were waiting to impale me. I looked further afield and saw the debris that had been the ship sink into the huge swells of the tide. The ocean waves reclaimed the vessel piece by piece, and I had little doubt that it would have done the same thing to me if I hadn’t been caught. 

      I turned my gaze up and saw Poppy looking down at me while she held onto my leg. She was suspended by a wire that she had shot into the cliff face; it carried both our weights.

      “Hi there,” she said with a smile.

      “Hi,” I replied with a bigger smile on my face. “Caught anything good this week?”

      I had expected her to groan at my lame attempt at a joke, but she carried on smiling and nodded her head. “Yeah, I did as it happens. I caught something special… special to me at least. It’s something that I think I’ve been looking for for a very long time, and now I’ve got it, I kind of don’t want to let it go.”

      My neck began to hurt from staring up at her but I didn’t care; I could stare at her face till all the blood rushed to my head and caused me to black out.

      “If you’ve found something that special then I would definitely hold on to it as hard as you can because whatever it is you’ve found doesn’t sound like it can easily be replaced. Plus, you don’t want to waste any more years looking. Trust me, I know how precious time is, so my advice to you would be to hold on tight to whatever it is you’ve found and never let go. Because once you do, you don’t know when you’ll find it again or even if you can. Don’t waste time like me, do what your heart always has desired.”

      She stared into my eyes and gave me the tiniest nod. “I think, I think I’ll do that,” she said as we both stared into each other’s eyes, smiles widening by the second.
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      I hugged the ground after Poppy and I were finally lifted away from our certain deaths by The Lady’s people.

      Laying my forehead against the cold, wet and soggy grass, I didn’t think I could feel any more pleasure than I did right now. I was just happy to be alive. 

      I could hear the last few sounds of gunfire as The Lady’s men made sure that any enemy even twitching had another round of metal placed through their bodies. They left nothing to chance. The Lady was ruthless in her efficiency in making sure the job was done well. 

      She faced us now, fingers tapping on her computer. “Arun saved me the task of having to kill him and his little bunch of hoodlums at a later date, as he was beginning to overstep the boundaries of respect and etiquette one leader shows to another. I could only turn a blind eye for so long as he kept on trying to test what he could get away with.

      “You will soon find, Mr Blake, much like children, adults will keep on pushing against the boundaries until they are disciplined. Now—” she began but was cut off as another round of fire penetrated the air. 

      I pulled a face that I tried to hide but she caught it.

      “What is the matter?”

      “It’s just that,” I began, “I don’t see the need in killing wounded men who can barely fight.”

      She shook her head at me as one would a naïve child. “I have stayed in power as long as I have by doing the job properly. No survivors who can take revenge. No survivors who hold a grudge. There is a reason why, when certain animals take over a pack by killing the old alpha, they kill off all the offspring too.

      “Leave no stone unturned, Mr Blake. Leave no job unfinished. Remember that, it will serve you well one day.”

      “Thank you for the free advice, Mrs Ivanov.”

      “It’s Miss, actually,” she said with a wink as she turned her attention towards José. “Now, Mr Battle, if you would be so kind as to hand over what I have already paid for, so I can be on my way.”

      “Eager to be off this planet, mi Señora?”

      “Actually, I chose this planet because I love the ocean. I find it hypnotic, it reminds me of how a woman should be. On sunny days the ocean can be calm, interesting, gentle, relaxing, but when her fury is aroused there isn’t a structure known to man that can safely withstand her power,” she said, looking out onto the waves. “It allows me to know what I can accomplish, amongst the murky waters of Safe Haven.

      “But anyway, enough of my ramblings. I believe you have something that belongs to me?” she said, hand held out.

      José nodded his head and dug out from his pocket the data-stick, which he placed in the palm of her hand.

      “I think you’ll find that belongs to Xcorp!” shouted a voice from behind us.

      We all turned around and saw Gregory walking towards us, unarmed and alone. His suit was muddied and the knees on both pants legs were ripped showing skin underneath; a large bruise starting to go purple rested above his left eye.

      “I’ll think you’ll find you’re mistaken,” Miss Ivanov said. “I paid for this information so it now belongs to me, I do not know or care how these men got it; all I know is a transaction has been made, and now the transaction is complete.”

      “I doubt that would hold up in a court of law,” Gregory replied.

      “Well, this planet is uninhabited, which means the World Government’s laws do not apply here. Much as in international waters, anything that is done on this planet is outside the scope of the law.” 

      “Err... I don’t think you truly understand how international water—” I began, but Willis cut me off with a slap to the back of the head.

      The Lady looked my way with mild annoyance and said, “I have come for what I want; now I shall be leaving.”

      “Maybe we can come to—” began Gregory, stepping forward, but he stopped as I lifted my shotgun in his direction.

      “You heard what she said. She’s not interested. But I am interested in paying you back for the pain you and your men caused me back on Safe Haven. I think two blown-out kneecaps and we can call it even.”

      No one spoke as I took a step forward and lifted the gun till it was pointed as his knees. If I blew both his kneecaps out, the damage done to his legs would mean he would bleed to death before he got any medical attention.

      This man had ruined my life. This man had tortured me, lied to me, beaten me and tried to have me killed on more than one occasion; he had taken everything from me and now he had the gall to stand here before me and demand justice?

      Fuck that! Fuck him! I would get rid of this asshole once and for all and be done with it.

      “I want you to listen to me very carefully,” Gregory said, spitting the words out in a hurry. “We can surely come to some agreement. I mean, you’re a smart businesswoman, all I’m asking you to do is allow me to buy the information back off you and kill these idiots. It would be in your best interest and make you—”

      I placed the barrel of my shotgun against his mouth and stared deep into his eyes. 

      Fuck the knees. I wanted his head.

      If I was going to kill him this was how I would want to do it. Face to face. A few feet apart. Staring him in the eye so he knew I was his murderer, so he knew that in his last dying moments I had taken everything from him like he had from me.

      I blinked the rainwater out of my eye as I felt two hands on my shoulders. Turning left I saw Poppy, turning right I saw Lady Isabella Ivanov.

      “He’s not worth it,” Poppy whispered to me.

      “I would like to hear what he’s got to say,” said Miss Ivanov, looking Gregory’s way.

       Gregory took a step back and with shaking hands tried to straighten out his sleeves but couldn’t. That image alone would keep me content till the end of my days.

      “As I was saying,” Gregory said with a wobble in his voice, “I can make it worth your while in giving me back the data-stick. Whatever you’re being paid by your highest bidder, I can double it.”

      “Quadruple.”

      No one spoke as all faces turned to Lady Isabella Ivanov.

      “Excuse me?” said Gregory.

      “You heard me; I want quadruple what I am being paid for this and not a pretty penny less.”

      Gregory gulped as he pinched the bridge of his nose. “I, I, and how much is the amount, may I ask?”

      She tapped on her computer and walked forward, showing him a figure on her screen none of us could see. Gregory’s eyes widened in shock as he took a step back.

      “Quadruple that amount,” he whispered softly. “I don’t know if I have the authority or the access to garner such an amount in so little time. I mean that amount is a sizeable percentage of Xcorp’s stock; can’t we meet in the middle and say two point five?”

      “Oh, I didn’t realise this was a negotiation. I thought I had something you wanted and would do anything to get back. Your past acts lead me to believe such was the case, but I guess I was wrong.

      “Farewell, Mr Goodwin.”

      She walked away but he stepped in her way and held out his hands in front of her. “Wait, wait. Let’s not do anything rash here; in all areas of business one negotiates. Triple the asking price.”

      “You must not have heard me the first time, Mr Goodwin. This. Is. Not. A. Negotiation.”

      He stared her way and played with the sleeves of his suit, before giving her a nod of acceptance. Then he typed away on the holoscreen of the computer on his wrist.

      “You can’t be serious! You’re going to give it back to him! The very people you stole it from in the first place?”

      “Mr Blake, some would call that good business,” she said.

      “After everything this dickhead has put me through, you expect me to just allow him to get his hands on what he’s been after all this time? I don’t think so,” I said, lifting up my shotgun and pointing it Gregory’s way.

      “Mr Blake, I would advise you not to do anything which would jeopardise my business,” said The Lady, turning my way as her men pointed their guns in my direction.

      “Why?”

      “Because doing so is disastrous for one’s life. I understand your concerns but if I am to be frank with you I care little for your plight and care even less in righting any wrongs done to you. The universe isn’t fair, Mr Blake, it takes from the less fortunate and gives to the overabundant and greedy all the time. This is how things are, this is how they will always be. Now I suggest you lower your weapon before even more people get hurt.”

      I gripped the butt of my gun even tighter as I narrowed my eyes and could feel my finger press ever slightly on the trigger. Why should this fucker get to win? Why should he get away with what he had done to—

      “Quinton!” José’s voice came out of nowhere and snapped me out of my thoughts. Rough hands lowered my gun down as he stared my way. “That is enough.”

      I didn’t move.

      “It’s over,” said Tuari.

      “Listen to the captain,” snapped Willis.

      I took a step back and gritted my teeth, as Gregory released a sigh of breath. He flashed a smirk my way that quickly vanished behind an expressionless mask as he continued his business with The Lady.

      “The money is in your account,” Gregory said, closing the holoscreen of his computer down and holding his hand out. “Now if you would be so kind as to hand over the device.”

      A predatory smile spread across The Lady’s face. “What’s stopping me from just killing you? I mean you’ve already paid me; I could just as easily kill you, take what you’ve given me and sell the information on the stick to the highest bidder. Getting paid twice is so much nicer than just getting paid once, and as you said in business it’s always best to negotiate for the best deal.”

      “I, I, I didn’t remember saying that exactly but—”

      “If you were me what would you do?”

      Gregory opened his mouth to respond but was cut off by The Lady.

      “The truth.”

      He stared her way and looked down towards the ground before looking back up towards her. Mask now gone he matched her predatory smile. “I would have put a bullet in your head as soon as the payment was made. You have the superior numbers, while I have none.”

      She nodded her head, smile not leaving her face, while her men raised their guns.

      “But if you think I came here unarmed then you would be mistaken. As we speak an Xcorp fleet is on its way here, so you may kill me, but by the time it takes you to get out of the atmosphere and into deep space, my fleet would already be on your tail. Now you may escape, you may not, but why risk that? Why risk the wrath and might of one of the most powerful corporations in the known galaxy?

      “You think what they did to Quinton was bad, wait till they find out how much you stole from them. They will crush the little planet you reside on into dust and kill everyone you know and love. Yes, if I were you, I would shoot me dead, but I would also be smart enough to heed my advice and take off while the going is good.”

      A frown replaced The Lady’s smile as she tossed the data-stick into his waiting hands and walked away, “Nice doing business with you both!” she shouted over her shoulder as she descended the slope.

      Gregory turned towards me and gave me a smile, as he pulled on the sleeves of his suit. “Well, Quinton, my statement still stands, you are fired from your position and—”

      I punched him on the nose with everything I had; the sound of breaking bone was a pleasure to my ears as he fell backwards onto his ass. Blood poured from his nose and into his mouth as he opened it and tried to speak. He spat out a bloody wad towards me and got up slowly to his feet, at which point I punched him once more. If I had broken his nose before, this time I had disfigured it, as it sat at a crooked angle. He looked up at me, fear in his eyes, as I hovered above him.

      “Are you done?”

      “Yeah, I’m done,” I said, taking a step back. 

      He got back up to his feet again and looked at me with contempt. “I hope you enjoyed that because from here on out your life is over. You may think you’re free because Xcorp have what they want, but this is far from over. The board hates loose ends and you are a loose end.

      “You think this little crew will protect you but I know these people; when the going gets rough and the bounty hunters and mercenaries come then they’ll be the first to leave you high and dry.

      “Then where will that leave you, Quinton? I’ll tell you where, you’ll still be the same loser whose wife I was fuc—”

      Another punch lifted him off his feet and collapsed him back on the ground where he lay sprawled out unconscious. 

      This time it wasn’t me that had hit him.

      Poppy stood over him with fire in her eyes, teeth clenched as she moved towards him once more.

      “Poppy! Hurting him anymore won’t solve anything,” José said, walking forward and placing a hand on her shoulder. “I know you want to but it’ll only cause more trouble than it’s worth, plus I think it’s time we made a move before his welcome party arrives.”

      José looked out over the cliff and stared into the crashing waves below. Rummaging in his breast pocket he took out a small data-stick and held it out before him. 

      “Don’t tell me that’s—” I said, pointing towards the device in his hand, then looking back towards Gregory. “If you have the data-stick then what does he think he has?”

      “Oh, he has a data-stick in his hand but it isn’t the one he wants. I was never planning to give this thing to Miss Ivanov, not after I found out what was on it. It would be too risky to have that information back out there in the world. It’s bad enough having people controlling other people without them creating a whole subspecies to do the same too.”

      “But if you were never going to give the information to The Lady then eventually she would have found out what you sold her was a fake.”

      “It was a chance I was willing to take and if she ever asked about it, I would have told her it was a simple mistake of giving her the wrong stick. She wouldn’t have bought it, of course, but all things considered I think this worked out pretty well in the end.”

      “Until Xcorp looks on the data-stick and finds out what they have isn’t what they wanted,” I said.

      “Don’t worry about them fuckwits too much,” Willis said with a smile. “We’ve placed a gift on Gregory’s data stick that I think they’ll enjoy; call it a Trojan horse if you will.”

      “You mean a computer virus?” I said in disbelief.

      “Something like that,” José said as he flicked the data-stick into the ocean where it disappeared beneath the waves.
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      A few weeks had passed since the incident that happened back on the nameless planet. My bruises and cuts had all but healed, but the mental scars I still carried followed me no matter where I went. 

      It was worse at nights.

      I was learning to deal with those nightmares better as the days passed me by, but I didn’t think I would ever get over them completely.

       We were back on Safe Haven in one of the Junk Yard Dogs’ safe houses and I was in my room reading the galactic holonewspaper of the week’s current events. 

      I smiled as I saw a moving holographic picture at the front of the newspaper of Gregory Goodwin with his suit jacket pulled over his head being led away in handcuffs by officers, while his wife had to be restrained. 

      I leaned back with relish while I read the news concerning Xcorp’s recent struggles. 

      

      
        
        Gregory Goodwin. Liar. Cheat. Thief!

      

      

      Many are at a loss as to how Xcorp, one of the biggest corporations in the known galaxy, a monster in many different fields of industry, could go from dominating every sector they were in, to allowing one man to steal enough funds from them that their profit margin fell by thirty-five percent overnight.

      Gregory Goodwin, a simple middle manager, was caught by the World Government with the aid of Xcorp, before he could flee with his untold riches. Dishonesty isn’t new for the New-London native, as not only does he leave behind his wife and kids, but also his mistress of many years who he also had children with.

      Upon our questioning Mrs Goodwin, she stated she knew nothing about the extramarital affair. 

      The authorities are none the wiser as to where the funds Mr Goodwin has taken are, but they told us they are doing everything in their power to locate it.

      But the bad news for Xcorp doesn’t stop there, as what looks like a cyber-attack from within their own ranks has wreaked havoc with their database mainframe, leaving their telecommunications customers unhappy, as customers couldn’t access any of their information on the cloud, with many saying all their personal data has been wiped out completely.

      The effects of both the theft and cyber-attack have caused Xcorp stocks to plummet, with rumours of investors and board members leaving in droves as public outrage mounts against the company.

      Many are left asking:

      Is this the end of an era?

       

      I smiled as I swiped away the holographic newspaper and stood up and stretched my arms above my head. It appeared that in his haste Gregory hadn’t double-checked the data-stick and had handed it directly to his superiors. They had inserted it into their mainframe and the rest was history.

      Not wanting to own up to their mistake, Xcorp had placed the blame solely on Gregory. 

      I had no doubt my former boss wouldn’t live to see the end of the week, as what he knew could bring Xcorp down.

      I made my way out of my room and continued down the stairs and into the dining hall, where Tuari was serving up dinner. José and Willis were both sat down in front of the dining room table, forks and knives already in hand.

      The scent of baked fish and roasted meat wafted past me as I licked my lips at the meal being served; potatoes glistening with butter and greens served with chopped garlic and baby tomatoes filled my mouth with saliva.

      I tried to reach for a potato but Willis stabbed the table in front of my hand with his fork forcing me to reconsider.

      “Wait till the table has been fucking set, you heathen.”

      “Old ginger nuts here is very peculiar about saying prayers before each meal,” Tuari said with a smile.

      I rolled my eyes and said, “Have any of you seen the news about Xcorp?”

      “No, but I sure as hell know you’re going to bore us to death with the details,” said Willis.

      Ignoring him I continued, “It looks like your virus was more effective than I would have thought. They have lost hundreds of billions. You know once this is sorted they’ll be on the hunt for us, don’t you?”

      “If they survive,” José said, going to light a cigar but having it taken away from him by Willis. “With the way things are going over there they may never recover from this.”

      “I wouldn’t count on it; companies like Xcorp have survived government sanctions, waste management tragedies where they wiped out entire animal populations and a lot worse,” I replied. “They’ll find a way to recover from this, a company like that always does.”

      “Well, if they do come for us, we’ll be ready. Like dogs we’ll adapt and overcome,” said José.

      I nodded my head as I looked around the room. “I’ve got something to show all of you.”

      “Quinton,” said Tuari, “we don’t need to see your penis. I’m sure it’s a very nice penis, but keep it to yourself.”

      “Wait—what! Why would I—no, I’ve got a new tattoo.”

      They all looked at me with blank faces while I rolled up my sleeves. “I noticed most of you have tattoos. Poppy has the nine-tailed fox, José the Kuchi, Willis the Dogo Argentino, and Tuari... sorry, I don’t think I’ve seen yours.”

      “It’s a jackal,”  Tuari said as he showed me a tattoo of a small-looking wolf with a large set of ears. It had a grin on its face from ear to ear, which was funny but also slightly disturbing.

      “Seeing as all of you had dog tattoos I thought I would get one also,” I said, showing them the tattoo on my right shoulder.

      They starred at it, confusion on all their faces before they slowly looked back at me.

      “What do you think?”

      “What is that meant to be?” Willis asked.

      “It’s the constellation of the Greek mythological dog called Laelaps. There are many tales relating to the dog but the one I liked the most is that the dog never failed to catch what she was hunting, so she was used to hunt the Teumessian fox, a fox which could never be caught. The chase went on and on until one day Zeus had enough and turned them to stone and cast them amongst the stars, where they later became known as Canis Major for the dog and Canis Minor for the fox.”

      The confusion still hadn’t passed on their faces.

      “What. A. Wanker,” said Willis, before they all dismissed me with a shake of the head and filled their plates with food. 

      “I thought the idea was clever, seeing as we work amongst the stars and our crew is called the—”

      “Why don’t you go and show Poppy, boyo?” José said, with a wave of his hand. “I’m sure she’ll find it fascinating.”

      “Fine.” 

      I turned and left, not before snatching a potato from the table and giving Willis the middle finger. I made my way towards Poppy’s room fully disgruntled that my tattoo hadn’t been well-received.

      It was a brilliant tattoo and they were just a bunch of unimaginative dicks who didn’t know a good tattoo if it slapped them in the face. Striding towards Poppy’s door I slowed my pace as I came close and wondered if I should knock, but thought we were passed that point now as we had both seen each other naked. 

      Grabbing the door handle I opened the door and stopped in my tracks.

      Poppy stood before me naked. Naked with her chest open and what appeared to be electric components running through her body where there should have been organs.

      She looked at me in shock, fear and anger.

      “You should have knocked,” was all she said.
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      I was running for my life.

      Arrows tore off bits of bark from the trees around me as I moved left to right in some vain attempt to keep my body from getting hurt. Vines and foliage slapped me in the face, while branches tore and tugged at my clothing and scratched my body as I tried to manoeuvre as best as I could through the damn jungle.

      A war cry sounded behind me and made me redouble my efforts.

      Sweat poured from my face as the oppressive humidity from the jungle pounded across my shoulders.

      “Get a move on, Necktie, or these savages will be skinning that plump ass of yours for dinner,” said Willis through my earpiece.

      “I don’t see why I had to be the one to collect the artefact!” I replied, holding a bone-carved miniature idol that had rubies for eyes and diamonds for teeth.

      “Because you’re in the delivery business now and our buyer has a thing for sacred artefacts worshipped by long-lost tribes.”

      Long lost tribes was correct; we were on some far-flung planet that had been forgotten by everyone including the World Government. It was a planet that had taken us weeks to get to and wasn’t on any shipping lanes. I was surprised to find human life still existed on it, but I had heard of many planets like this one, where when faster than light travel was discovered many adventurers sought out their fortunes amongst the stars. Like early seafarers back on Earth, nobody knew what they would find, and the allure was just too much for some.

      Many spaceships disappeared completely, some came back broken, some came back rich, some were never allowed to land.

      Some ships that had been lost had crash-landed on lost worlds, and as the survivors’ descendants’ technology faded, they reverted back to their basic instincts.

      It was one such planet I was now on, running for my life.

      A painted face popped out from the bushes to my left and I ducked a wild swing from a club made of bone. The attack spun the attacker round in a circle and I punched him in the jaw, knocking him to the ground before I took off once again.

      I heard another war cry behind me, this one far too close for comfort, and I turned around just in time to see another tribe member sprinting towards me with a spear. Ducking low I pulled a branch in my path back and released it, allowing it to whip my attacker in the face.

      A swift kick to the balls dropped him and I took off once again.

      “I don’t see why I can’t use my gun,” I said.

      “That’s not very sporting now, is it?” came Tuari’s voice through my comms. “They’re just little old tribespeople who are angry at you for stealing their god and you want to blow them all to smithereens. You’re such an English coloniser.”

      “I’m not talking about killing anyone, just fire a few warning shots so they leave me alone.”

      “No can do, boyo,” said José, “we can’t leave any trace of ourselves on this planet. That means no trash, no bullets, no tech whatsoever.”

      “I hardly think—” I ducked and rolled as a spear flew over my head. Coming back up to my feet I kicked the tribesman in front of me in the stomach and grabbed his club, using it to sweep him off his feet where I struck him in the stomach again before moving off.

      “You assholes are so full of shit! You have no concerns about stealing a sacred artefact, but when it comes to leaving any evidence of ourselves on this planet, you’re like Greenpeace. I still don’t understand why I was chosen to do this job, and why no one else could help me.”

      “One, because more than one person sneaking into their camp would have been noticed,” Willis said, “and two, because you’re the noob. So shut, you whore-hole of a mouth, and make your way to the pickup.”

      “You know what, Willis, you can suck my—” I skidded to a stop as I erupted into a clearing with at least twenty tribesmen in front of me. Faces painted in hues of red and green, they all stared my way hungrily. Willis may have joked about them eating me, but I had seen human bones scattered around their village.

      What could only be the leader of their group strode forward and pointed my way. A beast of a man, he towered over everyone else as he pounded a fist clutching an axe made of bone against his chest. The weapon looked like a child’s toy in his paw-like hand.

      “I think their leader is challenging me to some sort of duel…”

       Silence on the other end of the line while I waited for a response.

      “Any advice?”

      “Don’t be a huge pussy all your life! Get in there and fuck shit up,” said Willis.

      “He may just be interested in you in a sexual way… did you ever think of that?” Tuari asked.

      “No Tuari, the thought never crossed my mind.”

      “I’m just saying. If you wiggled your ass a little maybe we can all go home a little sooner.”

      The leader stomped the ground with his bare, flipper-sized feet and pointed to me again before letting out a chest-vibrating roar.

      “Was that… him?” Tuari asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Run!”

      “But I thought you told me to—

      “Quinton,” Tuari said, cutting me off, “we heard that from here. Just run. Now!”

      I turned and looked for an escape route but in the time I had been stationary, a large circle had formed around me, with men pointing sharp pointy sticks in my general direction.

      “That doesn’t appear to be an option,” I said, before turning back around and facing my foe.

      A black-toothed smile crept along his face when he saw there was nowhere for me to go and he shouted something to the people around him, who laughed and jeered.

      He strutted forward and looked me up and down before throwing his axe towards my feet; I looked down at it in confusion then back at him, as he gestured for me to pick it up. Pointing once again my way, he said something that caused the crowd to burst into laughter.

      I sprinted towards him catching him off guard and dived forward; grabbing the handle of the axe I rolled to my feet and sliced across his thigh with a sideways slash that bit into the flesh to the bone. He yowled in pain and swung my way but I backpedalled avoiding the strike.

      “First blood to me.”

      “Listen, just don’t get yourself killed. In the name of all that is holy we still need that artefact—I’m tired of eating ramen noodles.”

      “Thanks, Willis, I’m glad to see you care.”

      The crowd had gone silent as the leader looked down at his wound in disgust. Spitting in his open palm he slapped the wound then raised his fist to the sky and roared.

      “Well, that can’t be hygienic,” I said to myself as I circled around him.

      He came towards me again, but this time slower. He had learnt from his last mistake. He lunged and feinted my way but I didn’t take the bait. I would not be fooled so easily.

      He kept on circling me looking for an opening, but I gave him none as I swung the axe his way whenever he got too close. He grunted in annoyance as he lunged towards me but I ducked under his arms and swung the axe behind me, slicing him across the back. I smiled as he yowled in pain.

      His eyes narrowed my way.

      “Not as easy as you first thought, huh?” I said with a smile. “Bet you’re regretting giving me this axe now, ain’t you?”

      Another clumsy lunge but this time I was ready for it and stepped back just out of reach and thrust the axe into his face, breaking his nose upon impact. Blood trickled down his face and he staggered backwards. I rushed to push the advantage but a roar and a wild uppercut that nearly got me on the chin halted me in my tracks.

      Muttering rippled through the crowd, which caused my attacker’s eyes to dart sideways.

      The cheers of encouragement had stopped; something else had replaced the excited tension which had first swept through the crowd. It was part fear, part apprehension. I smiled as I could feel the shift take place around me.

      “Well, big fella, what you going to do?”

      My opponent stared at me as I feinted left and right, pulling faces and sticking out my tongue as I taunted him. I should have paid more attention, but my cockiness blinded me as he kicked a cloud of dirt into my face. I closed my eyes in instinct, knowing it was a mistake as I felt a pair of hands pick me up and launch me into the air.

      I sailed forwards on a cloud of agony and pain as I landed face first in the mud, skidding to a halt.

      I groaned as I spat out the dirt that had made its way into my mouth and groped around me as I looked for the axe I had been holding. Wiping the dirt from my eyes, I scanned my surroundings but didn’t find it.

      “How you doing, boyo?” asked José.

      “Urghhh! It’s not going too bad—”

      Hands latched onto the back of my shirt and I was lifted into the air, while the crowd roared in excitement. He shook me like a rag doll while I was held like a turtle upside down. I tried to escape but it was useless. Thrown once again across the ground I tumbled and rolled until I came to a sitting stop.

      The world around me spun and my vision just had enough time to clear before I took a running knee that flattened me on my back.

      Blood filled my mouth; I rolled onto my front and spat it out. A soccer kick to the ribs picked me up and dumped me unceremoniously some feet away.

      “I would say it’s going quite well, I should be with you lot soon,” I said to the crew, as I got slowly up to my feet.

      Pain radiated through every single part of my body as I swayed on my feet and tried to keep myself from toppling over. I saw the leader rush towards me but I was too slow to move out of the way as he picked me up in a bear hug. My already bruised ribs screamed in protest as he squeezed the life out of me; breath smelling of rotten eggs and tooth decay washed over me as I tried my best not to gag.

      White dots clustered in my vision as I tilted my head back and head-butted him in the face.

      He showed me a bloody grin but it didn’t last long as I head-butted him again and again. His grip lessened with each blow he took until it was loose enough that I planted both my feet on his chest and kicked him away. I plopped on my back, knocking the wind from my lungs, as he rolled away from me and came to a stop some feet away.

      The crowd had once again gone silent.

      My hand brushed something and I smiled as my fingers encircled it. I gritted my teeth as I got to my feet. Fuck, I was in a lot of pain. I wobbled once as I tried to get up but finally got my feet underneath me as I got myself standing.

      My opponent had still yet to come.

      He got slowly to his hands and knees and stared through a bloody mask my way as I shook a finger in his direction. He spat a bloody wad in my direction and pushed himself upwards until he was finally standing tall. His rage-filled eyes locked onto mine as he beat his chest.

      I kept on shaking my finger as I gave him a slow shake of the head but that only appeared to incense him more.

      “Don’t do it,” I whispered.

      He came towards me at a full sprint while my fingers encircled the axe I had earlier lost. Face set in grim determination, I shifted to his left at the last minute and drove the flat top of the axe into his jaw. Teeth broke upon impact and flew out of his mouth as he staggered backwards. I pushed forward and swung the axe so the flat broadside cracked against his left kneecap, popping it out of place and dropping him down on one knee. Spinning the axe around I drove the handle into his nose, once, twice, three times, till his nose was nothing but a flattened lump of flesh.

      I stepped back and looked down as his unfocused eyes tried to register on my face. He lifted a hand to try and grab at me but I knocked it lazily away and pushed him backwards, where he collapsed on his back unconscious.

      The crowd booed and hissed as I backed away from the body. Looking around in confusion I didn’t understand why, until I saw more than a few fingers being dragged across necks. Although I didn’t speak their language the sign they were giving me was a universal symbol that only meant one thing no matter where you went in the galaxy. Stopping in my tracks, I turned back around and walked towards the prone figure on the ground before looking around at the jeering crowd.

      They were bloodthirsty. They were savage. They were human.

      “Enough!” I shouted till my voice grew hoarse.

      A hush fell over the crowd while they looked at me in fear.

      “Look,” I said, lifting my hand in peace as a few backed away hurriedly, “I’m not going to hurt anyone. I just want to make it back to my ship safe and sound.”

      More people scattered and pushed each other out of the way as they ran in all directions. Looking at the scene in confusion I scratched my head as I took a few steps forward.

      “Look, I’m sorry about your leader but the guy was a bit of a dick—”

      A murderous roar cut me off and lifted the hair at the back of my neck. It was a roar that my monkey brain understood. It was a roar that meant something bigger than you was hungry.

      It was a roar that meant run!
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      I glanced over my shoulder and saw a monstrosity that was big, blue and had more teeth than I could count.

      It sprinted forward and roared, looking for its next meal. 

      The tribespeople around me scattered in all directions as I tried to cut a clear path to freedom, as bodies bounced off me while I tried to remain on my feet.

      “Hey, guys, I think we have a problem.”

      “What is it now?” said Willis.

      “There’s something after me…”

      “Something like what?”

      “Sorry for not stopping to take a picture of a creature that looks like it could swallow me whole—”

      “That’s what she said,” Tuari said.

      “Tuari, that makes no sense! And Willis, I don’t know, all I know is it’s big and blue and toothy.”

      “Well, unless you give us a proper description then we can’t really help you,” Willis said in a bored tone.

      I looked over my shoulder and stopped. The thing was shaped like a big cat, only twice as big, with feathers that formed a crown above its head.  

      “It looks like a big blue cat with feathers.”

      Silence on the other line while I waited for a response.

      “Sorry, haven’t got a clue what it could be,” Willis said in the same bored tone.

      “Thanks for the help, Sherlock!”

      I skidded to a halt as the creature was making its way towards a small boy standing in front of a smaller little girl who could only be his sister. I looked around to see if someone would do something but all the tribespeople had either disappeared or were hiding.

      “Fuck me!” I screamed as I weighed my axe in my hand and ran towards it.  I screamed at the top of my lungs in the hope I would be seen as a big enough threat that the creature would take off, but it snorted my way and turned its attention towards me. I slowed down as I realised my one and only plan had failed and I was running towards a predator with nothing in my hand but an axe made of bone.

      I missed my shotgun.

      The beast clawed the ground as I slowed down to a skidding stop. It looked at me. I looked at it. Then I turned and ran.

      “What are you doing now?” Willis asked.

      “Running!”

      “Oh, well, don’t forget the idol otherwise it’s your ass.”

      “Fuck the—”

      I saw the idol lying in front of me and scooped it up as I ran past. Leaping over a log I could hear the creature’s footsteps behind me; it snorted loudly while it took in my scent. 

      “There’s no way you’re gonna outrun that thing, you know,” Tuari said in my ear. “I mean it literally has to run and hunt for a living.”

      “I don’t care what the happens to him as long as we get the piece,” Willis said. “I’ve had my eye on a gold-edged Bible that I—” 

      “Will you two shut up!” I yelled as I looked over my shoulder and didn’t like what I saw. The beast was closer to me than I thought and was gaining on me by the second.

      “Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit, oh shit.”

      I looked over my shoulder one final time and saw a blue blur leaping towards me. Jumping sideways I felt hot breath sail past my face before the creature smashed into a bush ahead of me. I didn’t stop as I heard its angry roar behind me while it tried to extricate itself from the brushes it was tangled in. 

      “Get the fucking ship ready, I’m coming in hot.”

      “Hold up, boyo, I’m afraid we may have a problem. We’ve been spotted by some locals and we’ve had to change location; I’m sending you the new coordinates now. It’s not much further from the original contact point.”

      A message binged on the computer on my wrist and I tapped it open and a hologram of a map with my location on it appeared in front of me. A little red dot of the current location of the ship blinked somewhere ahead of me.

      “I thought you said it wasn’t much further! You’ve added another half a mile to my destination!”

      “The faster you run the quicker you’ll get here,” Tuari teased.

      “You guys are cunts!”

      I heard crashing behind me. It appeared my pursuer had freed itself. Chest burning with every lungful of breath I took in, I thought of how I was going to lose whatever was behind me.

      Climb a tree?

      No, the thing had all the makings of a big cat, which meant it could climb up trees just as easily as it could run.

      Stand and fight? I patted my pockets to see if I had anything I could use as a weapon but came up short.

      I was running out of time and stamina.

      Something caught my attention on the map and I zoomed in. There was a cliff just to the left of me that had a small river at its base. The cliff wasn’t very high but if I could get the animal to chase me and somehow get it to leap over the edge, it would give me an out. Altering my course and taking a sharp left, I ducked through the undergrowth and swung the axe at whatever got in my way.

      The crashing behind me wasn’t getting any quieter. I wanted to look behind me but didn’t dare.

      Sunlight peeked through the leaves ahead of me. My heart skipped a beat as I pushed aside the last remaining branches and leaves in front of me and erupted into a clearing that gave me a spectacular view.

      Two setting suns created a beautiful pink hue across the sky, while flocks of multi-coloured birds danced in the air above me. If it weren’t for the animal behind me that wanted to eat me for dinner, it would have been a beautiful spot to stop and catch my breath. I heard a crash behind me and I kept on moving forward until I was a few feet away from the edge. The drop was higher than I had expected, but that mattered little—as I turned to look back my pursuer sprinted from the bushes and came to a stop in front of me. 

      I took a step backwards and bit my bottom lip as we locked eyes. 

      If I was being honest with myself this wasn’t what I had in mind when José offered me a position on his crew. I thought there would be battles in space, collecting and delivering parcels to important and famous individuals, and living life to the fullest—not facing a wild predator with an axe made of bone as if I had gone back in time to the days when my ancestors wore nothing but a loincloth.

      The beast paced back and forth, eyes never leaving mine while I redoubled my grip on my axe. Its tail swished back and forth while it growled deeply.

      It wasn’t coming towards me.

      “Come on, you bastard! Come on!” I bent down and threw a rock in its direction. “Come onnn!”

      With a roar that made me take a tumble backwards it ran my way, low to the ground, muscles rippling along its back. I wanted to move. To escape. To flee this monster my ancestors had fought just to survive. But I held my nerve despite every cell in my body telling me to move, and waited. Waited till it was close enough. Waited till all I could see were its eyes.

      It roared once more, saliva running down its jaws, and leapt towards me at the same time as I hit the deck, chest slamming against the ground. I felt the wind of it sail over me and I turned my head to see it try and twist its body in midair to come back my way but it was already too late. With a whine, it plunged out of sight.

      I got slowly up to my feet only then realising how close I was to the edge and thanked the heavens above at how lucky my escape was. Stretching my arms over my head I let out a small whoop and was walking forward when I felt the ground shift under my feet.

      “What the fuc—”

      That was all I got out before the earth underneath me gave away and I slid down the cliff to the river below.
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      The gut-wrenching feeling of one minute standing on solid ground and the next having nothing underneath me was a shock to my system but no more than seeing the top of the cliff rapidly disappearing away from me. The wind stung the corner of my eyes as my arms windmilled; I had to do something or the next few moments would not be pleasant, nor was it an unpleasantness I thought I would survive.

      Time appeared to slow down around me as I grasped my axe in a death grip and swung it at the cliff. It bounced off the soft mixture of clay and stone, sending vibrations down my arm; I tried again and again and finally sliced it into the cliff face. I held onto the axe handle with both hands while I continued my journey downwards, but this time at a much slower rate.

      Thinking I was saved I sent my prayers up to the powers that be but they were either misplaced or not heard as the axe head snapped with a loud ear-splitting snap and I went tumbling head over heels into the water below. 

      I broke the surface with a splash that would have been life-ending if I hadn’t slowed my fall down. Water chilled my bones and invaded my sinuses as I kicked and flapped my arms in some vain attempt at swimming. What felt like an age passed before my head broke the surface of the river and I came up coughing and heaving. Seeing the bank not far from me, I swam towards it with feeble strokes until my face touched its muddy bank.  

      I lay face down in the mud while I threw up whatever water I had swallowed.

      My eyes stung. My throat was sore. My limbs hurt.

      So it was with something between annoyance and rage that I heard the water behind me come to life and I looked over my shoulder to see the very beast I had escaped try to swim towards me. I sat up in disbelief and watched as the big predator paddled towards me. I didn’t know which god or deity I had pissed off, but whoever it was really wanted to bend me over and give me a good seeing to. 

      Unable to get up from where I sat, I watched as the creature came towards me, but it didn’t get far as the water exploded around it and a monstrous set of reptilian jaws closed around it with a snap.

      The struggle was brief. The struggle was violent.

      But it ended just as quickly as it began, with nothing but a single air bubble floating to the surface of the water after it was done.

      I stared at the river at a loss for words over what I had just seen. Maybe my prayers had been answered after all. Noticing my feet were still in the water I hurriedly lifted them out and got to my feet. Tilting my head to one side I did my best to try and get out the water and mud that had collected in my ears.

      I called up the map from my computer on my wrist and frowned as I saw the location of The Kennel. My short trip off the cliff and into the river had taken me further away from my desired destination, and it would now take me some time to get to where I needed to be.

      I looked at the trail I would now need to follow to get to the ship and turned towards it. The suns were already setting over a densely forested area I would need to make my way through if I had any hope of getting off this planet.

      I could think of nothing less I wanted to do than travel through a forest at night on an alien world, but if I wanted to get to The Kennel, then that was what I would have to do.

      Uttering a helpless sigh I began my trek.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I was ant,- mosquito-, flea-, and fly-bitten as I emerged from the clutches of the forest and saw The Kennel. No sight had ever filled me with so much joy as I passed my eyes over the hull of my ship—well, my crew’s ship, a crew called the Junk Yard Dogs. A crew who had kidnapped me against my will, taken me halfway across the galaxy to a planet filled with murderous thugs, gangsters, thieves and everything in between. They had taken me away from a life of misery and dissatisfaction and given me one of freedom. 

      But freedom always came at a price, even if that price meant slogging through an alien forest at night unarmed.

      Thinking back to the life I once had—the stable office job for Xcorp where I was guaranteed the same monthly pay, the unsatisfied marriage where my wife had been cheating on me for years, and the feeling of dread I felt when I woke up every day, hoping, praying it would all come to an end—I would cross a thousand forests at night, on a thousand different planets, never to wake up to that feeling again.

      Mud caked my boots and legs as I walked up towards the cargo bay doors of the ship and stood in front of them.

      Hands on my hips, I waited.

      And waited.

      And waited.

      “Do you want this thing?” I asked, pulling the idol out of my waistband. “Because I can just as easily throw it in the mud and be done with it.”

      The ship’s weapons slowly swivelled my way and Tuari’s voice came over the speakers: “Willis, stop pointing the guns at Quinton; it isn’t his fault he’s so late and we have been waiting here for him with nothing to do but play board games. I guess that’s just the type of person he is.”

      “I say we blow his left nut off,” said Willis, “so he always has a constant reminder of what it means to waste people’s time.”

      I rolled my eyes as they continued berating me over the speakers until the cargo doors finally lowered.

      Shaking my head I walked forward and stuck my middle finger up at one of the ship’s cameras as I boarded.

      Mission completed, the only thing on my mind was whether to eat first or take a shower.

      

      Washed and clean I sat in the canteen and ate a plate of balsamic-glazed steak rolls with relish. My taste buds hugged me and my stomach thanked me, as I was now on my second plate. I had missed lunch when Tuari had made the meal for the crew so all they left me was leftovers, but I wasn’t complaining. 

      Even leftovers made by Tuari were better than most five-star restaurant meals.

      I kept on eating as I heard footsteps approach me. The overpowering smell of a Cuban cigar rode on the air like a big-wave surfer as José took a seat opposite me; whisky glass in hand he leaned back in his chair and gave me a toast.

      “Great work today, boyo. You did your crew proud.”

      I nodded my head and kept on eating while I allowed the silence to lengthen between us.

      “How did you feel on your first mission?”

      “Not bad,” I said around a mouthful of food. “Could have used some backup, could have used my shotgun, but I guess it all worked out.”

      “I’m glad that it did. We were getting short on supplies such as fuel and food, not to mention ammo—Willis goes through more rounds a week than a military unit. Once we deliver the idol to the buyer it should cover us for a while, plus I can finally pay you fools.”

      “How come we’re so low on cash? I thought we got paid well for the job we did for The Lady?”

      I know I had. 

      After Lady Isabella Ivanov had paid José and we had properly covered our tracks, José had split the money between the crew, and I had received a share. Shocked at first, I didn’t know what to say, but José had told me that my help towards the mission was invaluable and without it, the mission wouldn’t have been completed.

      About to protest, I looked at the money in my bank account and felt like a king.

      It would take me eight years of work plus overtime at my old job to even come close to what he had given me.

      “Lady Isabella did pay us well, but I had a lot of debts to clear and you guys to pay; after I took care of that, we were back to square one. There’s one thing I like to do, boyo, and that is pay my debts.”

      I scooped up the last of my meal and then laid my cutlery down with a clunk before I stretched my arms over my head.

      “Don’t worry if things didn’t go according to plan, it’s always the same. Everyone’s first mission goes to shit. You should have seen what happened to Willis—we were on the run for weeks after he destroyed an entire street. It took a lot of hush money to cover that shit up, Poppy’s was even—”

      He stopped and allowed the sentence to die in his throat.

      “Poppy’s was what?” I asked, anger lacing my words.

      “Poppy’s was even worse,” he said, Spanish accent thick and heavy.

      “Did you know? Did you know what she was before—”

      José held up his hand stopping me in my tracks. “This thing is not for me to discuss. This thing is between you and her. Each crew member aboard this vessel has their own personal demons that they are running away from or battling against.they  trust me with them; this trust I can’t betray just because someone’s feelings got hurt.”

      “Feelings got hurt! Feelings got betrayed! She should have told me, she should have sat down and discussed with me what was going on instead of keeping it from me. We slept together, for fuck’s sake.”

       ”This thing is between you and her to discuss,” he said calmly.

      I got up to my feet, hands clenched by my sides as I stared his way while my jaw worked back and forth, trying to place the words in the correct place as they fought to come out from the pit of my stomach.

       ”You should have at least told me. She should have at least told me!”

      “Why?”

      “Because I…. because it was,” I balled my fists against my forehead while I tried to think of the correct thing to say, “because it was the right thing to do.”

      “What difference would it have made if you knew she was an AI humanoid? Do you think you would have handled the situation better instead of acting like an immature child and throwing a fit? Maybe you should have thought about her feelings first instead of acting the way you did. Maybe, just maybe, you would have looked at her side of things and thought about how she felt instead of how your little ego got hurt.”

      “You know what, José,” I said, pointing a quivering finger in his direction, “just—just—just fuck off!”

      I stormed off in the opposite direction but not before José called out to me.

      “I have never seen her act the way she acted with you, with anyone before. Maybe you should ask yourself why.”
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      I walked towards my room and passed Poppy’s door on the way. The last time I had seen her was back on Safe Haven when I had walked into her room to find her chest open, but instead of tissue and bone, it was connective nano-wire and metal.

      Materials used to build machines, not humans.

      She had covered up and shielded herself from me while I demanded to know what was going on. Demanded to know what was wrong with her.

      In hindsight those questions had been foolish. They had been insensitive. They had been wrong. José was right; I should have tried to speak to her rationally instead of firing questions at her but the simple fact was I was scared, scared of the fact she was a thing that could destroy me in a blink of an eye, a weapon used in a bygone era of war where nuclear weapons were tossed around like toys.

      I stopped and shook my head.

      Not a thing, no. A person. Someone who I had confided in and who had tried to confide in me. Yet I had thrown all that back in her face because of fear. Since we had met she was nothing but kind to me, nothing but helpful; she had saved my life more times than I could count—yet I had thrown all that away because of fear.

      She had said little to me while I fired questions her way. The only thing I could recall now was sadness in her eyes while she pushed me out of the door and slowly closed the door between us.

      The next morning she had disappeared leaving me a note that said sorry. She told José she would be back but she needed time to think about things.

      That had been six months ago, and we still hadn’t heard anything from her.

       Part of me was happy because it meant the longer she was away the longer it would mean not having a conversation. Another part missed her terribly.

      Her smile. Her laugh. Her kindness.

      I came to a stop outside my door and rested my head against its cold metal.

      “Now there’s a look of a man who needs to release some stress.”

      “Go away, Willis,” I mumbled under my breath.

      A heavy hand landed on my shoulder, gripping it tightly. “Come on, lad, in times of stress I always ask myself one simple phrase. What would JC do?”

      “JC?”

      “Jesus Christ.”

      “I just want to—”

      “No. You need to come with me instead of fondling your balls in pity.”
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        * * *

      

      Willis and I stood apart from each other in a nondescript white room that stretched out for miles. Called the Training Room, it in fact wasn’t a room at all. The two of us were connected via headsets while suspended in mid-air by cables that allowed us to move freely; the headsets were similar to a virtual reality headset that allowed us to experience different programmes and exercises.

      The only difference between the Training Room and a normal VR headset was that time passed differently.

      An hour equalled a day in the Training Room.

      VRs had always been highly regulated because allowing a machine to tinker with the brain was never a smart idea, but there had been a rumour of military organisations that had created the concept of the Training Room to allow their soldiers to acquire skills at a faster rate than was humanly possible.

      Not only did the Training Room make time pass faster, it also helped its users retain the information they had learnt or were trying to learn at a much faster rate.

      “You never told me how the crew got hold of technology that is clearly military-grade.”

      Willis shrugged his shoulders and said, “It fell off the back of a ship.”

      I stared at him but he didn’t elaborate.

      “Although we have spent countless hours in here, your gun control and aim is still shit, your weapon skills are, laughable and you still lose your head at situations you don’t need to. In short, you’re still a bag of shit and I don’t know why I bother wasting my time in trying to make you better.”

      “Why don’t you really tell me how you feel?” I said with an eye roll.

      “Poppy ain’t around to cover that skinny ass of yours anymore, and I’m sure as hell no Captain Save A Bitch, so you better learn how to fight and survive and learn fast, because dead weight doesn’t last around here long.”

      He stared my way until I gave him a nod of understanding, then he pressed the air in front of him, bringing up a display menu. With a few presses of his fingers, the environment around us shimmered and changed.

      No longer was I standing in a white room; instead we were on the streets of a sprawling rundown city that didn’t look too dissimilar to Paradise Lost on Safe Haven. Willis and I stood on a busy main street opposite a large crowd while we waited for the lights to change red for us to cross.

      “Now you’ve left your old life behind everything is different,” he said as the lights changed from green to red stopping the traffic. 

      We walked forward while the crowd opposite did the same. Men and women in business suits, construction workers, teenagers who had holoscreens in front of their faces while they watched some vlogger on the net, women with overstuffed shopping bags, all bumped and barged past me, while Willis moved through the shoal of people like a shark.

      “The life you once knew is dead, you can’t return, you can’t go back, the Quinton Blake you once were is dead and thank fuck I say—that dickhead was a shrivelled excuse for a man, a man who belonged to this world,” he said, gesturing around him.

      “He belonged to these sheep. These sheep who abide by rules and strictures placed on them by others. To live amongst this crew, hell, to survive in this new world you have found yourself in, you need to dismiss all that. These people will fight tooth and nail for the misery of life they have, they will fight all the harder because you have something they don’t.

      “Freedom.”

      I could see Willis in front of me but he appeared to be moving further and further away. The more I tried to keep up the more the crowd seemed to get in my way.

      “You may think a mother of two would never shoot you between the eyes like a common street thug, or the businessman with twenty years’ service would never pay to have you killed, but I can tell you that your biggest threat is not the wannabe thug with a face tattoo, but it’s the people around you. The very people you used to call friends.”

      A woman in a red tight figure-hugging dress and with jet raven hair took my attention, as Willis kept on droning on. I couldn’t believe how similar she looked to Poppy, the swing of her hips, the curves of her breasts, the—

      “Dickhead, were you paying attention or were you looking at the woman who walked passed?”

      I turned around and Willis was before me; he had been over ten feet away when I had last seen him, but he had somehow covered the distance in the time it had taken me to turn away and turn back around.

      “I wasn’t looking at—”

      “She reminded you of Poppy, didn’t she?”

      I shrugged.

      “Look again.”

      I did as he requested and leapt back as the same woman I had seen before was now holding a gun pointed in my direction. She was frozen in time like everything else around us.

      “You lose focus for one minute—one fucking minute!—and it will cost you your life. I understand how you feel about Poppy but until she returns the missions will be hard. She carried a lot of the weight in this crew, a lot of weight that you will now have to bear until she comes back.”

      “So her leaving is my fault? I asked.

      “Well, dickface, let’s put it like this. Everyone knew what she was long before you come along. Once you arrived shit changed for the worse in my opinion. I don’t know what she saw in you, and I still don’t, but the Lord works in mysterious ways and I have to work with what I am given, so until we reach Safe Haven this shall be your life, until I say so. You will train and keep on training until you can hold your own.”

      “Willis, I’m not in the  mood for—”

      “Computer, begin the simulation, and only allow exit from simulation upon my notification,” and with that he was gone, leaving me locked inside this stupid game.
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      I lay in my bed too tired to move.

      The weeks in space had passed swiftly as Willis had pushed me to my limits and didn’t let off the gas. There had been simulation after simulation, ones that simulated firefights in tight corridors and ones that simulated firefights on ships and ones that simulated firefights on alien planets where the plant life and wildlife were even more dangerous than the bullets being fired at me.

      When those were over he had me spar with him in the Training Room using different melee weapons, everything from hunting knives to axes; after that came Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu, wrestling and Muay Thai.

      I had foolishly thought any damage I would sustain in the virtual reality of the Training Room would not be felt but I was wrong. What was the point of that? Willis laughed as I yelled in pain when he pulled the knife he held in his hand once again out of my guts.

      ‘If it doesn’t hurt then you won’t react to it quick enough, you won’t see it as a proper threat. Yes, there are do-overs in this place, but if you die for real there is no reset. So every bullet must hurt like it would for real. Every slash, every stab, every punch must be felt and reacted to so when it happens for real you know how to act accordingly.’

      After we finished with those lessons he had me hit the weights because in his own words, I was weak as watered-down whisky and had the body of a fifty-year-old Dutch woman.

      It was one never-ending circle of pain, frustration, torment and more pain.

      But it had done one thing: it had kept my mind off Poppy. I wish I could say I hadn’t thought of her but instead of the constant stream of thoughts circling around her I had only thought of her a handful of times. She was normally the last thing I thought of before I closed my eyes if the fatigue of the day didn’t take me quick enough.

      “Ginger, ladies and gentlemen,” came Tuari’s voice over the ship’s comms, “we shall arrive at our destination shortly. The polluted streets of Safe Haven shall be embracing us before you can cough. The pimps, whores, thieves and everyone in between will no doubt empty our pockets before we reach our base but, if that wasn’t the case, then we wouldn’t love the old dear as much as we do.

      “So pack your bags, grab your shrivelled nuts and prepare for landing.”
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        * * *

      

      I stood on the lowered cargo bay doors and looked upon a borough I now called home. 

      With the sun beginning to set I wanted to say the picture it presented me with was breathtaking, awe-inspiring, second to none, but that wasn’t the case.

      The view below reminded me of a dirty rat-infested concrete jungle, where only the fittest survived. Even though pollution from cars was no longer a thing, I could still see the signs of small fires dotted around here and there all over the borough as the less fortunate who didn’t have heat burned whatever they could to simply keep warm and stay alive.

       Dilapidated towers long abandoned by their original owners now hosted a variety of residents, each one more dangerous than the last. Grey smoke that smelled of metal wafted up from the clogged street vents and little dots just noticeable on the street floor moved like they were on fast forward. 

      It was grim. It was dirty. But Paradise Lost functioned and worked like an opened festering wound. Always growing, always working.

      “Ain’t she just grand,” Tuari said, mimicking Willis accent.

      I looked to my left to see him, José and Willis standing next to me. Different emotions swept across their faces as they all looked down to the borough below. 

      “She ain’t gonna get no prettier no matter how long we stare,” Willis said, walking off.

      “I guess that’s our cue to get going,” Tuari said, walking after him.
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        * * *

      

      Sat in the back of the crew’s electric muscle car fashioned after a 1969 Ford Mustang, I watched the scenes of Paradise Lost pass me by. Being closer to the action didn’t make the view any better, it only enhanced the cruelty I had suffered the first time my feet had graced these streets. 

      Shadowy characters stared intently at our car windows. Groups of dealers hung out on street corners while their customers formed an orderly queue around the block; the homeless moved between the queues of standstill traffic, their sore-covered hands out for donations. As we filtered through the traffic, we passed vehicles with tinted windows and custom paint jobs that screamed they were not meant to be fucked with. The Lady might rule this borough with an iron fist, but the crews fighting for scraps at the bottom were just as dangerous.

      In an ever-shifting ecosystem where crews at the bottom came and went, it paid to be more violent, more dangerous, more unpredictable, as it made your opponents wary of your next move. The Lady might have a stranglehold on the top but the middle and bottom were always up for grabs, and in the short time I had called this place home I had seen my fair share of crews come and go.

      “Where to then?” Tuari asked at the wheel of the car.

      “Were we always go after a mission,” Willis replied.

      “The Office it is then,” José said, blowing cigar smoke out the window.

      “Aren’t we still barred because Xcorp destroyed Jerry’s place while they were looking for me?”

      “Nah, we cleared that up,” Willis said with a wave of the hand.

      “How about the time we started that brawl and you drove an ice-pick through some dude’s hand?” I asked Willis.

      “Misunderstanding.”

       ”How was that a misunderstanding?”

      “He was obviously foreign because he mistook my words when I said I would stab him with an ice-pick if he didn’t get out of my face. I don’t know how much clearer I could have been,” Willis said giving me a shrug and shaking his head. “It wasn’t like I was talking alien or something.”

      We arrived sometime later and pulled up in front of a rundown old shack that had tried to clean itself up. Jerry had done his best to cover up the multiple bullet holes that graced the front of the shop but you could still see the telltale signs underneath the rushed paint job. The normally grotty windows had also been given a hasty wipedown, but so much dirt and grime had built up on them over time all the cleaner did was spread the dirt around the window.

      The only thing that remained the same was the Office sign hanging above the door, necktie hanging down from the O in what looked like a noose around a neck.

      We stopped in front of our usual establishment and shared confused looks.

      “What’s going on here then?” Willis asked.

      I gave him a shrug as we all entered the bar and looked slowly around. Groups of men were drinking here and there, some talking in hushed tones while others spoke for the world to hear.

      As the sun dropped over Safe Haven The Office normally became crowded to the point of annoyance, but there were still spaces to sit and the bar in front of us was empty.

      Half-empty glasses occupied more than one table as we made our way to the bar. 

      A bartender with a waxed moustache and bald head wiped furiously at the glass he was holding as he watched our approach. He said nothing but gave us a simple head nod.

      “What fuck have you done to the place, Jerry?” Willis asked, pointing around the bar.

      “I don’t know what you mean,” he replied. 

      “Well for one, you ain’t painted the outside of this dump since you first bought it—”

      “Bought is a relative term,” Tuari chimed in.

      “Plus, you’ve tarted the place up with all these flowers and scented candles around the place. It ain’t natural, I tell ya! I expect my drinking hole to smell and operate like a drinking hole, not like some high-class swanky bar you would get down in the Diamond borough. Those posh dickmonkeys who look their nose down on everyone can lick my hairy nut sack, but in here I expect my glasses to be dirty and my floors to be sticky.”

      Jerry said nothing as he poured everyone’s drinks out by memory. Willis got a pint of Guinness, a double Jameson on the rocks for José, and two pink gin and lemonades for me and Tuari. 

      José took his glass and swilled it around as he turned his attention to the room behind him. He said nothing as his eyes narrowed and he took a sip from his glass. “So, Jerry, things been good?”

      Jerry said nothing at first. Keeping his hands busy he picked up another glass and cleaned it ferociously. “Things have been… different, since you lot left.” 

      “Different how?” José asked.

      Jerry licked his lips and while his hands never stopped. “Just different.”

      The crew gave him a look that forced him to shrug his shoulders. “What do you want me to say, governor? Things are just different. You know how this town can be, one minute someone’s up, the next they’re down in the dumps; it’s all I can do to just keep my head down and carry on running this place. You know what I mean?”

      “Yeah, I know what you mean,” José said slowly, taking a sip from his glass. His eyes never left the bartender as Tuari and Willis next to me took small sips of their own from their glasses. I could feel the tension radiate off my crewmates as I swivelled my eyes from left to right. 

      “The old place doesn’t appear to be as packed as it normally is,” José said, taking another small sip.

      “Yeah, things have been quiet of late around here,” said Jerry, eyes darting to the room behind us, before focusing on us once again.

      I slowly leaned against the bar so I could see behind me and have Jerry in my vision. It may have been my imagination but the clientele who surrounded us appeared to take an overly keen interest in our movements; their eyes darted our way and then away again not wanting to be noticed or seen. Many of them were talking, but they weren’t actually listening to what each other were saying.

      “Jerry, anything you want to tell us?” José asked.

      With another lick of his lips, the bartender’s hand trembled slightly, before he took a deep breath and sighed, “Since The Lady’s newfound wealth things have gotten a lot more heated on the streets. Crews vying for control of the top or with enough power to do so have slowly started to disappear; the smaller ones have all but folded into her ranks. You can hear the fighting at night of the handful of crews that are still trying to resist her but it’s a losing battle.

      “She has too much wealth, too much power.”

      “I didn’t know things had gotten so bad,” replied José.

      “You thought things were bloody bad before—now the work is all drying up because she controls everything that comes through this town, and because of that my clientele have not been as keen to venture into my humble establishment. So I’ve tried to spice the place up a bit to attract a different clientele, but so far all I can get is a handful of determined drunks.” 

      My eyes kept sweeping over the men behind us as an itchy feeling grew between my shoulder blades. As I was about to say something, Tuari patted me on the shoulder and subtly shook his head from side to side.

      José nodded his head and swiftly downed his drink, his actions followed by Tuari and Willis as José placed a wad of notes on the bar counter and said, “I think we’ll be leaving now; I just remembered we need to pick something up, can’t keep them waiting.”

      Jerry nodded his head in understanding as we turned to leave but found our path blocked by the men who had been drinking. Their expressionless faces gave nothing away as one broke away from the group and stood before us, wiry and unshaven; the shadows under his eyes spoke of decades of lost sleep.

      “Are you the Junk Yard Dogs?” he asked.

      “Who’s asking?” José asked.

      “We think we may have a job offer that might interest you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            47

          

        

      

    

    
      I looked to José, José looked to Willis, Willis looked to Tuari. 

      With one unspoken gesture we all placed our hands on our weapons and turned our attention to the room before us. They outnumbered us a good three to one, but we had just come off a big mission so we were battle-ready. Battle-ready and prepared for this new threat that faced us.

      “My friend,” José said, laying the Spanish accent on thick, “this is not how we do business. There are rules. There is a way these things must be done—your people get in touch with my people and then we take it from there—but confronting me in my place of relaxation is a no-no.”

      “My name is Mr Grey and we have a job offer we think you’ll be interested in; it’s for an important client of mine who pays well. I’ll be upfront with you here, this ain’t some piss-easy walk in the park. That’s why we came to you—it’s tough, dangerous, but the item you are retrieving is highly prized by my client.”

      José frowned and raised an eyebrow Mr Grey’s way before he pulled a cigar out of his breast pocket. He was about to light it when the voice of Jerry thundered from behind us, “Don’t even think about lighting that in here!”

      José smiled and placed the cigar in the side of his mouth while he gave Mr Grey his full attention.

      “You’re not really selling the job to me, amigo.”

      “Who’s selling? This is a once-in-a-lifetime offer that you would be a fool to dismiss,” Mr Grey said, gruff voice lined with disbelief.

      “Yet here I am dismissing it,” José said, taking a step forward, but he stopped as Mr Grey placed a hand on his shoulder.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you, fuckwit,” Willis growled under his breath.

      Mr Grey’s jaw clenched as the men behind him tensed up.

      “Your offer sounds very nice but—”

      “Name your price,” said a voice that sounded like it belonged in the Victorian era. 

      The men in front of us cleared a path, and we were granted the sight of a man wearing a tweed jacket, with an unlit pipe in the corner of his mouth. Light blond locks rested on his head as he smiled and walked our way.

      “Name your price.”

      José returned the smile and walked forward till he took a seat opposite the man in question. “Jerry, bring a bottle of your finest rum.”

      No one spoke as the bartender did as José asked, placing a bottle designed in the shape of a pirate ship on the bar along with a stack of glasses.

      “I think it’s best,” José said, grabbing hold of Jerry’s arm, “that you close up early for the night.”

      Jerry frowned and muttered under his breath but José soothed his temper with a few key words: “Place it on our bill.” 

      “You know what, I think you’re right, I could do with an early night and a cup of Earl Grey,” Jerry said as he walked to the front of the bar and switched the neon sign from open to closed. “I’ll be upstairs if you chaps want me.”

      José poured our guest a drink before he poured himself one. “And I should call you…?”

      “Edward Thomas,” he said, taking out a match and lighting José’s cigar before lighting his own pipe. “I find the simple pleasure of smoking these things divine; it takes me back to an older era of fossil fuel-powered cars that would roar like an ancient beast and the smell of cracked leather worn by bikers. It reminds me of what a man should be, not what a man is. It reminds me of what a man can be and all the things he can yet achieve.”

      José took a big draw on his cigar, blew smoke into the air and said, “I just like the taste.”

      Willis snorted as Tuari elbowed him in the ribs, but Edward either didn’t hear it or chose to ignore it.

      “Well, they do say we each enjoy our own simple pleasure in our own way. Anyway, I’m sure you are a busy man, being a captain of a crew and whatnot, so I shall try and keep this as brief as I can, my good man, I have a perilous job that needs the utmost care and attention and I heard you’re the crew I need to come to in such matters.”

      “Why does he talk like he’s got a broomstick up his ass?” Willis said, which earned him another elbow from Tuari.

      “You heard that, did you?” José said. “And may I ask where you heard this from?”

      “Where one normally hears things of this nature,” Edward replied, smiling; “on the grapevine, of course.”

      “Of course.”

      “Now, the job I have in question is a special one; it involves collecting a certain item from a space station in the furthest reaches of the galaxy. This space station was launched after WW3—they launched many space stations during and after that dreadful war, but this one is more special than most. This one was sent on a one-way trip towards a distant black hole so the station would be lost forever. But before that happens I want you to intercept the station on its journey, board it and collect what is on board.

      “Pretty simple if I’m being honest.” 

      José took another pull from his cigar as he tapped his finger against the bar. He was about to open his mouth when Edward cut him off. “I know what your thinking, my good man, if this mission is so simple than any fool can do it; Mr Grey himself would be able to handle the task at hand. But I have not been completely honest. The ship itself is heavily guarded against busy little hands that wish to grab its sweet nectar inside. Therefore I need a crew who has seen and dealt with everything. I honestly do not know what you shall be facing but I can guarantee you one thing, it will be filled with what you fellows love.”

      “And what is that?” José asked.

      “Adventure, the thrill of the chase. Impossible odds. Stories you’ll be able to tell ladies so they fall at your feet. But above all else, the respect of your peers for pulling off such a dangerous mission.”

      “He doesn’t know who our peers are, does he?” Willis said.

      “Listen, think it over and get back to me; I do not need an answer now. Mr Grey, the files please” Edward said with a snap of his fingers. Mr Grey handed him a file, which he handed to José. 

      “Everything you shall need to know is in these files. Why paper, you ask—because paper is the only thing in this day and age which can’t be hacked with just a few keystrokes.”

      He took a step back from us and run a forefinger along one table as his gaze swept across the room. “How quaint,” he said with a smile before leaving the bar, and us to our thoughts.
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      We left the bar and I stretched my hands over my head, allowing a sigh to escape my lips as my back popped from the tension that it held. Willis and Tuari said nothing as José puffed on his cigar and blew smoke rings up into the night sky.

      We all stared at the cluster of stars above our heads, silent with our own thoughts. 

      “What do you think that was all about then?” Willis asked.

      “Nothing good, I can assure you,” José said.

      “Isn’t this how we normally get work?” I asked, confused.

      “You think,” Willis said, rounding on me, “we get work by complete strangers accosting us in the only bar that we like to drink and relax at? Have some sense, you fucktard, there is a complex system involved to make sure that we and our clients rarely ever meet because what we sometimes do isn’t—”

      “Legal?”

      “No, dickface, its frowned upon by the powers that be. Our clients and we go through a whole host of websites, and dummy websites and back door websites that hide in plain sight from the general public; we never, ever, deal with our clients in person because that way only leads to us having to answer some very tough questions from the police. We’d rather not know who our clients are because then we can’t inform on them, and they’d rather not know who we are.”

      “You’ve got to admit though, ginger nuts, this job looks tempting,” Tuari said.

      “What’s so tempting about it?”

      “We get to name our price for the job.”

      “That in itself,” said José, “should tell you everything you need to know.”

      “Well, I guess I won’t get to buy that house on the hill with all the ginger-headed maidens money can buy. Shame,” Tuari said, wiping a fake tear away from his eye. “I was going to see if your hot cousin needed a job, Willis.”

      Willis turned towards him, anger flashing across his face, but he stopped when footsteps and a cough came from the shadows. We all stared at the approaching men, who stopped in front of us. They stood in a line barring our way in a subtle manner that told us we could only leave when they were done with us.

      “What the fuck is it—” began Willis but stopped when the line in front of us parted and a hard-faced Russian stood in the middle. He regarded us with a look of mild amusement before he turned his attention towards José.

      “The Lady would like to see you,” he said.

      “I was wondering when Miss Ivanov would get round to contacting us. We landed over four hours ago; I was expecting a call sooner,” José replied.

      “She knew your ritual of celebratory drinks after a completed mission; she didn’t want to disturb that.”

      “Lead the way then, Vlad, we mustn’t keep her waiting.”

      As we walked off I turned to Willis and said, “What was that about people not accosting us at the only bar we like to drink and relax at?”

      The only response I got back was a middle finger as we strode off into the night to meet the queen of Paradise Lost.
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      We followed Vlad’s car for twenty minutes until we got to a grand-looking Art Deco hotel with the words Hotel Moscow glittering in lights above the entrance. A pair of guards stood to attention outside the main entrance, sunglasses covering their eyes even though it was the middle of the night. 

      “What’s with the shades?” I whispered to Tuari.

      “They act like an x-ray scanning tool that can detect hidden firearms and weapons. They also can monitor a person’s vitals such as heartbeat to see if that person is overly nervous or emotional when there is no reason to be; so someone may act normal but their pulse may be double that of a normal person’s resting heart, which normally means they are about to do something out of character or dangerous. The shades also have infra-red and thermal imagery.”

      “Wow,” was all I could say.

      “Yeah, military spec and they cost a pretty penny to boot.”

      “This way please,” said Vlad, gesturing us towards the entrance.

      We followed him inside and I was taken aback at how grand the place was: marble floors spread out before me, chandeliers large and small hung from the ceiling and light fixtures, polished oak used for the staircase bannisters gleamed and in the middle of the foyer stood a cherry blossom tree in bloom. 

      I looked at my dirty attire and frowned. 

      “Don’t worry about it,” Vlad said as he waved us forward.

      We made our way past guests who lounged on red sofas and sipped at cocktails, and butlers who ran to and fro carrying bags to their desired location; I looked around me at the scene, confused.

      “You didn’t expect a place like this in Paradise Lost, did you, boyo?” José asked at my elbow.

      “No, not really, when I can walk out of here and two minutes up the street get robbed for everything that I have.”

      “Miss Ivanov gave Paradise Lost something no one has ever thought of, a place to splash all that ill-gotten cash and feel special while doing it. Even the most ruthless drug dealer likes to take his other half somewhere, where she can feel special, somewhere that she can feel spoiled. Somewhere that she can boast to her friends about.”

      “What if two rival gang leaders or enemies run into each other while staying here?” I asked.

      Vlad looked over his shoulder, giving me his full attention. “There is a strict no-violence policy on the grounds of the hotel. This is neutral ground.”

      “What if the rules are broken?”

      “The rules are never broken,” he said, giving me a look that pinned my soul to the wall. “The Hammer and Sickle takes our clients peace…seriously.”

      “Does The Hammer and Sickle also adhere to those rules?” I asked.

      “Of course,” said a female voice from around the corner. “What sort of leader sets one rule for their troops but another for themselves?”

      We rounded a corner and walked through a set of ornate gold doors that were carved out in the shape of flowing water; it brought us into a room with a high ceiling that had stained glass embedded in the ceiling depicting a scrawny old man with a crown on his head sitting on a throne, while Death knelt down before him. Behind the king grew what appeared to be an oak tree with skulls decorating its branches like a Christmas tree.

      Lady Isabella Ivanov sat behind a grand wooden writing desk with papers before her and a fountain pen in one hand. “Ahh, I’m glad you like my art,” she said, pointing towards the glass. “I made it myself. Although it was a bit of a struggle to get it installed as it poses something of a security risk, as Vlad likes to keep reminding me; but what’s life without a little risk, I always say.”

      “What does it represent?”

      “It’s an old Russian folktale about Koschei the Immortal. He was a monarch who ruled with an iron fist. His rule was so total that during his reign there were no wars and the people lived in prosperity, but with great power comes jealousy, envy, hate. Because the only way he could be killed was by breaking a magical needle, which was hidden in an egg, which was inside a duck, which in turn was inside a hare, which lived in the chest of an oak tree. So his closest friends, relatives and enemies came together and imprisoned him in his armour.

      “Where he stayed for many summers and many winters, till the armour rusted away and he could break free. Once free, he took his revenge. Do you want to know how?”

      I nodded staring into the deep blue pits of her eyes.

      “He took the heads of the persons closest to the people who wronged him and hanged them from an oak tree that resided behind his throne.”

      “He sounds like a monster,” I whispered.

      “Sometimes the best people to rule are monsters. In the years during his imprisonment the country he once ruled turned into a wasteland, laid bare by war as the very people who had imprisoned him for the good of the people fought over whatever lands that they could get.”

      I looked at the picture again and had different thoughts completely, but kept my mouth shut. 

      “So, mi Señora, I hear things are going well for you,” José said, interrupting the awkward silence.

      “Things are indeed going well but they can always be better,” she said. adjusting the floral hat that matched her dress. “Those fools in the Diamond borough are still looking down their noses at me, thinking they are superior—but they shall learn their mistake soon enough. The plans I have set in motion would have taken years if it weren’t for the generous donation  Xcorp gave me, but now I can move at a faster rate thanks to their help.”

      José nodded his head while Isabella offered him a cigar, which he took but didn’t light.

      “So how can our services help move your plan faster along?” José asked.

      “It’s a simple job really, a job I could have got another crew to do but I trust your services and I have taken a keen interest in certain members of your crew,” she said, looking my way briefly. “The job in question is a simple collection from the Jungle and a drop-off to the Floating City.”

       ”How large a cargo are we talking about?” José asked.

      “Nothing you haven’t handled before, I’ll send over all the details now,” Isabella said, grabbing holograph files out of the air and throwing them José’s way. 

      He nodded as he stored them away before returning his gaze her way. “I take this mission is covert?”

      “Yes, the Jungle are friends, but it would be better if the Floating City didn’t get wind of this.”

      “There will be a slight percentage increase to our standard fee because of the risk involved.”

      “Risk?” she said, looking at him with a raised eyebrow.

      José looked at Willis with a frown and said, “We have had certain troubles with people from the Jungle; there was an incident that left a bad taste in a few people’s mouths last time we visited there.” Willis tried to put on his most innocent face but he wasn’t convincing anyone. “Our faces,” continued José, “may not be welcomed. It’s nothing that will hinder our process but I thought you should know.”

      “As long as we are being honest, I shall do the same. You no doubt have heard and seen my efforts in crushing all who oppose me, since your short time away. Well, I would be careful from here on out as your crew has been known to work for me on more than one occasion, and my enemies are attacking anyone close to me or associated with me because they can’t attack me directly. They are looking to weaken my infrastructure from the outside in.”

      “Duly noted, mi Señora. If that is all then we shall leave you to enjoy the rest of your night.”

      “As always, Mr Battle, it is a pleasure doing business with you and Mr Blake,” she said, turning and giving me a smile. “The reason why Koschei fascinates me to the extent he does, is not because of the manner in which he went about things, it’s because he defied death. He spat in death’s eye and kept on living.

      “Humans have always sought that privilege, but the only sentient beings who accomplished such a feat were the AIs. I believe that’s why they were hated as much as they were. It wasn’t because they killed humans at an alarming rate—humans have been doing that since the dawn of time—no, it was because they had achieved something humans had been looking for since their creation. A way to outlast death.”

      At a loss for words I stared her way, wondering how much she really knew. About us. About the crew. About—

      A hand on my shoulder jerked me out of my thoughts. I remembered just in time to nod her way before I was walked out back the way we came.
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      We flew across Safe Haven in a craft that wasn’t The Kennel. This one was smaller and didn’t have the luxuries the main ship had; stripped down to the core it only had a dozen seats in the front and a large empty cargo space in the back.

      I watched with interest the view from the screen as we flew over Safe Haven. Gone were the neglected streets and shoddy buildings; in its place stood a sea of green as far as the eye could see. The colour was vibrant. It was all I could do not to stare at rippling waves that were formed of leaves and tree branches. There was no sign of any buildings or infrastructure to speak of; the leaves and branches acted as a shield so I couldn’t see what was underneath the foliage but I failed to see how a city, town or even a village could be under all of that.

      There had once been forests like this back on Earth. I had seen footage of them when they existed before the events of WW3 but they looked alien, unimaginable to a planet still suffering from the events of a war where vast regions of it were nothing but a toxic wasteland.

      It had saddened my heart as a child when I realised I would never get to see something like that.

      But now those thoughts were a thing of the past, as I had seen more planets than I had ever thought was possible.

      All because of her. All because she saw something in me I hadn’t seen in myself.

      God, I missed her.

       ”Vessel DM1972, please specify your reason for entering Jungle airspace,” blurted out a voice from the ship’s comms systems.

      “Jungle, this is Tom, Dick and Harry, requesting permission for landing. We are here to pick up some cargo,” Tuari said with a British accent.

      It had taken us a few hours of travel to get to our current destination and now, judging by the tone of the operator and the silence which now followed Tuari’s response, that journey may have been for nothing.

      “DM1972, please be aware there is a strict non-contaminant policy upon landing. You and your crew will need to be sprayed down, as well as your vehicle. This process may take some time, but once done, then you are free to proceed with your affairs. When you are ready you can land. Also, be aware the main docking port is not located in the borough so you shall have to hike to reach it.

      “May the Earth Mother embrace you, as she has done all of us. Safe travels,” said the operator, signing off.

      “Bunch of tree-loving vegans,” Willis said, pulling a face as he kissed the rosary  around his neck.

      “Friends of yours then, I take it?” I said, but this was met with a scowl.

      “This is a simple collection,” José said. “There shouldn’t be any fighting, any shooting, any nonsense. I want everyone on their best behaviour,” and he looked towards Willis, who still had his head turned away. “Tuari, when you’re ready take us down.”
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      I stood amidst a scene that caused my jaw to hang open.

      Trees surrounded us on all sides, but that wasn’t the thing that had me speechless. It was how technology and nature had been moulded into one being.

      Tree trunks as round as buildings were carved out in a way that still left them healthy, but created living spaces for people to live inside them. Fruit and vegetables grew between the tree dwellings with groups of people tending to the plant’s needs.

      Deer ran freely in between houses and nibbled fruits and grains from passersby.

      “Welcome to the Jungle, boyo,” said José, “how do you like it?”

      “It is, err, it’s different,” I stammered as a pair of young topless women bowed before me and placed a necklace made of petals around my neck.

      “That it sure is,” Tuari said. “I love it here. Everyone is relaxed. It’s all about free love and everyone can take a joke. Plus, you can just pick food straight off the side of the road.” He tore a purple apple-like fruit off a tree and bit into it, spraying juice all over his chin.

      “Although they only have a plant-based diet, they have some amazing recipes, which I have incorporated in my own meals.”

      We had hiked for miles through the jungle until we had finally hit civilisation. Wiping the sweat from my brow I pulled at my shirt, which was stuck to my body. I had hoped we would find transportation when we had reached the borough proper, but there wasn’t a four-wheeled vehicle in sight on the unpaved roads.

      “How do they get around here?” I asked.

      “Not by car, that’s for sure,” Willis spat. “You’re not even allowed to ride horses because it’s seen as a crime against the animal, and whenever it rains, it’s all you can do not to step in some mud or some piece of—” Willis stopped talking and looked down at his boot in disgust, “shit!”

      He hobbled over to a patch of grass and wiped his boot while José pointed to an electric cable car-like system that ran through the treetops.

      “The people of this borough get around by using the public system. It is slower than travelling by car, but this is the smallest borough out of the four boroughs on Safe Haven. Thankfully our journey can be made on foot.”

      I nodded my head as we continued on.

      The residents of this borough were nothing like the ones from Paradise Lost. Many had allowed their hair to grow wild and unkempt and only wore sarongs or tunics; some smiled, some walked with a reverential air, some turned their noses up in our direction.

      We stopped in front of a large statue of a naked woman with vines wrapped around her; animals fought for space at her feet and her smile beamed down on us as her hands lifted towards the sky.

      “These heathens believe in any old shit!” Willis said, pointing towards the statue, while I looked around uncomfortably at the passersby who stared our way.

      “Says a man who believes a man died and came back to life and turned water into wine,” said a man who walked out of the shadow of the statue towards us. In grey tunic and with shaved head, he had a tattoo of a ruby ball-like shape emitting light in the centre of his forehead.

      “I believe in good honest faith! Not tree pixies and fairies, and elves that wanna fuck you in the ass the first minute your back’s turned! All it is with you people is sex. Sex. Sex. No one has their titties covered, and I can see your hairy nut sack every time a light breeze passes by. This is no way to live, Samuel.”

      “Our beliefs are not all about sex—”

      “There are six people having an orgy in the grass over there,” Willis pointed out, cutting Samuel off.

      “You haven’t changed at all,” Samuel said with a sad shake of the head. “I’ll lead you to where you need to go; follow me.”

      José and Tuari walked ahead with Samuel but Willis remained where he was, staring at his back. “Ever since I was a child that prick always thought he knew more than me.”

      “How do you know him?” I asked.

      “We grew up together. He’s my older brother.”
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      We followed Samuel through an archway carved out of a tree three times the size of a giant sequoia. I had seen the pictures of them back home and had disbelieved a tree like that had ever existed, but here I was viewing something like it in the flesh, so to speak.

      We found ourselves in a tunnel that descended underneath it. Flowers on either side of us emitted light acting as a guideway.

      “Doing business under a tree—like some fucking troll,” Willis grumbled under his breath.

      “Trolls live under bridges; you’re thinking of tree nymphs, dear brother,” said Samuel.

      Willis pulled a face as the descent got steeper and steeper.

      “I’m surprised she sent your crew to collect something of this nature and not her own trusted men. This weapon we created for her isn’t for the faint of heart. Obviously some of the more… overzealous of our borough would want nothing more than for it to be released but I put a stop to that for the time being,” Samuel said as we continued to follow him.

      “As you know, the Jungle has always been at the forefront of scientific and biological research, because everything that harms or heals man can be found in the very plants that grow throughout the planets that cluster about the universe. We have a small dedicated team off-world as we speak looking into furthering the advancements of nanobots.”

      “How is she?” Willis asked.

      “She’s good,” replied Samuel; “keeping busy with Makenna and Niko.”

      “Good. Good... she... asks about—”

      “No,” said Samuel, turning to face Willis, “she’s had her hands full, but I’ll tell her you asked about her.”

      “No need,” said Willis with a small shake of the head, “no need.”

      They stared at each other while the rest of us stood around uncomfortably until Samuel remembered where he was and continued walking. Finally we reached a large set of double doors made out a dark wood-type material I had never seen before.  As I lifted my hands towards it to touch its surface Samuel grabbed hold of my arm and jerked it back. “The material this door is made of is extremely toxic and unless you have been vaccinated against the effects of it, then you will succumb to death in a matter of minutes,” he said.

      “What if someone just blasts the door open?” I asked.

      “Upon destruction the wood releases an odourless gas that is almost undetectable by most poison sensors; once this enters the blood system death is even quicker than by touch, and the odour takes more than twelve hours to evaporate. Nature is wonderful, but also deadly. That is why it must be given the respect it deserves.”

      He placed his hand on the door, where tentacle-like vines wrapped around his hand and forearm before stabbing into his flesh. He let out a sharp hiss of pain as the vines withdrew, then stepped forward as the door peeled back allowing us entry inside. 

      We walked into an underground bunker that reminded me of a botanical garden—different plant species dominated the area in the vast space in front of us. Hues varying from violent red to subtle blues and everything in between met my eyes. I took a step forward and blinked as the humidity took my breath away.

      “I apologise for the humidity and heat, but most of these species wouldn’t survive without it.”

      I wiped the rapidly growing perspiration away from my forehead and took a step back as a plant with three-inch-long needles for teeth and a flat-topped head a metre across moved in the air in front of me like a snake.

      “That beauty right there,” said Samuel, moving next to me, “is a crossbreed of a now extinct plant from Earth called a Venus flytrap with another rarer plant we got on a planet where the plant life is the dominant species. Aggressive, territorial, it will consume everything. It has become my very own Frankenstein-like project. I call it Venus Alpha.”

      “Why keep something so dangerous?” I asked.

      Samuel smiled as he picked up a bloody leg of some hoofed animal and tossed it hard over the thing’s head. Its attention snapped to the airborne leg and it dived after it in the foliage behind.

      “Water is one of the most dangerous elements that has ever existed; people don’t see it that way because we need it to survive, but drink too much and your lungs can fill up and you can drown, swim too far out in its depths and the monsters it contains will devour you whole.

      “It has wiped out entire cities and buried them under its waves, but people always treat water like it’s harmless because it’s useful. That’s the same reasoning we use here,” Samuel said, pointing around the bunker.

      “Every year we are finding more and more uses for these plants that companies would pay vast amounts to keep hidden, because they would rather their customers shovel pharmaceutical pills down their throat than look for a natural cure.”

      “Here we go again!” Willis said, lifting his hands up in the air. “The fat cats are out to get you, man. Pills are bad but why don’t you take these other drugs, man. Let’s all live as one with the animals, man! Lets all dance around the fire and sing Kumbaya, man! I’m only trying to save the helpless and needy. Where was this person when I had to fend for myself and—” Willis pinched the bridge of his nose while his words died amidst the foliage of the bunker.

      Samuel walked towards him but Willis pushed past. “I’ll be up top. Meet me there when you’re done with whatever bullshit this is.”

      We all watched him go but said nothing as he left the way we came in.

      “Awkward,” Tuari said under his breath.

      “Yes, my brother and I have something of a strained relationship.” Samuel shook his head and swept his hand forward. “If you would care to follow me, we can conclude our business here as soon as possible.”

      We didn’t have far to follow before we came across another door. This one was made of metal and required a whole host of entry codes and fingerprints before we could gain entry. We stood clustered in an airtight white space that disinfected us before the clear doors in front of us opened up, and we found ourselves inside a lab.

      Scientists dressed in lab coats sat in front of beakers or other instruments while they took down notes, or recorded their findings on holographic screens in front of them. The lab had a quiet hum of productivity that was at odds with the dreadlock hair and bare feet.

      “This keeps this borough alive; everything discovered here, be it cure or poison, can be batched and sold so we can continue our way of life,” said Samuel.

      I looked at the high-end operation around me and had flashbacks of the same image from news channels, showing labs like this very one that had been busted for drug offences.

      “How much do you know about the item you are collecting? How much as she told you?”

      “My friend,” José smiled as he lifted his hands into the air, “we are merely couriers.”

      The first sign of real frustration crossed Samuel’s face as a woman in a white lab coat brought him a vial of something green.

      “I feel it is only right I inform you of what you are collecting. This thing wasn’t meant to be created. We designed it in this very lab as a cure to premature ageing and dementia, but it has the reverse effect. Once administered to a patient or victim, it ages them rapidly, first taking their mind, then their body.

      “Do you know how painful it would be to feel the effects of ageing but in fast forward?” he said, looking at us.

      “It would drive someone mad,” Tuari whispered.

      “Yes, yes, it would. The one and only test we created was something that should have never taken place. The subject became something akin to a wild animal. All rage. All anguish. Like a mad dog with rabies. Their lifespan shortened within a few hours until they become nothing more than a fragile being, and then their heart gave out and they died. With this,” Samuel said, holding the vial before him, “we have opened up Pandora’s box and now we can’t close it shut.”

      “If that is the case,” I asked, “then why sell it to Miss Ivanov?”

      Samuel handed the vial back to the woman who had first given it to him as sadness crossed his face. He gestured for us to follow him without saying another word. We followed in his footsteps and took a door that opened up to reveal itself as a lift; we all stepped inside and allowed it to carry us upwards.

      We didn’t have to wait long for it to come to a stop. The doors opened and we stepped out to find ourselves just below the treetops. I could reach up and touch the leaves and branches above me, but I could also see clearly what lay hundreds of feet below us. It gave me the first real view of what this borough was really about.

      People mingled below us coming and going about their own business; they carried baskets of fruit while others huddled in groups just talking. 

      “What do you see when you look down there?” Samuel asked.

      I looked again. This time closer.

      I saw people with smiles on their faces. I saw full faces and unhurried walks; I saw relaxed postures and bodies rocking back and forth in hammocks; I smelt the faint wafts of marijuana but more importantly, I saw people content with their lot in life, people that were just happy to be alive.

      I looked towards Samuel and felt like I was missing something as I looked back towards the ground, then it struck me.

      “Where are the children?”

      “And therein lies the answer to your question as to why I am in business with this woman,” Samuel said, anger creeping through his words. “Living in this borough is tough. More dangerous than living on the dirty streets of Paradise Lost, because everything out here wants to either eat you, infect you, or lay eggs in you. We are happier than those materialistic soulless fools from the Diamond borough and have a better way of life than those drunks living on boats in the Floating City.

      “We are a happy people, content with our lot in life, but because of the location, the way we choose to live our life, it isn’t for everyone—and the population numbers aren’t growing as much as in the other boroughs. Hell, if things continue the way they have been then this place will cease to exist in less than two hundred years.”

      “I still don’t see what that has to do with working with The Lady,” I said.

      “Whether you know it or not, that woman is planning to wage war across Safe Haven. She is someone who always wants more, is always striving for more. She is ruthless, smart and above all else has a conviction that drives her. She believes she should rule. She believes it is her God-given right. So, in foreseeing this storm that will sweep across our small planet, I did the one thing many rulers have before me and will do after me, I sided with the person most likely to win.

      “In her own words, it wouldn’t take but a breeze to wipe my small settlement off the face of Safe Haven.”

      “How did she find out about the drug?”

      Samuel sighed as he looked out over his kingdom. “I am told she has spies everywhere.”

      I joined him in looking out over the wooden balcony and I felt for the first time like I was home. There wasn’t the hustle and bustle of Paradise Lost. It was a place I could see myself staying in, a place that although certain parts of it would annoy me or drive me crazy, I could learn to live with it, if it meant I could relax and not have to deal with the outside bullshit that kept knocking on my door. It was a place I could settle down and maybe raise a family.

      “Gentlemen, if you please follow me I shall show you your cargo,” Samuel said.
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      The loading of the cargo took no time at all, with us loading up crates of black square cases that contained vials of the age-accelerating bioweapon. 

      With each case we loaded, the more a tingle of doubt grew in my stomach.

      It was one thing to steal some ancient artefact from a lost tribe. It was another thing completely to deliver weapons that could wipe out a city in a matter of days.

      I had asked Samuel what the drug was called but he simply looked at me and shook his head.

      “I refuse to name it. But the scientists in the lab have given it the official name of XPO. It’s an old gaming reference.”

      Willis was some way off from the ship staring out into the foliage of the forest that surrounded us. He had been subdued since we had returned and had avoided speaking to Samuel at every turn. Hands behind his back Samuel walked up to him until they were a few feet apart; nothing was said and it didn’t look like it would be until Samuel turned to his brother.

      “Look, I’m sorry about what happened to Mum, I didn’t—” was all Samuel could say before Willis had turned away and began walking to the ship.

      “We all loaded?” he asked me.

      I nodded his way as he walked to the front of the craft.

      I watched him go, confused over whether I should go and talk to him but the shadow of Samuel fell upon me. “I would leave him be if I were you. He’s itching for a fight and anyone likely to speak to him now will only feel the ends of his fists.”

      “What—what happened between you two for him to hate you so much?” I asked.

      “I killed our mother,” he said, as he walked back the way he came.
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      “Come on then, you water-dwelling fucknuggets!”

      A body flew over my head as I ducked behind the bar of a drinking hole located on one of the many floating vessels in the Floating City. True to its name, the borough was on a body of water so large you couldn’t see from one end to the other and that had taken us thirty minutes to fly across. The Floating City was made up of a collection of ships, boats, yachts and various other water-going vessels that clustered together in the centre of the river, around a natural water fountain that sprayed water a hundred feet into the air.

      We had landed on the water and before any of our feet had touched the dock, Willis had shot off and made a beeline for the nearest bar. I had looked back at José but he simply told me Willis was my responsibility and it was my job to get him back to the ship in an hour. I gave our captain a look of dismay, but it was met with a look that said sometimes we all have to shove our hands in the shitter, even if the mess created wasn’t ours.

      The bar Willis had ended up finding was such a dump it made The Office look like a five-star establishment. It didn’t have a name. The table and chairs were bolted to the floor, the bartender wore an eyepatch and the only teeth remaining in his mouth were gold. 

      Another body crash-landed next to me as a rat scuttled across my feet.

      Not much talking had taken place when I finally caught up with Willis. I didn’t want to ask him about Samuel and poke an already open wound so instead I watched him order drink after drink until he got steadily the worse for wear. I had looked around to check out the inhabitants of this bar, because it normally gave you a good indication of what the surrounding area was like. 

      What I saw didn’t fill me with much hope.

      Scars littered most faces, with eyepatches covering the odd eye and knives and machetes being openly worn on hips like guns would be worn in the Old West. Most fingers had gold rings on and precious stones hung from many an earlobe. 

      “Why does everyone in here look like a pirate rent boy?” Willis said a little too loudly.

      Closing my eyes, I prayed under my breath while I slowly stood up and placed a hand under his armpit. “I think it’s time for us to go.”

      “I ain’t going anywhere.”

      “I think you should listen to you friend here,” said the bartender, good eye darting to the crowd behind us, before he fixed Willis with a stare.

      “If, if,” he took another drink, which ended up more down his front than in his mouth, “if, what…. what was I going to say again?”

      “Look, Willis, it’s time to meet up with José and we don’t want to be late, so let’s finish our drinks and get out of here—”

      “You telling me what to do like that heathen fuckface who was never around for me? For us! Who growing up couldn’t give a shit about the environment or social reform as long as he got paid? As long as he had enough money to flash to his scumbag friends.

      “I should have killed the fucker after what he did to Dad! Put a bullet right between his beady little eyes. But I made a promise, a promise, Quinton! A promise to the only woman who loved me, that I wouldn’t—”

      “Why don’t you shut up matey! No one wants to hear the shit coming out of your mouth,” said a voice from behind us.

      That’s how it all started.

      The fight had been going on for some time, with more and more of the people inside the bar deciding they had seen enough and would show this landlubber how tough the people of this borough were.

      A bottle rolled against my foot and I picked it up and examined the label; Blackbeard’s rum. Popping the cork off the bottle I took a swig; it wasn’t bad.

      Someone screamed in pain followed by the sickening crunch of bone snapping.

      I took another mouthful, allowing the spices to coat my tongue. It wasn’t bad at all.

      A body crash-landed against the bottles stacked against the far wall behind the bar; it slid slowly down to the floor amongst a mix of broken glass and booze. A stifled cry came from my left and I looked over to see the bartender crawl towards me. Tears were running down his cheeks as he took a seat on the floor next to me.

      “My bar, my beautiful bar,” he said in an upper-class accent, which had none of the gruffness and roughness to it that it had when he first spoke.

      I looked at him in confusion.

      “I bought this bar with the remains of my allowance Papa gave me after I failed theatre studies. I loved the arts, and always wanted to be a dramatic actor, but those imbeciles on Broadway wouldn’t know talent if it slapped them on the face with a white diamond-studded glove. I had no tone, they said! I had no dramatic flair, they said! Me?

      “Nigel Augustus Winterburn, who got a standing ovation for the best part of ten minutes when I played King Lear,” he said with a sigh. “But alas it wasn’t meant to be. I was not destined for the greatness I so eagerly sought, so instead, I took what I had left of my allowance and left Earth for an adventure, an adventure that took me here.”

      Another scream, followed by something hitting flesh.

      “If you don’t mind me saying, you don’t look the type to be involved with the theatre. When I look at you I don’t get lover of the fine arts—owner of a dive bar, yes, cutthroat pirate who works on a boat, yes, but actor, no.”

      “That’s the beauty of it,” he said with a grin; “having the skills of an actor I could play whoever I wanted to be, plus my clientele have two brain cells between them, so it didn’t take a lot to get into this character. I paid a dentist to do this to my teeth, put on some weight, and all these tattoos and scars are cosmetic—this eyepatch is only for effect,” he said, lifting it up and giving me a wink.

      “I’m sorry to hear you had to go through all that.”

      “Nonsense! I get to test my skills on the biggest stage there is, dear boy, life! A wrong word or a misstep and I could be a goner. No, no, no, I wouldn’t give up these last few years for all the awards in the world. Plus, I have made a healthy profit from this bar. If there’s one thing miscreants like to do more than breaking the law, it’s spending their ill-gotten gains on alcohol.”

      I tilted my head to the side. The bar had gone suspiciously quiet. Getting up to my hands and knees I peeked my head over the bar and saw nothing but chaos.

      Willis stood in the centre of the bar, face cut, blood dripping onto his shirt, eyes scanning wildly for his next opponent. He swayed back and forth as I came towards him with my hands held up.

      “Willis, it’s me, Quinton. You OK?”

      His head moved towards me and he mumbled something inaudible before I caught him as he fell forward. He was snoring before his head hit my shoulder.

      I looked around at the broken chairs and tables and gave Nigel an apologetic shrug. “Sorry for destroying your bar.”

      “Pshh, don’t worry about it, my good man, I was getting bored of this character anyway. I think it’s time I took my talents elsewhere and see what else the galaxy has to offer.”

      I took a step forward but staggered under Willis’s weight; he looked heavier than he seemed. “You don’t mind giving me a hand with him, do you?”

      “It would be my pleasure, my good man.”
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      We both struggled under the weight of Willis while we manoeuvred from one boat to the next. Although the water was still I wasn’t used to walking between the planks and boats like the little children who passed us by, running and hopping without a care.

      I still couldn’t get my head around the view surrounding me. Some boats were tied together forming large living quarters almost like apartment blocks for families, with clothes hanging between washing lines and children playing or jumping in the water; other sections of the city acted as a food market, or a clothes market, or ship repairs for the thousands of boats that came and went.

      “Never seen anything like it, have you?” Nigel asked.

      “No, I can’t say I have—it’s amazing.”

      “Most of these people you see around us, their feet will never touch dry ground for as long as they live. They become ill if they do, it’s like a form of reverse seasickness; it’s truly fascinating. Some families spend their entire lives tied to the city, forever floating, forever staying right here. Others wander the waters of this great planet much like water  gypsies, living off the water and trading their way through life. Smugglers use these waters to deliver cargo to certain points of the planet where they can be collected by ships. It truly is—”  

      Nigel kept on talking but I had stopped listening. My eyes grew wide while I turned my head towards a face I had daydreamed about, that I had dreamed about, that I had wanted to talk to since the day she had walked out of my life. 

      It was Poppy. Same face. Same posture. Hair jet black instead of light brown and tied back with a red scarf; she wore large golden hoop earrings that stopped my heart, which she dragged out of my chest. She was some way ahead of us but soon would be lost amongst the crowd.

      “Nigel, I want you to take my friend here and drop him off near the docks where all the ships land and take off. You should see a dark-skinned man with a bald head and a tattoo of a gun target above his temple, wearing tinted sunglasses; you can hand Willis over to him. If not, just lean him up against the closest thing to a post. I think I have just seen someone I desperately need to talk to. Can you do that for me?” I asked, getting my words out in one swift breath.

      “It would be my pleasure, my good man.”

      I patted him on the shoulder and took off as fast as I could; I pushed people out of the way causing many to hurl abuse at me but I didn’t care, I only needed to get to her. To touch her, to tell her how I felt, to explain.

      I grabbed a pole as the deck under my feet rocked and I was nearly thrown into the water. Cursing under my breath I re-righted myself and took off once again. People got in my way, children got under my feet, the smoke from fish being fried stung my eyes, clothes on the overhead lines flapped in my face until I was confused and didn’t know which way was left and which way was right. I turned my head from left to right trying to get my bearings and saw a flash of red up ahead. Gritting my teeth I took off after it, causing more people to yell at me as I pushed one man into the water, where he grabbed a fruit seller and tipped his fruit stall into the water behind them.

      I didn’t know what I would say to her once I got in front of her, but getting in front of her was the only thing on my mind. 

      The only thing I cared about. The only thing that mattered. 

      I had wasted so much of my life living in regret, wishing I would say something different, do something different, looking back at a life I had wasted so much because I didn’t have the strength—the courage—to say what I truly meant, to take what I truly wanted. 

      But that would end today. That would end now.

      I took a corner all too quickly and tripped, skidding along my front until I came to a painful stop. 

      Lifting my head up I saw my travel had taken me towards a dead end; nothing but the side of a boat greeted me as I got slowly up to my feet and heard footsteps behind me. Turning slowly I expected to find Poppy grinning at me, for being so stupid, for being so careless, but instead I was greeted by five men who had multiple bruises and cuts. They stared my way and said nothing as I got slowly back up to my feet.

      “Can I help you?” I asked.

      “Yeah, you can help us alright, you can help us by telling us where your ginger prick of a friend ran off to. If you think he’s gonna get away with what he did to us back there, then he has another think coming.”

      “Look,” I said, starting to back up but stopping as I realised there was nothing behind me but a dead end, “whatever my friend did is on him. He got a little too drunk and took off after the fight ended—wherever he is now I couldn’t tell you, all I know is—”

      I sprinted forward, breaking through the circle of men, and took a hard right. Footsteps thundered after me as I sprinted with all my might. 

      “Don’t let that land-loving pussy escape!” shouted someone from behind me.

      Despite the seriousness of the situation I still chuckled at the threat that had directed at me. It was the first of its kind I had heard and the child in me couldn’t help but laugh; the laughter stopped though, as soon as my face connected with a plank of plywood. It staggered me backwards as stars danced in front of my face forcing me to shake my head, but as soon as they had cleared, they returned as someone smashed me in the face once again with the plank.

      I dropped to the deck dazed as I heard chuckles off in the distance. 

      Shit. I was in bad shape, really bad shape.

      The first boot connected with my ribs, lifting me up and dumping me back down. I tried to steady my nerves by taking in deep breaths. I tried to recall everything I had learnt from the time spent in the Training Room with Willis. 

      I had been stupid.

      I had allowed emotion to cloud my senses and chased after some image I had seen of Poppy, but thinking back now, I wasn’t too sure if it was really her or not. As another boot sank into my side, I couldn’t honestly say what I had seen; I had been sure at the time but now getting an undeserved beating all because of Willis’s temper I could have been wrong. It could have just been something that I wanted to see.

      I relaxed my body as I waited for the next kick to come and latched onto the incoming boot, pulling it towards me as I rolled to my feet; I heard a shout of surprise before I saw the face of my attacker as I brought my elbow down on his kneecap, popping it out of place.

      The shout turned into a scream as I uppercutted him in the groin repeatedly and kicked the leg he was standing on out from underneath him. 

      I got up to my feet and kicked him in the head for good measure, putting an end to his movements as I sent him to la-la land. 

      One down. Five to go.

      The man who had hit me in the face with the plank of wood had hidden in the shadows while the other five members of the group confronted me. It was a smart play on their end covering the escape route but also covering their rear. I had underestimated them from the start. It wasn’t a mistake I would make again. 

      I patted my body and frowned as I found I was weaponless. Apart from the man with the wood, the group themselves appeared to be unarmed, which I counted among my small blessings, I was outnumbered but I could win if I didn’t let fear take me.

      “Look,” I said, holding my hands up in a sign of peace, “I apologise for what my friend did back there, but beating me up won’t get back at him. Willis is a major dick and he’ll only find it funny that I took a beating instead of him, so if that’s your plan it won’t work.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that, but you know how it is, the rules state if you’re in a fight and you can’t find the main guy who started it then you attack his friend—it’s Man Code 101,” said one of my attackers.

      “What?” I asked in disbelief. “What sort of bullshit code is that?”

      “I don’t make the rules, my friend, I just enforce them.”

      “Well fuck you, and your code. Now I won’t feel so bad kicking your ass a second time,” I said, planting my feet firmly underneath me and squaring my shoulders up.

      The confidence threw them off but I now knew what I had to do. I had to treat this just like every scenario Willis had put me through in training. I would no longer cower through situations like these, I would no longer be a sheep to be bullied by some mongrels—I would show them what desperation and fear had made of me.

      I would show them how hard I had worked for my freedom.

      “Come on then, you water-loving pussies! Let’s be having ya!”

      The first one rushed me with nothing but rage. I ducked the first two clumsy punches he threw and got inside his guard and rammed the top of my head under his chin, causing him to bite his tongue. He yelled in pain, clutching his mouth, and went to speak but I jammed my fingers in his throat, cutting off his words. He dropped to his knees gurgling as I grabbed the back of his head and drove my knee into his face.

      I allowed him to drop to the deck as I leapt back from a wild overhead right. The left punch my attacker threw I took on my shoulder, rolled with the right cross, and came right up his guard with an uppercut that snapped his head backwards and allowed me to roundhouse kick him in the head.

      He collapsed upon one of his fallen colleagues, left leg twitching.

      Three to go.

      They looked between each other, no one wanting to make the first move, I inched forward and they inched back; they inched forward and I inched back. They had seen the lack of success of their friends and didn’t want the same fate happening to them. A groan on the floor drew my attention to one of the men who I had beaten; he began to stir and pick himself back up off the deck but I kicked him in the head once more, putting him back to sleep.

      “You asshole!” screamed the man holding the plank. “He was just getting up.”

      I gave an unfussed shrug, which caused him to storm towards me as he yelled in rage. I ducked and dodged his weapon as he swung it towards me, waiting for the right time to attack. Every time I tried to close the distance he would leap back out of hitting range.

      “What the fuck is that?” I asked, pointing behind him. I chuckled as he took the bait and looked around, I dived forward and grabbed the plank but he yanked it back and I was absolutely willing to oblige as I let go and allowed him to smash the wood into his own face.

      Blood dripped down his nose as I kicked him in the leg and grabbed the plank from him, smashing it into his stomach and across the back of his head, knocking him to the floor. I heard footsteps coming towards me and turned just in time to see the last two remaining goons come my way.

      I swung the wood I was holding but it was no use as they ducked low and both grabbed me around the waist, taking me off my feet and into the water behind me.

      We landed with a splash.

      I expected the water to be cold. I was mistaken.

      It was warm like bath water, but that didn’t matter much as it invaded my nostrils when I tried to breathe. Hitting the water winded me and now my body was trying desperately to get back what it had lost. It also didn’t help that I had two pairs of hands trying to drown me.

      The men that had thrown me into the water were trying to drag me down deeper and deeper into the murky depths. The more I struggled the further we sunk. I tried to kick. I tried to punch. I tried to get them off me but they were more at home in this element than I was.

      A face flashed past me and I saw a smile plastered on it.

      Panic set in as my vision started to go dark.

      I fought as hard as I could and tried to push away the thoughts of my demise, but the harder I found it to breathe, the darker my vision became, the more the panic took hold of my limbs.

      That same face flashed across my vision, smile larger than before, and it pissed me off. It angered me. It taunted me.

      Grabbing hold of the nearest man I could, I launched myself forward and sunk my teeth into his flesh; pulling away I saw a chunk of his nose missing as he let go of me and put his hands to his face. I drove the back of my head into the man that was holding me from behind and felt a sense of joy as he relaxed his grip.

      Kicking my feet with everything I had I looked up and could see the surface of the water not too far away. I kicked and pulled with my arms with everything I had, as my lungs burned and my limbs grew weaker by the second. I lifted my face up in the water as I was about to break the surface but found myself going back down.

      I looked down and saw one of my attackers holding my leg.

      No. No. No!

      I tried to kick him, but my movements were weak and the strike didn’t have its desired effect. It was all I could do to try again but this time the attack was even weaker and my vision had gone to nothing but pinpricks of light.

      I fought what was coming. I struggled against it. But in the end, there was nothing I could do as my vision darkened and I was dragged to the bottom of the river.
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      I felt something soft on my lips. I felt something brushing the side of my face. Then I felt something hit me in the chest and I was rolling over to throw up all the water I had swallowed.

      It burned coming up.

      I coughed and splattered while what felt like an endless amount of water just kept on coming out of me; I slapped my chest while water not only poured from my mouth but also from my nose. I stayed like that until water stopped pouring out of me like a busted mains pipe; I collapsed onto my back and looked up at the evening sky. 

      The sun was slowly setting over a few stray clouds making them pinky-blue; the scene had a stillness about it that made the sunset one of the most beautiful I had ever seen. That could also be because I had survived death, but either way, I wasn’t complaining.

      A pair of eyes that I could get lost in all day entered my field of vision. They looked down upon me and took in my face, while I looked up into them and felt my heart stop.

      “I’ve been looking for you.”

      “I didn’t want to be found,” replied Poppy.

      She said nothing else as we just stared into each other’s eyes. I don’t know how much time passed but goosebumps spread along my body making me shiver.

      “Thank you for saving me.”

      She smiled. A smile I had missed. A smile that warmed me up.

      “I thought you had it handled, but when I realised you weren’t going to surface I thought you might need a helping hand. You’ve gotten better though; I remember when we first met you couldn’t even throw a punch.”

      “Willis has been teaching me. He may be a bastard sometimes but the man is a fine teacher.”

      “Yes he is, one of the most dangerous men I’ve ever had the trouble to come across in my long life.”

      I said nothing as I looked around me and noticed we weren’t where the fight had taken place. We were on a boat that didn’t look much different to the ones around me. Longer than it was wide, it had a makeshift house embedded in the middle of it and wooden handrails along the edges to protect the people on board from falling into the water. 

      I got up to my feet and took in the boat I was on properly. It reminded me of the ancient boats still used in some parts of Thailand. The paint was peeling in multiple places and as I placed my weight on part of the railing it groaned and sagged under my weight making me leap back in caution.

      “Yeah,” Poppy said sheepishly, “the old girl isn’t the fastest, the prettiest or the most manoeuvrable, but she’s well kept and hasn’t failed me yet.”

       I patted the boat and grimaced as a splinter got stuck in my finger.

      “It’s home.”

      “You have a home,” I replied.

      She said nothing but walked away.

      I sighed as I took in a deep breath and closed my eyes while I looked up towards the sky. A mother called her children inside to eat, the hushed tones of an argument not wanting to be overheard were still carried on the breeze, the soft moaning of a couple doing only what couples do best could just be heard over the soft splashing of the water against the hull of the boats as the wind picked up.

       An old man with a straw hat lying in a hammock saluted with the beer he was holding my way. As I turned and went to look for Poppy. I didn’t have to go far before I found her.

      Amaretto and Coke in hand she sat in a chair positioned behind the helm of the boat. Her feet were up on the dashboard and her hair was loose and free of the red scarf that she had been wearing, allowed to cascade down her shoulders.

      She wore a tight tank top that enhanced her curves; I tried not to stare but I couldn’t help it.

      “So,” I said, tearing my eyes away from her, “how have you been?”

      “Good, can’t complain. After I left I was going to wander the stars like I have done before, see where my travels take me—there are so many places and planets I have not seen yet, that I have only read about, that have been discovered by man and then abandoned again—yet for some reason, I couldn’t leave this small little rock.

      “Time and time again I would depart for an off-world flight but I would never make it; something would always come up. Then I found this place, and it just seemed a right fit for me at the right time. I have done more thinking, travelling these waters alone, than I have ever done any time in my life.”

      “Any time in your life,” I repeated. “How old are you?

      “What does that matter?”

      “It’s just a question.”

      She bit back her response and took a sip of her drink.

       I couldn’t help but stare again. The way she talked. The way she drank. The way my mind screamed for me to touch her body was all so—

      “Human?”

      “Huh?”

      “You were thinking,” she said, “that I look so human. Don’t deny it, I can see it in your eyes.”

      “I, I, I—do you have anything to drink?”

      “Top drawer on the right.”

      I nodded my head in thanks and pulled open the drawer to be greeted with nothing but bottles of rum, I looked back at Poppy with a raised eyebrow.

      “Sorry,” she said with a shrug, “that’s what they mostly drink around here.”

      Suppressing a sigh, I grabbed a bottle and a half clean glass and poured myself a large shot. Taking a sip I allowed it to warm me up. I downed my glass and poured myself another. Keeping hold of the bottle I made my way towards her and took a seat on one of the threadbare chairs that fought for room in the little space.

      “I’m old…. really old. I was the first-ever humanoid AI to be created. This was before WW3 even started. Years before the rumours started to come into effect and tensions were slowly mounting amongst the nations I was being designed by a genius called Alvis Boman. Genius doesn’t really cut it—he was a mind that came along every thousand years. A Leonardo da Vinci mixed with Nikola Tesla and a touch of Albert Einstein.

      “Alvis was the only thing I ever knew that came close to being a father. He built me piece by piece, improving upon me each and every passing year. It was said that what he was doing could never be done but he wasn’t one to allow naysayers to deter him. He loved a challenge and the harder the task the more readily he would rise to it. It was with something akin to shock for both of us when WW3 started. He was so entrenched in his work that it took him by surprise—even more so when he heard the news of other AIs being built to enter the battlefield. Someone had stolen some of his designs and had sold the designs to whoever could afford it.

      “They weren’t up to his standard, not by a long shot, and they were mostly unthinking machines with a higher capability for killing. But still, that didn’t stop the public tarring every AI with the same brush; if it looked alike then it must be alike, right?”

      I opened my mouth to say people wouldn’t be so quick to judge but I remembered how humanity had acted throughout the ages and closed it again.

      “I was hidden at first while he continued to work on me, continued to make me better than the rest, continued to improve my IQ, continued to give me weapons I didn’t understand at first. Then he sent me out into the world to explore. To see and experience things which only first-hand experience can give you. At first I didn’t venture very far, then as the days turned into months I journeyed further and further afield. What I saw changed me.

      “The death. The monstrosity of mankind. The ruthlessness of it all. The suffering.

      “I fought back. At first, I was taking out only AI machines. It was poetic in a sense that one of their own was their greatest threat. I worked tirelessly doing what I could and after it was all said and done, I really don’t know if I made a difference. Humans still found a way to kill one another. Suffering still happened. People still despised what they didn’t know.”

      “How can you say that you didn’t make a difference?” I asked, “You saved thousands—”

      “I only told you part of the story; the other, the dark part, had me killing political figureheads, competitors of Alvis, and rights activists.”

      “But at least you stopped a war.”

      Poppy barked a laugh and took a gulp of her drink’ “There is still war, Quinton, now it’s just down under the disguise of banks and corporations.”

      I thought back to my treatment by Xcorp and could only nod silently to myself at her words, Gregory and the people on the board wanted nothing more than to get their hands on the designs to build AIs. Build them and then what?

      War was still illegal but assassinations were not. War was a costly endeavour that cost billions to fund and destroyed the prime estate that you were hoping to acquire. What better way than to have silent killers that could take out your main opponents without a fuss?

      Political heads, world leaders, members of the board, the list went on and on.

      “So you see, nothing has changed from all those hundreds of years ago. Man appears to never learn from their past mistakes.”

      I drained my glass and poured myself another as we locked eyes. Looking away I thought of all the things I wanted to say, all the things I wanted to apologise for, all the things I wanted to ask, but despite all that one question kept on resurfacing no matter how much I pushed it away.

      “Ask it,” she said.

      “I have nothing to—” I began but stopped myself and looked away again. Then, taking a deep breath, I looked her in the eye. “How are you so lifelike… I mean, the way you speak, the way you talk, the way you move, the way you feel—” I shook my head. “I mean you feel so real.”

      A hurt look passed across her face forcing me to my feet and making me wave my hands in front of me apologetically.

      “I don’t mean it like that, of course I know you’re real, I mean… I mean, shit! I don’t know what I mean.”

      “It bothers you I look like this?” she asked.

      “No, of course not, just it takes a bit getting used to knowing you’re not alive—no, I didn’t mean that, I mean it just takes a bit of getting used to knowing you’re a machine and not human.”

      “What is human?” she demanded, getting to her feet. “Are you human because you are birthed? Because there are plenty of humans who are born by IVF. Are you human because you have a beating heart? Because I can show you mine! I have seen the worst atrocities committed by so-called humans, things they have done that would shame beasts and demons alike.”

      “I—”

      “Are you upset we slept together?”

      “No, it’s not—” I began but couldn’t meet her eyes.

      “That’s it! Isn’t it? You’re upset and angry because you slept with a robot instead of a real woman”She came forward and I took a step back. I had never seen her so angry, so furious, not when she was fighting Gregory’s machines, not in all the fights we had been involved with, not even when our lives were in danger.

      “Did it hurt your pride? Did it make you feel less of a man?”

      “No.”

      “You’re lying,” she spat. “I can tell, you know,” she said, tapping the side of her head.

      “What do you want from me, Pop! I don’t know what to tell you. I go from finding a woman who means the world to me, who I would do anything for, who makes me feel like a schoolboy again, who has made me feel things I haven’t for a long time, and I find out she’s—”

      I couldn’t finish my sentence.

      “Oh, I see. It’s because you fell for a machine. I see.”

      “No, it’s not—”

      But she was already out the door. I gave chase but by the time I got outside she was already gone.

      I gripped the sides of my head and tried to bite down the frustration that wanted to burst forth but I failed.

      “Fucking fuck!”
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      I got back to the meeting point dragging my feet, with the rum bottle I had gotten from Poppy’s still in my hand; I took a swig and looked at the beautiful night sky and felt disgusted. Without light pollution and air traffic, the stars sparkled and shone like diamonds hanging from the neck of a beautiful heiress. They begged to be looked at; they begged to be admired.

      They made me sick.

      Moving forward on legs that didn’t seem as stable as they once were, I bumped into someone who gave me a disgruntled look, which I returned right back.

      “What you looking at?” 

      The man went to step forward but noticed the glint in my eye and decided against it, waving his hands dismissively in my direction as he turned around and walked away. 

      “About time,” called Willis.

      I turned around and could see him and Tuari waiting for me next to our little craft, while José spoke to a man dressed in fine silks with a large hoop gold nose ring and more rings on his finger than I could count. They were arguing back and forth while José pointed at black cases piled up along the docks; the man responded with a shrug, which only enraged José further.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “You are witnessing the joy of dealing with second-rate merchants, my good man,” Tuari said with an easy smile. “They are greedier than your local taxman and more cutthroat than your local bank. Apparently there were meant to be two crews picking up The Lady’s cargo from this dock but the second crew never turned up so, he wants us to take all of it. Normally that wouldn’t be a problem but we can’t store all of it, nor is it safe for us to carry such a load.”

      “Why isn’t it safe?” I asked.

      “One of the main reasons aircrafts crash is because they’re carrying too heavy a load than they can withstand. All throughout history from pirate ships to the Nuestra Señora de Atocha Spanish treasure gallon back on Earth, ships have been dropping out of the skies or sinking beneath the waves because her crew were too greedy in loading their prize.”

      “We’re not taking all of it!” said José.

      “Once The Lady hears you refuse to take her goods, how do you think she shall react, huh?” said the merchant, jowls wobbling as he spoke. 

      “Listen, man, I don’t care what she thinks. I was sent to collect a section amount of this cargo and that’s what I’ll do; if the rest doesn’t get delivered to her then it’s on you and it’s on the other crew that failed to turn up.”

      “This is outrageous! I have never dealt with such a lack of professionalism in my life. Wait till she hears about this, just you wait!” said the merchant, inching closer and closer towards José. The closer he got the more José stayed still and looked at the man over the top of his sunglasses. “You flyboys think you’re all the same, walking around like your shit don’t stink and you’ve got a big piece between your legs but I’ll tell you what, you lot are nothing but errand boys, garbage men that do nothing but collect other people’s shit because you’re not smart enough to do anything else! Your mothers—”

      The blow came out of nowhere, knocking the merchant to the floor. Blood poured from his nose and men rushed towards his aid as others tried to surround José, but a whistle from Willis had them turning around so they could see both him and Tuari pointing guns in their direction. The crowd looked uncertain what to do, as José grabbed the merchant by the shirt and lifted him up to his feet. 

      He whispered something in his ear that none could hear, but blood drained from the merchant’s face as José continued to talk.

      “He shouldn’t have talked about his mum,” Tuari said with a headshake. “One thing that gets the boss madder than hell is having someone speak ill of his mother.” 

      As I was about to open my mouth Willis cut me off. “Don’t ask—if he wants you to know he’ll tell you.”

      “Whatever,” I said with an eye-roll, making my way towards the ship. 

      “Where do you think you’re going?” Willis asked, grabbing my arm. “There’s still all this shit to load up, it’s not going to get done by itself.”

      “Well, you’d better get to it, hadn’t ya, gingernuts.” 

      “What was that?” Willis growled under his breath.

      “I said, you’d better get to it, gingernuts, it’s about time you did some work around here, instead of having everyone else carry your ass all the time.”

      “You’d better watch your damn—”

      “Oh, shut up Willis! Since I’ve been on this crew all you’ve done is bark orders and do very little else. I’m tired of cleaning up after you, I’m tired of dragging your drunk ass out of one dive bar after the next because you’re too drunk to walk out and I’m tired of taking orders from you! You ain’t my captain, you ain’t my leader. And you sure as hell ain’t my boss! So if you want me to do something for you can ask nicely or you can piss off!” I said, giving him the middle finger to illustrate my point further. 

      He took a step forward, scowl on his face, but I came towards him, eyes narrowed, ready for war. 

      “Oh, praise the Lord, look who’s found a pair. I was beginning to think you had nothing between your legs but a smooth mould. How wrong I was,” he said.

      “Why don’t I show you how big—”

      “Lower your handbags, ladies,” Tuari said, getting between us, but I didn’t hear him as my anger, fuelled by rum, had taken over my brain and wanted nothing more than to hit something very, very hard. I tried to push past him but he placed one of his bear-like paws on my chest and shoved me back.

      “I said…! Lower your handbags. Willis, go and see if José needs any help.” Willis didn’t move, until Tuari turned to face him giving him his full attention. “Go, and, help, José.”

      Willis sent a look of fury my way as he turned on his heel and sulked off towards José, Tuari turned towards me and said nothing as he looked at the nearly empty rum bottle in my hand and just shook his head. 

      “How was she?” he asked.

      I pinched the bridge of my nose and let out a sigh, but said nothing.

      “That good. huh?”

      “Yeah, that good,” I replied.

      “You’re no use to anyone in the state you are in; get on board the ship and try to catch a quick twenty-minute nap. I doubt we’ll be leaving here anytime soon.”

      I opened my mouth to respond but as I took a step forward, I stumbled and tripped, dropping the bottle I held in my hand. It crashed onto the dock making a pair of birds that rested on nearby poles take flight.

      “Maybe I better take a nap.”

      “I think it’s best,” Tuari said patting me on the shoulder and leaving me to my thoughts.
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      I woke up to shouting and shaking.

      Upon opening my eyes I slammed them shut against the blaring red light that felt like piercing red-hot needles trying to enter my skull through my eyelids. I slowly opened one eye, then another as I looked around me and wished that I hadn’t.

      Smoke filled the craft’s cabin I was in, and the flashing red warning light was now accompanied by a blaring sound that tried to alert everyone to the danger we were in. What danger could have befallen us from the time of my taking a nap on our ship to this I didn’t know but it didn’t look good.

      “What is going on?” I shouted over the noise.

      “Oh look, Sleeping Beauty has now decided to join us,” Willis replied with as much snark as he could as he held a white-knuckle grip on the harness straps that kept him in his chair.

      “We’re losing altitude and fast!” Tuari said.

      “How bad is the damage?” José asked.

      Tuari pressed and clicked dials as he fought with the controls of the little ship. “We’ve lost one engine and—”

      The ship shook violently throwing me against the side of my chair.

      “And there goes the other. There’s nothing I can do now but land this sucker and hope for the best.”

      “Release the cargo crates, they’re fitted with trackers and devices which should inflate, making them float to the surface,” said José.

      “Wait, we’re still above water? How far did we travel after takeoff?” I asked.

      “Just over five miles,” Tuari said as he wrestled with the ship’s controls.

      “What happened?”

      “Opening cargo bay doors now!” Tuari said.

      “Wait! Is that a good idea?” I screamed at the top of my lungs but it was already too late.

      Another alarm overrode the warning siren as the cargo bay doors opened. I gritted my teeth against the wind that rushed through the opening and tried not to stare at the rushing water far too close for comfort. Willis mouthed something next to me but I couldn’t hear anything he said; I gave him a shake of the head and pointed to my ears, which made him crack up in laughter.

      I looked at him as if he was crazy as he made the sign of the cross and closed his eyes with a smile.

      The mechanical straps that held the cargo in place unclipped as Tuari released them one by one. The crates stayed stationary for a moment or two then slid backwards sliding down the cargo bay and tumbling out of the ship one by one.

      José gave Tuari the thumbs up and the cargo bay doors slowly raised but stopped halfway. Concerned looks passed between the pair as they looked behind them; I followed their gaze and saw that one of the crates had gotten jammed in between the cargo bay doors. It prevented the door from closing.

      Tuari said something to José but I couldn’t hear what it was over the wind. He pointed to the crate and shook his head, giving me all the information that I needed.

      I unstrapped myself and got up to my feet, falling over as the ship shook. Crawling along on my hands and feet I stopped every so often as the ship lurched violently sideways. The rushing water below was now even closer than before as I finally made it to the crate and loosened it.

      It was stuck on the hinge of the cargo bay door. I pulled and pushed but it was of no use.

      I pulled myself to my feet and braced myself against the wall as I stomped on the top of the crate. It moved an inch, and I felt hope swell inside me as I stomped on it again and again, as the sirens and alarms around me increased in volume.

      Planting my weight against the wall I jumped up and slammed down with everything I had with both feet, breaking the crate free, but in my eagerness to release the crate I hadn’t given any thought to the fact that I wouldn’t be standing on anything once the crate came loose.

      The crate came loose and fell away and my feet went with it as they followed it downward.

      My stomach dropped out of my ass as I saw a flash of blue before my hands grabbed onto anything I could reach. I dangled by my hands legs kicking nothing but thin air, to see Willis holding onto his stomach while he roared in laughter at my plight.

      Holding on with all the strength that I could find, I pulled myself up and got my stomach over the lip of the ramp and landed flat on my stomach, I breathed a sigh of relief as I got up on shaky legs and looked up to see Willis still laughing. Giving him the finger, I stepped forward but the ship groaned around me and tilted up.

      I tried desperately to grab hold of anything but I only grabbed air. I felt myself falling backwards into the void behind me.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      As those words raced through my mind, there was nothing I could do as I tumbled backwards and fell out of the craft expecting to meet my death in the waters below.
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      I struck the water and bounced once, twice, thrice. 

      After the third time, I lost count and just tried to keep myself as curled up as I possibly could. The hard slaps of my flesh hitting the water sounded like gunshots in my ears as I gritted my teeth against the feeling of more than one rib breaking.

      The ordeal finally stopped after what felt like an eternity and I found myself swallowing water as my body sunk beneath the water.  

      Disorientated. Confused. Hurt.

      I tried to swim towards the surface but the longer I swam the more panicky I became as I realised I wasn’t breaking the surface. Kicking my legs and arms I pushed harder and harder, yet it did little but cause the fear to turn my limbs to lead.

      Not again. I had nearly drowned once less than two hours ago. This must be some record if I did it again.

      I stopped.

      I stopped moving. I stopped rushing. I stopped flailing my arms around like a little girl who had seen a spider.

      I calmed my breath or what little there was of it and I just relaxed. I relaxed and opened my eyes to what was around me.

      My eyes widened in surprise at the fact that I was actually swimming downwards instead of upwards—I had gotten confused amongst the tossing and turning and had disorientated myself beyond all measure. Now, pointing the right way, I kicked with my legs and pushed upwards.

      My head broke the surface and I coughed and spluttered as I threw up the water I had swallowed. Treading water I looked around me; what I saw didn’t fill me with much hope.

      Most of the cargo we had dropped floated around me, but the ship itself was slowly sinking towards the bottom of the river. Ass up, bubbles formed around it as it slowly sank.

      I couldn’t see any of my crewmates in the darkness as I swam as fast as I could towards the wreckage.

      Shit, this was bad.

      “José! Tuari! José! Tuari!”

      I kept on swimming towards the craft, heart in mouth, as I prayed to whatever god watching that I would find survivors.

      “José! Tuari! Willis!”

      “Why I the last name that you called?” shouted Willis to my far left in the dark.

      I breathed out a sigh of relief mixed with irritation as I moved towards his voice until I could see him. With a cut down his left brow, he appeared to be OK as he swam steadily towards me.

      “Where are the others?”

      “How am I meant to know? I barely had time to escape that death trap before it went under. And you still haven’t asked my question, why was I the last name you called?”

      Ignoring him I turned my attention towards the craft and swam towards it. I looked around to see if I could see José and Tuari but I had no luck.

      “José! Tuari!”

      No response. Fuck! I knew what I had to do.

      Swimming up to the craft till I was close enough to it, I took four deep breaths, which caused a stabbing pain along my ribs reminding me they were broken, and dived.

      I prayed the adrenaline would do enough to keep the pain at bay.

      I swam through the now open cargo bay doors and kept going until I came to the cockpit. 

      Flashing red lights made it feel like I was swimming through blood.

      Tuari was busy trying to unharness José from his chair, as he was out cold. His motor movements weren’t stable enough to do the task he was trying to do. He was running out of oxygen and it was making him panic.

      I tapped him on the shoulder and pointed towards the sky.

      He shook his head but I shook mine more firmly and gestured with force skywards. He looked between me and José then tapped me on the shoulder and swam for the exit.

      I unstrapped José as fast as I could; getting one strap off I felt the craft move around me as it sank faster. Hurrying with the second strap I couldn’t get it undone as I continued to feel the craft move around me. Jerking and pulling at it I was growing impatient as another set of hands appeared and started to help me.

      I looked to my side and saw Willis, who gave me a wide-eyed stare that was full of crazy; he worked with me to unstrap José and we lifted him out of his seat and swam for the exit as the craft continued to move downwards.

      Legs kicking with everything that we had, Willis and I pushed as hard as we could while the shifting metal around us threaten to pull us under. 

      It felt like an eternity but we finally broke the surface. Coughing and sputtering we swam to one of the crates we had dropped. With the help of Willis I pulled José onto the crate and looked at his still face in panic. I began pumping his chest and went to pinch his nose but Willis pushed me out of the way.

      “Get out of the way, do you even know what you’re doing?” he asked as he lifted José’s shirt and placed a round metal disc on top of his chest. Tapping the edges of it he brought it to life as lights danced along its edge. Nothing happened for a second or two, then José’s body pulsed and convulsed as the disc did its work. 

      I looked at Willis, as José still hadn’t moved apart from breathing again. Hands clasped together Willis was muttering some prayer. I looked back towards José as his body convulsed and shook again, and this time he spat up water as he rolled to his side. Willis took the device off his chest and slapped him on his back as José brought up more and more water.

      Finally, “Where are we?” José asked.

      “Still in the borough of the Floating City,” Willis replied.

      “Fuck,” said José as he laid his head back down and slipped into unconsciousness.

      “Will he be okay?” 

      “How the hell am I meant to know?” Willis snapped. “Do I look like a doctor?” 

      “No, you look like an asshole. That’s why I called your name last, because no matter what tragedy befalls a group the asshole is always the last one to die.” 

      “While,” Willis said, looking at the expanse of water which stretched out as far as the eye could see, “if we don’t find a way to get to land, we’ll all be dead eventually.”
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      “Fuck me, I’m bored,” shouted Willis, as he, Tuari and I sat on a makeshift raft we had tied together using the crates and bits of rope that Tuari had found in a bag he grabbed on his way out of the craft. 

      José lay between us, still unconscious. I looked at his still form worried he may have done more damage to himself than we were aware of but lacking any medical supplies or devices, we could only guess at what was wrong with him. He was still breathing and he would twitch every so often but apart from that, he lay as still as could be.

       It had been hours since we had crash-landed and we had not seen a soul or boat pass by. The water we were on was as slack as could be, not moving us an inch forward or backwards. With nothing else to use as a paddle we had used our hands but progress had been small, and without any sight of land we had no idea if we were going in the right direction or not. 

      “How come this river doesn’t move?” I asked. “A large body of water like this surely must travel to some sort of ocean or lake?”

      “Safe Haven,” Tuari said, “is different to Earth in that it has no oceans to speak of, only rivers and lakes. It is unique because it orbits a star and a large gas giant. They both have tidal effects on the planet, much like the Moon does on Earth. So when the gas giant or the planet’s sun are in different positions to each other or the planet, it has some very interesting effects on the planet’s water systems. Sometimes the rivers can be slack, sometimes they flow forward at a steady pace, other times the flow can be rapid; sometimes they flow in reverse, sometimes the river creates waves fifty feet high. At the moment we are in a period of slack water, but without The Kennel’s onboard computers to forecast what the weather is going to be, it’s dangerous being out here without a proper boat. There are things that lurk beneath this water that are—”

      “Well, whose bright idea was it to leave all our weapons back on The Kennel?” Willis asked

      “This was a simple collection; José was right in thinking there would be no need for weapons. Weapons tend to rub people up the wrong way, and since we were dealing with people who are in league with The Lady, we had nothing to fear.”

      “Be sure to tell the monster that swims in these waters that, when one is chewing on your dick.”

      “Well, I’m so well endowed it will probably choke to death,” Tuari said with a smirk.

      “Does this river system go all the way to Paradise Lost?” I asked.

      “It stops a good fifty miles outside of the city limits, but we would never get there just as we are; the rivers are too dangerous to navigate like this. You would need a good working knowledge of all the tides of the river, because a waterway can quickly lead to a stretch of river that will turn dry as a bone overnight, or lead us to a marshy plain. Not to mention we would be prime targets for river bandits, travellers, and anyone feeling lucky enough to take our cargo,” said Tuari.

      “Plus we ain’t got no food, water, medical supplies or anything to hunt or fish with. We’re up shits creek like Moses up the river Nile. The only problem is I don’t see any Egyptian princess looking to adopt us.”

      “The only thing I don’t understand,” I asked, “is how did we crash in the first place? Was it a malfunction with the ship?”

      Willis and Tuari exchanged looks before Tuari spoke: “We were attacked.”

      “Attacked by who?”

      “If we knew that, numbnuts, we wouldn’t be here, would we?” Willis snapped.

      “We didn’t see any other vessels take off at the same time we did and because we weren’t in The Kennel we didn’t detect being attacked until we were hit. That little ship was only designed to travel from point A to B on a planet; it was made on the cheap and is a piece of junk, a smuggler’s dream really. Lucky we didn’t take a direct hit, otherwise we would have been toast,” said Tuari.

      “So where do you think the attack came from?” I asked, meeting Tuari’s gaze. He said nothing but gestured around me at the open water.
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      As the day turned into night and the slack water did nothing to improve our position, we tried to get as comfortable as our homemade craft would allow us because we could see nothing through the darkness. 

      It was a strange experience to be in.

      The first night had been spent fuelled by adrenaline as we tried to process what had happened to us and get our bearings. Now as night came again and the only thing we had to occupy our minds was boredom, it dawned on me how strange the rivers of the Floating City were.

      There was no sound from the water, the winds had died down to nothing and the overhead clouds had made the stars in the sky vanish without a trace, leaving us in total darkness. I waved my hand in front of my face and couldn’t see it. I looked out across the water and it was indistinguishable from everything around us; where the water ended and the sky began I couldn’t tell you.

       I ran my hand along the edge of the crate until I felt nothing.

      A soft snore came to my left as Willis rolled over and tried to get comfortable. How he could sleep was beyond me, but he had been snoring for what felt like hours as the night slowly slipped by.

      “So how badly did it go?” Tuari said from the darkness.

      I could try to pretend I didn’t know what he was talking about, but what would be the point? “It went… it went as well as could be expected.”

      “That good, huh?”

      “Yeah, that good.”

      Neither of us said anything as we allowed the silence to swallow up our thoughts.

      “It could have gone worse,” Tuari said.

      “I really don’t see how.”

      “Well, she could have ripped your still-beating heart from your chest and showed it to you before you died. Although she is an AI, she is still a woman or programmed like one, or whatever you want to call it, and hell has no fury like a woman scorned, so I would count yourself lucky.”

      “She wouldn’t—would she?”

      “Who knows, mate, who knows? All I know is she cares about you deeply. She may not have a regular beating heart like the rest of us, but she has more humanity in her little finger than ninety-nine percent of the people I meet. So I would try and patch up your differences if I were you, because any man would be lucky to have her attention.”

      “It doesn’t bother you she isn’t—”

      “Human? Why should it? People have fallen in and out of love with stranger things. What really makes someone human? Why should we place barriers on love? What is love anyway?”

      As Tuari fired one question after the next my way I tried to find the right answers but I couldn’t.

      He said, “In what little time I’ve been alive compared to how long this universe has been around, there’s only one thing I can be sure of: if you find someone who is willing to love you, despite your flaws, despite how you view yourself, despite how you think, if you can find someone who loves you despite all that, grab onto them and hold on, because they see something in you not even you see in yourself, and that is worth more than anything in this big old universe.”

      I thought about what he said and it made sense to me but there was still something nagging at the back of my mind. “What about her past, what about what her kind have done to—”

      “I never wanted to be an adventurer as a kid. I didn’t want to explore lost worlds or visit forgotten temples and relics left by some civilisation that had been lost in time’s memory. All I ever wanted to do was cook. Cook and be happy,” said Tuari, sliding up next to me.

      “My grandmother always used to love to say, I was born with a smile on my face and a joke clutched tightly in my right hand. I studied all the greats when it came to cooking, but I quickly found out jokes do not belong in a restaurant’s kitchen. I gritted it out at first, travelled all across the major cities of Earth, but wherever I went the attitude was always the same: the head chefs believed you had to suffer for your art, and I believed that too until one day something changed all that.”

      He said nothing for the longest while and I thought he was done speaking until he spoke so softly that I doubt I would have heard him, if it weren’t so quiet around us.

      “My mum had died—nothing too serious you understand, not like what Willis went through—she was old and had a weak heart and it finally gave out on her, but regardless of whether if your parent passes away surrounded by loved ones on the softest sheets of silk or murdered, the feeling a child experiences is still the same, it still hurts.

      “So with that in mind, I went to speak to my head chef at the time and ask him for some time off. In hindsight, I maybe didn’t pick the right time; we were understaffed that night and everyone was running around like headless chickens, but grief does terrible things to the mind and I wasn’t in the greatest frame of mind when I asked him for the time off to deal with things death drops on our laps without a moment’s notice.

      “So I asked… and he said,” Tuari cleared his throat and coughed lightly, “I asked and he said, why would my dead mother want a failure like me at her funeral when I was worth less than the shit that dripped down her leg when she gave birth to me.”

      I went to say something but a heavy hand on my shoulder stopped me so I just listened.

      “Before I knew it, I had picked up the closest frying pan to hand and hit him over the head with it. He went down hard. He hit his head on the corner of the metal worktop. There was so much blood. I panicked. I ran. I have been running for the better part of a decade or more.”

      “Sorry,” I said, but even to me, the words sounded hollow.

      “Don’t be, the only thing I regret is that I never got to go to my mother’s funeral. But you know what, I’m happier now than I’ve ever been. I still get to cook, I get to travel, and I get to have a laugh at Willis’s expense. 

      “So you see, everyone has a past they’re not proud of, that they are running away from. This line of work is filled with failed dreamers and hopeless romantics. Don’t worry so much about Poppy’s past; she can’t change it, you can’t change it, but maybe you two can create something beautiful in the present, something wonderful for the future.

      “Now if you would excuse me, I have to give Willis a makeover.”
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      My stomach rumbled as I looked at the open water under the rising sun. The sight was beautiful, as the light reflected off the water as if a million diamonds coated its surface. I tried to allow the image to take me away from my hunger, but it failed to do so as Willis’s complaining kicked open the door to my thoughts with its dirty secret police military boots.

      “I’m so borrred.”

      “Why don’t we play a game?” I asked.

      I got no response from Willis and a faint nod from Tuari.

      “Okay, I spy with my little eye something beginning with A.”

      They both looked around, trying to see if they could find anything in the vastness of empty water around us, but both turned to me in confusion as they shook their heads in defeat.

      “I spy with my little eye an annoying ginger twat who won’t shut the fuck up!”

      Tuari rolled around in laughter holding his stomach while Willis got up to his feet and stared daggers my way. “I would watch that heathen mouth of yours, unless you want to go diving after your teeth in this river.”

      About to respond I looked at the water in confusion, trying to discern if the river was playing tricks with my eyes—I saw shapes moving underneath the water. Big shapes. Shapes that normally came accompanied with teeth. 

      “Err, what is that?” I asked, pointing to whatever was swimming underneath the water.

      Tuari and Willis followed my finger and frowned as they slowly backed up towards the centre of the makeshift raft. A jagged spotted fin appeared above the water and then disappeared under it. 

      “Those things don’t look big enough to eat you, do they?” I asked. “I mean they can only be, what, five… maybe six feet?”

      “Animals don’t have to eat you whole, you dickhead! It looks big enough to take off a limb.”

      I ignored Willis and back-pedaled towards the centre of the raft with everyone else. José still lay unconscious at our feet and none of us had any weapons whatsoever to defend ourselves with while these river monsters circled around us, edging closer and closer by the minute.

      A flick of a tail splashed water onto the raft, soaking my feet.

      A fin popped up here. Another there.

      A large red eye broke the surface and stared in my direction for far too long, with all the intellect and cunning of a serial killer.

      “What sort of creatures do they have on this planet?” I asked.

      “Well, that’s an interesting question. Most of the wildlife is not native to this planet and many were brought in as meat to sustain the growing population. But in all things people are short-sighted, and animal control needed to be taken care of, so predators were included into the ecosystem, and people’s pets that had grown too big for them to care for. It’s an interesting melting pot of—”

      “The water, Tuari! What creatures live in the water? Anything dangerous? Anything we should be worried about?”

      “Oh, you should have said,” he answered, looking at me as if I were an idiot. “The rivers being as diverse as they are, they’re the only environment on this planet that still contains its native wildlife; animals not born on this planet simply can’t live in the ever-changing environment that is the waterways—”

      “Tuari! For the love of God!”

      “Don’t take His name in vain!” Willis shouted at me.

      “Is there anything big and scary that we should be worried about?”

      “Oh, plenty.”

      The craft shook under us as something from underneath bumped it. I held my breath as I looked around. Fear crept from the pit of my stomach, as I could no longer see anything moving in the water.

      Where had they gone?

      Water rolled over the sides of the craft as something created a small wave. 

      I held my hands out on either side of me as I tried to stabilise myself when another bump rocked the raft even harder. 

      “Do you know what these things are?”

      “No clue,” said Tuari. “I’ve not explored the rivers of Safe Haven enough.”

      A long shadowy body swam towards us and turned at the last minute creating a wave that washed over the raft. I held my breath as water lapped over my feet. Another body cut through the water and did the same as the first, then another and another. They worked as a pack, each creating a bigger wave than the first. Each improving on the last one’s efforts.

      We all looked at each other trying to think of what to do.

      We had no weapons.

      There was no sight of land anywhere. 

      And it would only be a matter of time before they either threw us overboard or broke the raft apart under our feet.

      “I think—” I began but didn’t get to finish as a creature with spiral horns on either side of its head and so many teeth that it couldn’t close its mouth leapt out of the water and came for me. I dropped to my stomach and felt a swoosh of air from its body as it passed over me and landed in the water behind me. I got to my feet but not before another leapt from the water and landed on the raft, teeth snapping. I leapt back as it used its pectoral fins as arms to drag itself towards us.

      “Fuck off, you shit mermaid!” Willis shouted, as he kicked it in the face sending it back into the water.

      More began leaping out of the water, some landing on the raft, others overshooting their landing and splashing back into the water.

      “What is up with these fish?” I said as I leapt back out of a pair of jaws trying to take my ankle off. I stomped on its face, pushing it off the crate as Tuari and Willis fought their own battles next to me. 

      They came with a hunger that only wild animals and crazed men had. 

      The more we knocked them off the more their blood lust appeared to increase. 

      A brown shape slid down the raft out of the corner of my eye, and I turned my head in time to see José’s limp form sliding into the water. “José!” I yelled as he slid below the surface. Leaping in after him I belly-flopped into the river and swam after his slowly disappearing face. Bubbles passed mine as I gripped him around the waist and kicked with everything I had back to the surface.

      Our faces broke the surface and I took in a big lungful of air as I cuddled José in front of me. Lucky we hadn’t gone far, as the raft was still within touching distance.

      “Take him!” I shouted, as Tuari leaned over the side and grabbed José by the front of his clothes. He pulled him back onto the raft while Willis cleared their path.

      I swam forward but stopped as a monstrous fin appeared in front of me, cutting off my path to the raft; I waited for it to move but it swam back and forth in front of me. 

      With a splash of its tail it turned to face me and swam my way. 

      Taking in a deep breath I pushed myself under the water and watched in terror as the biggest fish I had seen so far was coming towards me. It bared its teeth in what reminded me of a grin and torpedoed towards me.

      My heartbeat rocked as I waited for what I thought was sure to be my certain death.

      It opened its mouth wide and the only thing I could see was rows upon rows of teeth as I braced myself. It snapped its jaws towards me and I placed one hand on top of its mouth and another on the bottom and slammed its mouth shut.  

      It thrashed back and forth trying to get at its prey and I did the only thing that came to mind: I stabbed my finger in its eye with all the strength that I could muster.

      Its movements turned from ones of anger to ones of panic and fear as it tried to escape my grip. I held on for as long as I could and stabbed its other eye with my finger, this time going all the way to the knuckle. With a shake of the head it threw me off and swam away leaving a trail of blood behind it. Sensing blood in the water the shoal of fish turned towards their wounded colleague and pursued it. 

      With the shoal of fish fast disappearing off into the distance, I resurfaced and swam towards the raft. Lifting myself onto it, I collapsed in a heap. 

      “Well, that was exciting,” Tuari said, blocking out the sun as he stood over me.

      “Is it over?”

      “It’s not over till the fat lady sings; and as Willis has been putting on some weight around his middle lately, maybe we should ask him to give us a chorus or two.”

      “Who you calling fat you, dick weasel? Have you looked in the mirror lately?” Willis said.

      Tuari’s head snapped towards his left, brow wrinkled in thought as he placed his hand over his eyes and squinted.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Well, we could either be saved in the next five minutes, or robbed, or killed, or robbed and killed, or drobbed, tortured and killed, or—”

      “Tuari!”

      “There’s a boat coming.”

      I got to my feet and turned towards the direction of the boat as it made its way lazily towards us. Placing my hands over my eyes I too took in the sight before me and frowned. I had seen that boat before.

      With a sinking feeling of dread mixed with hope, I said nothing as the boat got closer and closer to us.

      “I think you guys may be OK, but I don’t much like my chances of survival,” I said.

      As the boat pulled up alongside us and Poppy’s face appeared over the side of the boat, Willis and Tuari turned towards me with wolfish grins and both said, “We’re not with him.”

      She looked at us with an expression that was filled not with joy, but more of the passing annoyance at finding a group of kids that had somehow found their way into the cookie jar, after being told not to. Her gaze briefly passed over my face, before going to Tuari and resting finally on Willis.

      “What’s, what’s on your face?” she said, pointing to Willis.

      “What do you mean, what’s on my face?”

      “I mean someone has drawn what appears to be a large penis across your forehead.”

      “You fucker!” Willis yelled, turning to Tuari in anger. “You didn’t have time to grab any important supplies but you had time to grab a marker!”

      “It was in my back pocket—I mean, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Like hell you don’t, I’m going to throw you off this—”

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, while the argument raged on around me. This was going to be a long boat trip.
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      We ambled up the river with Poppy at the helm. The boat moved at a snail’s pace and I wanted to ask if it moved any quicker but hadn’t built up the nerve. We had been travelling now for the best part of half a day, but the scenery still hadn’t changed, with nothing but the vastness of the open water to greet us. I hadn’t seen any land or other boats.

      The wildlife that called the water home had been the most diverse I had ever seen.

      Fish flew out of the water and skipped along the water like stones thrown by a child, others leapt out of the water and danced on the surface on their tails, their belly scales flashing vibrant shades of gold and red. Other shapes three times the size of our boat swam underneath; they were accompanied by a horde of groupie fish who trailed alongside them, either looking for leftover scraps or picking their large bodies clean of any bacteria that lived on the creatures’ large bodies.

      As we continued to travel by silence I saw why Poppy enjoyed this life. It was simple. It was easy. It was stress-free.

      I felt myself relax little by little as the hours crawled by and there was no distraction, no outside thoughts, just me and the water.

      Footsteps disturbed the peace as Tuari stopped near the entrance of the cockpit and grinned at us like a Cheshire cat. 

      “Is everything alright?” he said with a carefree smile.

      “Yeah, why wouldn’t it be?” I replied far too quickly.

      “No reason. No reason. Just wanted you to know I’ve managed to stabilise José and he should be back up on his feet in no time. The blow he took to his head was more serious than I realised. How are your ribs?”

      “They’re still tender, but that bone repair machine down below deck is amazing. How come you have all that medical equipment down there?” I asked Poppy.

      “This old ship used to belong to a doctor who lost his licence; anyone who didn’t want to visit a hospital because they would be asked too many questions came to him.”

      “What happened to him?”

      “He lost his licence because he had an addiction to pills; they took his life. I got this place on the cheap from the local boating yard as no one wanted to claim it,” Poppy said, not looking my way.

      “Well,” Tuari said, filling in the awkward silence, “his loss is our gain. It was a tight squeeze, but we have loaded all the cargo down in the hold below. Hopefully, we can get to Paradise Lost without any trouble.”

      “I’m not going that far,” said Poppy.

      Tuari and I shared a look but said nothing.

      “I’ll take you to the nearest settlement, where you’ll be able to radio for help, but I’m not going to Paradise Lost. My crew days are over.”

      She said it with such a stamp of finality that neither Tuari nor I knew what to say. 

      “I’ve been giving it a lot of thought and maybe it’s time—”

      “Why don’t you hold onto those thoughts for the time being?” Tuari said, cutting her off. “There’s no need to make any rash decisions now. How far is the nearest settlement?”

      “Two days, three at the most.”

      “Well, let’s not do anything we regret just yet,” Tuari said. “There will be plenty of time for that later.”

      He left the way he came, leaving me and Poppy once again in silence.

      I stared at her out of the corner of my eye while my hands shifted from my pockets to the wooden railing to my thighs. I opened my mouth to say something, but the words caught on the barbed wire in my throat, refusing to come out. 

      “You don’t have to say anything—my mind is already made up.”

      I nodded my head slowly and tried to bite back the comment that shot out of my mouth but it was too late. “You never listen to anything I have to say, so what’s the point?”

      “What did you say!”

      Fuck it. I had already pulled the pin; there was no use in trying to minimise the damage.

      “You heard me! You never gave me a chance to explain myself the first time I found out and you didn’t give me a chance back at the Floating City. You’re so sure of how you think I feel about you, that you’ve never taken the time to actually learn how I truly feel.”

      “Is that so?” said Poppy, placing both hands on her hips. “So the back-pedaling you did when you first saw what was underneath all this, I just imagined it? The way your heartbeat rose as if I was about to attack you, the way you looked at me with such disgust that you couldn’t meet my eyes, the way you didn’t know what to say, the way—”

      “I was in shock! Can’t a person be in shock when the person they’re involved with isn’t human?”

      “It was more than shock! I’ve got it recorded all up here, you know,” she said, pointing to her brain. “I can play it for you if you wish. It’s one of the many things that my kind is so good at, dissecting images and film so we can see where weakness lies. So we can see what’s true and false.”

      “You know what, Poppy, just… just… argh!” I threw my hands up in the air and stormed off, nearly colliding with Willis, who said nothing as I left the pair behind.
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      A day had come and gone with me avoiding everyone to the best of my abilities, despite the small confines of the ship. Poppy and I hadn’t spoken, which suited me just fine. What was there left to say? She had her opinion of me and no matter what I said it wouldn’t change what she thought.

      How had life gotten so messy?

      I threw back my head and laughed. When wasn’t life messy?

      Not so long ago I had a wife who didn’t love me and was sleeping with my boss, a job I hated with a passion, and a boss who was trying to kill me because I held the information to bring about another war.

      I shook my head as I allowed my feet to dangle above the water; I sat on the deck of the ship and looked up at the stars wishing life was simpler.

      Footsteps came to a stop next to me and José took a seat by my side. He puffed on his cigar while he handed me an empty glass that he then poured a large portion of rum into. Topping up his own glass he clinked my glass with his then took a long sip. I followed suit, allowing the contents of the glass to warm my stomach.

      “You look well, all things considered.”

      He smiled, taking a long draw, then exhaled a column of thick white smoke. “The only things I would miss if I was gone would be the delicate taste of fine rum, and the warm embrace of a cigar. I pray wherever I go after this life, I get to enjoy those simple pleasures.”

      “The simple things in life.”

      “Life is never simple, boyo, life is never simple.”

      “I thought it would be when I left my old self behind, but I found that like a snake I had only shed the top layer while the body remained the same.”

      José said nothing as he topped up my glass.

      “Why are we risking our lives for this cargo?” I asked softly.

      “Because it’s valuable.”

      “Is that what we are now, The Lady’s personal arms dealers? When you offered me a place on this crew, I knew we would work outside the law more often than not and I was OK with that. Picking up and delivering the latest firearms is one thing but what we got from the Jungle doesn’t differentiate between adult and child. If she releases that in any borough or planet, there will be mass murder the likes of which I do not want to imagine, and I don’t think I can be OK with that.”

      “Is this something you have been thinking on for a while?”

      “Yes.”

      “So, what are you saying?” José said slowly.

      “That we should reconsider this deal.”

      José barked a laugh and shook his head. “We are too far down the rabbit hole for that, mi amigo.”

      “Isn’t there anything we can do?” 

      “If we had the full cargo we picked up in good working condition then maybe, maybe, we could have worked out some way to get us out of this mess, but as it stands we are missing more than half the cargo we collected in the Jungle and more than two-thirds of what we picked up in the Floating Village. Even if we deliver what we have for The Lady we will still be in her debt; now that debt may need to be paid off either by working it off or by paying it off. Whichever way you look at it we’re screwed.

      “If I realised what we were collecting I would have turned it down, but hindsight is twenty-twenty and now we have to work out how to make a bad situation manageable.”

      “But the problem still remains—don’t you see, we can’t deliver even one of those dirty bombs to her. Not one.”

      José pinched the bridge of his nose while he allowed a heavy sigh to pass through him. “I’m getting too old for this, boyo. There was a time the most dangerous thing I had to capture or steal was some stupid painting from some rich asshole. Now I’m involved in chemical warfare and AIs.

      “Do you know it was Poppy who got wind of what Xcorp was trying to do? It was her that poked, nagged and pleaded and argued, till she had us draw up a plan so we could retrieve the information from them.

      “Then there was the added pressure of The Lady wanting what your company had, so we had to position ourselves so we would be the only crew that she used. It took a lot of planning but it was worth it. Now months later I’ve got another little voice whispering in my ear telling me to do the right thing.”

      “What’s so wrong with doing the right thing?” I asked.

      “Because everyone does the right thing—the thing that’s right for them.”

      I opened my mouth but didn’t know what to say so I took a sip from my glass. Maybe he had a point, maybe I was just doing this for my own selfish reasons. My hands were hardly clean. I had spilt enough blood of my own and something told me before this was over I would spill plenty more.

      “Talking about doing the right thing, boyo, have you settled your issues with your woman yet?” José asked with a smirk over his glass.

      “My woman?”

      “Your woman,” he repeated, smile still on his face.

      “I, well, the thing is, you see…” I sighed as I shook my head, lost for what to say.

      “Donde hay amor, hay dolor,” he said in Spanish, “where’s there’s love there’s pain.”

      “I don’t know what to do, José. I keep trying to talk to her but she doesn’t want to listen or when she does listen she doesn’t hear what I’m trying to say or maybe I’m not saying what I’m trying to say. I haven’t done this in so many years I forgot how awkward and messy this all can be. I always hated dating. Maybe that’s why I stuck with Claire for so long. I don’t know what to do,” I said in a small voice.

      “Do you care about her?”

      “Of course.”

      “Does it bother you she isn’t human?”

      “It did, once, but not anymore.”

      “Do you think you’ll ever find someone like her again?”

      I smiled as I thought of how kind she was, how kind she had been to me, how she had saved my life, time and time again, how she had given me everything and not asked for anything in return, how she had always been there for me, yet when the time had come round to do the same I had only met her kindness with judgement. Ill-informed judgement, but judgement nevertheless.

      “No,” I said, “I don’t think I’ll ever find someone like her again, because in the history of humankind I don’t think there has ever been someone like her. She’s the rarest star amongst a galaxy of rare stars.”

      “Then that is all you need to know,” he said, standing up stiffly as his joints popped and groaned.

      “That still doesn’t answer my question on what I should do or say.”

      “When the time comes the right words will fall from your mouth.”

      I nodded my head, hoping he was right. “What are you going to do about The Lady?”

      “That problem,” he said, stifling a yawn, “is for another day. Tonight, I drink and smoke to my heart’s content. Remember what I said about your woman—don’t miss the opportunity and wait till it’s too late. Love is like water; the longer you wait to drink it from your hand the less that you will have. Good night, boyo.”

      With that, he left me to my thoughts, as I turned my attention back to the stars above me and thought of what was to come.
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      We arrived at the settlement some days later; Poppy’s boat had been chugging along the water as if every day was a Sunday and it would be amiss if it would start to hurry along now. The settlement itself was the equivalent to a large rundown village but on stilts, which kept its feet dry from the water that flowed underneath. Laundry hung between shacks to dry, and children with dirty feet chased each other as their mothers descaled fish into the water.

      Other boats pulled up and departed around us as men with weapons visible on their hips walked along the wooden planks of the village making their way deeper into its heart. I spotted a pair of boys watching us intently, while they whispered into the computers that were stationed on their wrist. Catching my eye they scrambled away before I could get a better look at them.

      “Don’t worry about them, boyo,” José said coming to stand next to me near the railings. “They’re just scouts reporting our arrival to whoever runs this village. There are villages like this all along this river; they make their money with gambling houses, brothels, underground fighting pits, and everything in between. Keep your ears open and your eyes sharp.”

      He walked away as we pulled up to a dock and Tuari jumped out and secured us to the dock with a thick rope. Everyone clambered overboard and surveyed the village before us.

      “Right,” said José, “I need to find somewhere to freshen up before I make a call to The Lady. I’ll book some rooms under the JYD name; when you lot are ready come and find me.”

      “How will we know which hotel you’ll be at?” I asked.

      José looked at me as if I was an idiot. “Boyo, look at this place. Do you think they have more than one hotel? Better yet, I doubt they even have a hotel; the best we’ll get is some rooms above some shitty bar.”

      “Fair point.”

      He walked off while I swung my head towards where Tuari and Willis had been, but found that they had both disappeared. “For fuck’s sake, I turn my head for a minute…”

      Not knowing what to do I returned to the boat looking for Poppy, but she too had slipped away without my noticing. Gritting my teeth in frustration I dug my hands into my pockets and made my way into the heart of darkness that was my current resting spot.
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      The unnamed village wasn’t anything to write home about, being dirty and unkempt. I tried to avoid the pickpockets, thugs, prostitutes, and merchants who all wanted to part me from my money. I walked through them like a wraith in the mist; they were constantly around, sometimes just within arm’s reach as I moved through the streets made of rotten wood and regret.

      When I first travelled with the Junk Yard Dogs, I had expected to visit planets of technological marvels, planets and cities and towns that boggled the mind and left me feeling small and insufficient. That had happened to a certain degree, but the more I travelled, the more I found places like this.

      Places that had been touched by humanity yet had failed to lift themselves up from the dirt that they had tried to sprout from.

      Families that had left Earth for something better, and not finding it, had to settle for whatever they could grab hold of. As those families had children and those children had children, unwanted roots took hold in whatever dirt they had landed on until a small neighbourhood grew around them, then a village, then a town.

      I surveyed my surroundings not sure what I should do. Not sure where to go. I allowed my feet to carry me until I came to a grand building many stories high; it stood at odds with the low squat buildings around it. 

      A large white banner hung down from the centre of the building with a golden circle that had a red dragon sitting on top of a mountain of golden coins. Swinging saloon doors reminded me of those ancient spaghetti western movies I used to watch as a teenager with my grandmother, where you knew who the bad guys were within the first five seconds of the movie. I walked up a ramp caked in mud and went inside to be greeted with the smell of despair. 

      The inside contrasted wildly with the image of the building I’d seen outside.

      Men lay slumped over tables, while others hung their heads low over their drinks like animals protecting their kill; others stared ahead vacantly as they waited with open arms for the embrace of death.

      I manoeuvred myself through the tables and chairs and found myself being finger-snapped at by a man behind the bar. He waved me over and handed me a golden envelope with a waxed emblem of a dragon sitting atop a mountain of gold coins. I looked down at the envelope in confusion and looked back up to find that he had disappeared. When I opened up the envelope a gold card that shimmered in the light landed in my open palm.

      You are hereby invited to attend tonight’s Casino Royal event hosted by the Han Dynasty. Preparations have been made so you can attend the event in style. Please follow your personal assistant and he shall assist you with everything that you need.

      I looked up from the card to find a petite Asian man with a waxed moustache standing in front of me, hands placed delicately in front of himself. He wore a waistcoat and bow tie. He bowed to me deeply. 

      I looked around the bar we were in then back at the manservant standing in front of me. The two images contrasting so much that it made my head hurt. 

      “Err, hello.”

      “Hello, Mr Blake, my name is Zhang Wei, but you can call me Wei. I will be your personal assistant for the evening in getting you prepared for tonight’s event.”

      “Err, what now?”

      “The Casino Royal, held by the Han Dynasty crew, is only held at certain times of the year and for certain occasions. You are most fortunate that you and your crew’s arrival has coincided with such an event.”

      “Err—”

      “I know this is most disconcerting but if you follow me I shall explain all to the best of my capabilities,” he said, turning on his heel and walking away.

      I looked at his retreating back then back at my surroundings, confusion still not lifting. Shrugging my shoulders I decided to follow the rabbit down the hole and see where it led me. I caught up with him shortly after while we made our way amongst more tables and chairs that had hopeless souls sitting on them. The ground floor was larger than I’d realised, and if this floor represented what the other floors were like then this building was large indeed.

      “Please!” said a dishevelled man who grabbed the sleeve of Wei. “Let me increase my credit! I beg you. I know I can win back what I lost and pay off my debts, I just need one more chance; I’m feeling lucky. I know I can win back everything.”

      With a thin layer of disgust Wei looked at the offending hand that clutched his sleeve before the man realised what he was doing and let go. He wiped the shine of sweat that glistered on his brow as he got down on his knees and lowered his head to the floor in front of us.

      “I beg you! I can’t leave the Dragon Lair with no money. I’ve spent my children’s college fund, I’ve spent all my life savings, if I leave here without earning what I spent my family and I will be homeless within the week. I beg you. I beg you. Please!”

      “Mr Smith, you know the rules,” said Wei, tapping on the computer that graced his forearm. “We at the Han Dynasty have already been more than generous when it has come to dealing with your case. I believe that we have granted you two loans in the last three weeks alone, and both those loans have yet to be paid off. If payment to us is not made within the next twenty-four hours, then we shall take compensation for what is owed to us—”

      “Not my wife and daughter!”

      “I believe you also have two sons too, Mr Smith. Count yourself lucky you will still have them after this is all said and done. Now if you would excuse me, I hope you have a good day.”

      I stayed where I was as I looked down at this poor man whose life had been eaten away and didn’t know what to do, didn’t know what I could do. Digging in my pocket I pulled out whatever money I could gather and I knelt down before him and placed it in his hands. He looked at me in disbelief, but I nodded my head then got up and made my way after Wei.

      “You shouldn’t have done that,” said Wei. “What you did seemed like kindness but is actually the cruellest thing that you could have ever done. He is going to use the money you gave him and he is going to gamble it away prolonging what little hope he has that he can still fix the problem he is in; and say he wins big, ends up earning enough to pay off his debts, you think it will stop there?

      “You think he’ll never gamble again? Addiction has him now, and nothing will ever change for him until he hits rock bottom.”

      “And you think taking his family away will cure that?” I demanded.

      Wei didn’t answer me as we made our way towards a set of gold elevator doors. I looked up and saw there were eight floors in total. With a bing the doors opened and two guards greeted us with a nod. Wei stepped inside and I followed.

      “We have a saying here, Mr Blake, you enter the Dragon’s Lair at your own risk,” he said as the doors closed and the elevator climbed up.

      

      Wei busied himself with his computer before giving me his attention. “The Dragon’s Lair and the many like it are casinos run and built by the Han Dynasty on the rivers that snake through Safe Haven. They operate on the fringes of the law, for whatever that is worth on this planet, and they account for a good portion of the planet’s wealth.

      “The elected president of the Han Dynasty believes if you control the wealth, you control the power, and what better way to do that then allow people to just give it away to you?”

      “Elected president?” I asked. “I have never heard of crew leaders being elected to their position before.”

      “The Han Dynasty believes that for a crew to continue to grow and evolve, it must always have fresh blood and ideas coming from the top. That is only done by allowing someone new to take the reins once in a while. Although their current leader has been—”

      The guards on either side of us shifted uncomfortably and looked towards Wei, who cleared his throat.

      “The current leader of the Han Dynasty has been in power for a number of years and in that time, he has grown the crew from strength to strength. It’s only through his great wisdom and intellect that the Han Dynasty is what it is today,” Wei rattled off like a rehearsed actor.

      “I…. see,” I said slowly.

      “All Dragon Lair casinos have eight floors. The first floor is for the hopeless, the poor souls who have lost it all and are trying to drown their sorrows before they have to face the consequences of their actions.

      “The second floor is for the petty gamblers who just want to try their luck at the slot machines or blackjack; they aren’t regulars and never will be. The third floor is where you will find a host of restaurants serving every food imaginable. If you are hungry I insist you visit; show them this token and all your meals and drinks shall be free,” he said, handing me a gold coin that had the Han emblem on it.

      “Thank you,” I said, pocketing the coin.

      “Floor four… is where bets can be placed on fights, such as MMA, boxing, bare-knuckle boxing, and fights involving weapons. There are also a few odd things that you can bet on which I won’t go into but I shall give you a word of advice—that floor is best avoided if you have a weak stomach.

      “Floor five is dedicated to relaxation. The Dragon Lair casinos have the best spas on the planet, anything from steam rooms to masseuses and any treatment your heart desires. They also have a large choice of women and men… for your more intimate needs.”

      A bing sounded and the elevator we were in came to a halt.

      “Ah, and this is floor six, if you would like to follow me,” Wei said, getting out.

      I followed him but stopped as I took in a lavish corridor carpeted with the fluffiest white carpet I had ever seen; I looked down at my dirty boots and he pointed towards a rack that had an array of slippers on it. Walking over, I took off my shoes and slipped into a pair of slippers that fit me. We continued on and I took in the walls wallpapered with embedded gold thread. A faint fragrance rode on the air that reminded me of wildflowers. Numbered doors on either side of me told me this must be where the guests stayed. 

      We continued on, taking one turn after the next till we came to door number eighty-eight. Wei grabbed the handle and a faint light emanated from under his palm.

      “You have nothing to be concerned about,” he said when he saw my expression; “there is a DNA reader in all the door handles so our guests do not have to rely on keys or passwords. If you would like to just step forward and place your palm on the handle, it will register you as the sole occupant of this room until you have left the casino.”

      I did as he asked and felt a faint vibration run through my hand, then the door clicked, opened, and I was greeted with a lounge that left me speechless.  

      Easily double the size of any normal living room, it had three sofas, a dining table and an entertainment centre with the latest VR consoles and games, as well as bean bags scattered about that looked big enough to lose two people in. I walked in and felt my eyes swivel left to right as I tried to take everything in.

      A fully stocked bar sat at one side of the room, and there was a mini sweet shop filled with an array of colourful things that were made to rot your teeth. 

      I walked over and popped open a jar and placed a hard toffee in my mouth that tasted liked butterscotch. Oh my word, I was in heaven. 

      “This is one of the many suites that our higher-clientele guests stay in. If you walk to the left you will find a walk-in shower and a bathtub big enough to fit four people in—trust me, I know, some of our guests feel the need to have more than one pair of hands clean them. To your right is your master bedroom with a king-size bed fitted with the finest sheets money can buy. If you walk straight down this corridor,” he said, pointing, “you shall find a walk-in wardrobe with suits and tuxedos for tonight’s event; all will fit perfectly as they are tailor-made to your size.”

      “How do you know my—”

      “Size?” he asked with a raised eyebrow. “It is the Hans’ business to know.

      “I believe that is all,” Wei said, turning to go.

      “What are on the other two floors?” I asked. “You said there were eight floors, but so far we’ve only discussed six.”

      “Ah! Where are my manners? Yes you are correct, Mr Blake. Floor seven is for the serious gambler. The lowest bet you can place is ten thousand. That floor is where dreams are born and also crushed. Many regulars come with their life savings, hoping to win big and make a better life for themselves; few ever do. Floor eight is for the elite gambler. The lowest bet that can be made is a hundred grand. That floor isn’t so much about the gambling, but more about the socialising and business deals. Floor eight is where tonight’s Casino Royal is being held.

      “I do hope you enjoy it.”

      He walked away but stopped and looked back at me with something passing for caution. Biting his lower lip he sighed and said, “I shouldn’t be telling you this, but we have a mutual friend who has helped us both greatly, so I’ll give you one piece of warning. Do not place any bets in this place, it could cost you your life.”

      “Poppy? Our mutual friend?”

      He gave me a nod and began to leave but something was still bothering me, I couldn’t place my finger on it until it came to me like sun rays parting the clouds.

      “Wei, why do you refer to the Han Dynasty as them, instead of us? Aren’t you part of the crew?”

      He looked at me sadly and shook his head. “Mr Blake, most of the staff who work in the Dragon’s Lair are not here by choice. We are here from debts never fully paid. You will quickly learn the house always wins and the dragon always comes to collect its debts.”
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      Showered, shaved, dressed, I looked at myself in the mirror and smiled despite everything.

      A fitted tuxedo hugged my body just right, showing off the new muscle I had gain by working out with Willis. I flexed my biceps and give myself a little wink, which I instantly regretted. Walking to the candy bar I pocketed some hard sweets and took the invitation I had been given when I had first entered the Dragon Lair. Giving myself another once-over in the mirror I walked out my door and bumped into Tuari and José.

      Both dressed in tuxedos they looked as surprised as I was to see them.

      “Boyo,” José said, arms gesturing wide, “we had thought we had lost you. When we didn’t find you we thought you had returned to the boat but you weren’t there either. It is good to see that you are safe and sound.”

      “To be fair,” Tuari said, “we didn’t look very hard, not with all the free shit the Hans have been throwing our way. It’s not often we get treated this way; normally someone is trying to see what our insides look like.”

      “Don’t you find this all strange?” I asked, walking alongside them.

      “Not at all, boyo. Not at all. When someone wants something from someone they burden them with gifts; now the only thing we have to find out is what do our hosts want from us,” José said.

      “You make it all sound so simple.”

      “Business and life normally are. Now all we have to do is keep up the pretence we are more valuable to them then they are to us, and we should get out of this in one piece.”

      “So, I take it the Han Dynasty controls the Floating City?” I asked.

      “Yes and no; because so many people in the Floating City come and go as they please it is difficult to lock down total control over the borough, but if any crew is closest to that goal it is the Han Dynasty. Like many of the people who call the Floating City home, they operate up and down the great rivers of Safe Haven never staying in one place.”

      I nodded my head as we finally reached the elevators.

      “Remember,” José said as the doors opened, “do not gamble tonight. Once the Hans have you in their debt it is almost always impossible to escape.”
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      We exited the elevator onto the eighth floor and it took me a second to adjust to all the glitz and glamour.

      Faint lighting sparkled off chandeliers that hung from the ceiling, as well as bouncing off jewels hanging from women’s necks and wrist. Wherever I looked I saw a flash of a fake smile, or a knowing look as a pair whispered between each other and nodded towards someone else. Waitresses moved through the crowd with entrees delicately balanced on trays while an orchestra played somewhere in the background.

       I pulled on the neckline of my tux as many an eye swept over us. Well, this is something new.”

      José and Tuari said nothing as they helped themselves to drinks that went by on trays.

      “What do we do now?” I asked, taking a drink for myself and trying not to inhale the bubbles in the champagne.

      “All this wink and handshake bullshit takes time,” José said, surveying the room. “Whoever wants us here won’t make themselves known until later in the night. So, the best we can do is mingle and enjoy all the free shit.”

      “Where’s Willis?” I asked, just now realising I hadn’t heard his irritating tone for a while.

      “You think we would allow Ginger Nuts to attend something like this?” Tuari said, gesturing around the room.

      “Fair point.”

      We all parted ways and I tried to relax as the night wore on but found myself unable to, as eyes followed my every move. At first, I thought I was being paranoid, but then as the hours rolled by I become sure of it.

      It was the way the servers looked at me. The way the guards were never more than ten feet away. I did my best to ignore them mostly, but as the night wore on I was finding it harder and harder to do so until I saw something that stopped me dead in my tracks.

      I forgot where I was for a moment as I watched Poppy walk towards the bar, dressed in a flowing blue gown that parted down the side of the leg, with lacy sleeves and a teardrop cut in the front.

      She looked—I was at a loss for words, then someone bumped into me and I was brought back to the present. 

      “What do you want to drink?” I asked, sliding up next to her.

      She looked at me out of the corner of her eye but didn’t respond to me. “Can I have an Amaretto and Coke?” she asked the bartender.

      “I’ll have a pink gin and lemonade.”

      Drinks were placed in front of us, then we both sipped while the world moved around us.

      “So, do you come here often?”

      “Is that the best you can do?” she asked, while I tried to erase the smirk from my face.

      “When I look at you, it’s the best I can do.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you make me forget who I am. You make me lose the past, you make me dream about the future, and I don’t know where the hell the present has gone because all I can do is stare into your eyes and just thank God I am alive to witness the beauty that is you.”

      She stared at me and said nothing but simply smiled and tried to tuck a strand of hair behind her ear without managing to do so. Stepping forward, I did it for her and breathed in the perfume she wore as I ran my eyes down her body. She bit her lip and looked away, but I lifted her chin and stared into her eyes. Running a finger down the side of her face, I leant my head against hers. “I don’t care that you’re—”

      A cough sounded behind us that made me grit my teeth. I tried to ignore it but it only got louder as the seconds passed. I pulled away from Poppy and gave her a tiny smile as I snapped my head towards the sound. 

      Wei stood with his hands tucked in front of him, an emotionless smile plastered on his face. “If it’s not too much bother, would sir and madam mind following me?”

      “It is too much bother, Wei,” I said through my teeth. “Can’t you see we’re busy?”

      “I am afraid the show is about to begin, and my boss has stated that it shall not start until everyone is present at the table.”

      Poppy squeezed my arm before saying, “It’s perfectly fine. Please lead the way.”

      We were guided through the throng of people and led to a section large a large semi-circular table, its surface covered in bamboo. A bare-chested man with ornate dragon tattoos stood in the centre of the table.  

      We took our seats next to José and Tuari, who each gave us a nod. 

      As I sipped my drink the other chairs filled up and I did a double-take as none other than Edward Thomas took a seat next to José. Wearing a red tuxedo with black labels, he took an onyx-coloured pipe out of his mouth and gave us a smile.

      “Well, I do say, chaps, it is a surprise to see you folks here. What brings you around these parts?”

      José gave him a smile that was all teeth and said, “We had a little bit of trouble with our ship.”

      “Engine trouble?” Edward asked innocently.

      “Something like that,” José replied, smile still not leaving his face.

      It was him! The posh prick was the one who had attacked us.

      It was too much of a coincidence, us turning him down then being blown out of the sky not long after, and him now turning up to this event out of the blue.

      “You know, dear man,” Edward said, “my job is still on the table and it’s a lot less risky than what Isabella Ivanov has you doing. Plus whatever she is paying you I can quadruple. I hear on the grapevine that she is stockpiling weapons and looking to build an army, to take over the rest of Safe Haven much like she did Paradise Lost, but therein lies the problem, dear man—when one tries to build an empire one creates enemies. Enemies that are not going to be too friendly with the people who work for her.”

      “People like ourselves?” José said, gesturing to us.

      “Exactly.”

      “There is a saying, Mr Thomas, that it is better to work with the devil you know.”

      “But the reason the devil is the devil, Mr Battle, is because it always gets defeated in the end; it’s the losing side, whether or not it knows it.”

      “So which side do you work for?” I asked, fixing my gaze upon him.

      He looked over me and stared at Poppy, eyes alight as he took in her form. Leaning over he attempted to hold her hand but I caught it and gave him a slight squeeze, which he chose not to register. 

      “I wanted to give my thanks to this darling beauty that is in our midst for making the room so much brighter for her just being in it,” Edward said, returning my squeeze with a greater force, “but I can see there is no need.”

      Eyes still on Poppy, I kept hold of his hand until he finally looked my way. “What was your question?”

      “What side do you work for?”

      “The winning side of course.”

      “Ladies and gentlemen!” shouted a voice that interrupted our conversation. “Thank you for coming!” The voice belonged to an Asian gentleman who had jet-black hair with streaks of silver running through it. Dressed in a white tuxedo, he flashed a smile that blinded his audience. His teeth were made of diamonds. It was all I could do but stare as he played with the multiple rings that sat on his fingers.

      “This is now our twentieth annual Casino Royal gala. We have many guests old and new in the audience today, and I know many of you wanted a chance to play at the game of choice but only a select few of you have been chosen, I’m afraid, for this special event.”

      Many groans and sighs escaped the audience while our host gave them all just the right amount of sympathy in his smile. 

      “All the same I thank you for coming. Today! We play a traditional gambling game centuries old! It was played in feudal Japan anywhere from the opium dens to the royal palace. It is still played by the Yakuza back on Earth to this very day. The game in question is none other than Cho-Han!”

      Indoor fireworks went off behind the speaker and turned into a dragon roaring at the crowd, which elicited a chorus of gasps and a few screams. The dragon swept its head back and forth, looking at the crowd before it opened its mouth and spewed out a flame that turned into coins before it touched the crowd. 

      Thunderous applause came from the crowd as the dragon vanished and the host gave his captivated audience his million-dollar smile.

      “The rules are simple! Our dealer,” he said, pointing towards the bare-chested man with the tattoos, “has two standard six-sided dice, which he will shake in the bamboo cup that he is holding. After the cup is shaken it is then overturned onto the floor. Bets are placed on whether the sum total of the numbers shown on the dice is even or odd. Once the bets are placed the cup is lifted and we see who our winners and losers are. Because this is our twentieth annual Casino Royal gala, there shall be twelve rounds played in its honour. After that the losers’ takings shall be shared equally amongst the remaining winners, minus a house fee of course,” he said coyly behind his hands to a round of laughter. 

      “Have fun, ladies and gentlemen, and remember, you’ve got to be in it to win it. Now, shall we begin?”

      Drum rolls sounded throughout the room as the men and women sitting around us pulled out chips. I looked to José and Tuari, who both had the same thought as me: we didn’t want to play nor did we have the means to. 

      We rose from our chairs but two bodyguards appeared behind us. “Is there something the matter?” they asked.

      “Well, you see, my friend,” José said with a smile, “there must be some mistake. We don’t have the means to participate in this game of yours. Funds are low, you understand.”

      The guards looked at each other in confusion, then one went off to find someone that could help. In a blink of the eye Wei came back bowing before all of us, hands held before him.

      “Wei, please tell these men,” I said, gesturing towards the bodyguards, “that we can’t afford to play. We are not as wealthy as your guests, so we must humbly bow out and allow someone else to take our place. Thank you for—”

      “What seems to be the problem?” asked a voice behind us.

      We all turned to see the host with the diamond teeth regarding us with narrowed eyes. Wei looked quickly towards him, eyes wide, as he hurried to get his words out: “There—there—there isn’t a problem, Mr Lee. Our guests were just saying they do not have the funds to take part in this game and—”

      “Nonsense. It has already been taken care of,” said Mr Lee.

      The crew all exchanged confused stares as the muttering from the crowd behind us slowly increased. “My friend, what has been taken care of?” José asked slowly.

      “The means for you to play,” Mr Lee replied.

      “We have accepted no funds from yourself,” José said.

      “Of course you have; it was accepted by—”

      “Can we get started already! You posh cunts might have all day but some of us work for a living. Now let’s play!”
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      What a giant ginger dildo!

      All our heads turned to the sound of Willis’s voice as José’s hand wiped the corner of his mouth. Tuari placed a hand on José’s shoulder as a pulsing vein appeared in the centre of José’s head. 

      “As you can clearly see, your crewmate has accepted my generous loan. So there is no reason why you can’t play,” Mr Lee said.

      “If you would excuse us a moment,” José said, as he strode towards where Willis was sitting. Grabbing him by the arm José dragged him away from the table, and we all retreated to a corner.

      “Hijo de puta! What do you think you’re doing, you fool!” José hissed, as we gathered around the pair.

      “What do you think?” Willis said forcibly, detaching himself from José’s grip. “I’m about to win us some easy cash and donate some of the money towards my charity.”

      “You’ve got a charity?” I asked in disbelief.

      “Don’t look so shocked, dickwad, not all of us are selfish heathens like yourself. I create and run a charity for young orphans—it’s only a small operation but we help to clothe and feed them, then later down the line we help to house them as well. Do you know that statistically speaking—”

      “I don’t give a fuck about your charity!” José snapped.

      I had never seen José so angry until now. The air of a man barely keeping his anger under control replaced the calm, cool Spanish demeanour he normally wore. Tuari still had one hand clamped firmly on his shoulder.

      “That’s a bit heartless—” began Willis but José cut him off.

      “Why would you accept anything Mr Lee offered you? That man has built his empire on placing people in his debt. The Han Dynasty runs the waterways of Safe Haven with an iron fist, an iron fist soaked in blood.”

      “Sounds no different than The Lady,” said Willis.

      “The Lady is a woman of her word—a ruthless killer, yes, a megalomaniac, yes, but still a person of her word. Lee only cares about coin and nothing else. There is a reason most people who work for him are no better than slaves. Why would you take anything he gave you?”

      “The hotel room, the food, the tuxes,” Willis said, pointing to his, “it was all for free. When I was praying before my last meal and Lee saw me he asked me what I was doing and I told him. Then somehow our conversation turned to my charity and he seemed interested, and he offered to loan me some money to play in tonight’s upcoming game minus a fee on whatever I win. The offer was too good to pass up.”

      “Because it was!” José said, finger stabbing Willis in the chest.

      I could feel eyes on us. They came from the crowd. They came from hidden workers who belonged to Lee. They came from all directions.

      “Mierda! I don’t know how Lee and this Edward Thomas are connected but they are somehow; it’s too much of a coincidence that they are both here on this night, the same week we got shot down while carrying cargo for The Lady. I can feel the net closing in and if there’s one thing a stray dog hates more than anything it’s a net. Right—here’s what we do. Willis, you give back what you borrowed, we apologise, make some small talk for a bit then get out of there.”

      “Simple and easy,” I said.

      “I love simple and easy,” José said as we walked towards Lee.

      “Mr Lee,” José said, hands clasped together in apology, “I’m afraid Willis can’t accept your generous offer; there was some misunderstanding and—”

      “I’m afraid you do not understand,” Lee said, smoothing down the lapels of his dinner jacket. “It’s not that simple.”

      “It never is, is it?” José replied.

      “Any loans taken from the Dragon’s Lair must be repaid back in full plus a ten percent fee on top—”

      “I completely understand,” José said. “I would never have it any other way. If you just give us the details, we can transfer the amount into…” José trailed off as he saw the ever-growing smile on Lee’s face. Something was wrong.

      “Normally, that would be acceptable. But in this instance things are different, you understand. What with the event being delayed, and now having to find and vet someone else to take your crew’s place… and then there’s the whole embarrassment this has brought to me and my event, and not to mention the expense that has been laid out by me in clothing and housing and feeding you….” Lee shook his head. “I hope you understand this is an unusual occurrence, one that just can’t be overlooked. As the leader of the Han Dynasty I have an image to uphold, you understand. So in this instance, I must regret to inform you the fee is thirty percent.”

      José said nothing as he looked to Willis, then to each of us in turn.

      “I understand completely,” he said finally.

      “Excuse me,” Edward said, stepping forward, “I couldn’t help but overhear, and I am never one to allow a poor chap to get in some bother without doing my best to help out. I would be more than willing to cover any fees or expense this crew has incurred. It’s the least I can do.”

      José looked to Poppy, Tuari, Willis and then finally me. I knew what he was going to say even before he said it. 

      “Let’s play!”
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      No one said anything as we returned to our seats. What was there to say? 

      We all sat together, while drum rolls played in the background and Mr Lee took his seat at the head of the table. Edward sat away from us and lifted his glass in a toast that none of us returned.

      “How hard can this game be?” I asked with a shrug. “It’s just luck, isn’t it?”

      “To a certain degree, yes,” Poppy said, placing her hand over mine. “There is an equal number of odd and even rolls possible on each dice. If both dice are even or odd, the sum is even, and if the first dice is even and the second odd or vice versa, then the sum is odd. By simple symmetry, with no calculations, the matter is fifty-fifty. But as the old saying goes, the house always wins and we don’t know if the dealer is using loaded dice, or if the handler will use controlled throws.”

      “Controlled throws?” I asked 

      “It is a very difficult technique to master, but the handler can control his movements so the dice fall in a desired way or trap one another to stop them from bouncing so the required number appears. That does make predicting the outcome more challenging but I think I can manage it.”

      “Wait—what!” I said, looking at her in confusion.

      “Hush, keep your damn voice down,” said Willis.

      “Don’t forget what I am, Quinton,” she said, tracing her forefinger down my nose. “They designed me to solve problems no other human or computer ever could. I was made for this.”

      “Then why all the hoopla about not wanting to play?” I asked José.

      “Because this game was designed to trap us; it was designed so we lose. If we win this then the questions that will be asked will be too hard to explain. But we have come too far now to worry about that. No matter what happens after this we are up shit’s creek with holes in our little boat, so we may as well make the best out of this. Don’t make it to obvious,” he said, turning to Poppy; “play well, but not too well.”

      The drums kept on playing till they built up to a crescendo, then they stopped completely as silence descended across the floor.

      The dealer looked at each player, gaze resting on each face before he lifted two dice in the air between the fingers of one hand and a cup made of bamboo in the other.

      “We shall go from right to left allowing each party to call out odd or even,” Mr Lee said, “then back again, making it fair. Once a decision is made it can’t be changed. Once a decision is shouted out by a member of your party, that is the decision that will be accepted, so choose your decisions wisely.”

      The dealer placed the dice in the cup and shook his hands with a flourish as the drums sounded again behind him. After giving the cup a good shake he slammed it down on the table and swept his gaze across the floor. “Players are you ready!” he shouted. There were nods, and various cries swept across the table. “Then let’s play!”
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      “Well, that was a lot more anticlimactic than I thought it would be,” I said to Poppy.

      The game had finished with us winning—not dominating, but winning just enough that it looked like it was more by chance than anything else. True to her word Poppy had delivered us the victory, the supercomputer that was her brain analysing the chances of what the right answer would be. 

      The game didn’t last as long as I thought it would do, and when it was over I could see more than one angry face looking our way. Mr Lee and Edward had shared a look between themselves that I just caught after the game was over, a look that had told of their plans going awry.

      Now many drinks later and after shaking the hands of the people who wanted to congratulate us, Poppy and I stood in a quiet section of the room nursing our drinks.

      “Statistically speaking the odds of us losing was highly improbable,” said Poppy.

      I smiled at her, which caused her to look at me askew. “What?” she asked.

      “I love it when you talk all smart,” I said while I hooked my forefinger in her dress and pulled her towards me.

      “Whoa, whoa, steady there, cowboy. I still haven’t forgiven you. A bunch of pretty words isn’t going to win me over so easily,” she said, placing a hand on my chest.

      I stroked her cheek while I heard the sounds of Willis having a good time, “By the sounds of it Willis is enjoying himself; I’ve never seen him so happy. That charity must mean a lot to him. Who knew he had it in him? That man confuses me sometimes.”

      “For centuries humans confused me; they are not rational, reasonable or logical. Each one is a different grain of sand and no two are ever the same. It used to upset me that I could never figure them out—they were one riddle that always got the better of me. Then one day I did something out of the ordinary. It was not logical to do what I did, yet I did it anyway. 

      “I chose to walk a dangerous mountain path that had a high likelihood of my falling and took twice as long as the normal path to get to my destination. Yet I decided to take the harder path because there was a certain flower called a poppy that grew on the route, which I loved to smell, touch and just be around. I guess it sounds silly to you but—”

      “No, it’s not,” I said taking her hand. “It makes perfect sense.”

      We lapsed into silence while we people-watched, but I couldn’t take my eyes off her. The way she moved, the way she talked, the way she drank, it seemed all so… normal.

      “Ask it,” she said.

      “I’ve noticed you eating and drinking,” I said, coming in closer and lowering my voice, “but why? Surely being what you are, you don’t need to.”

      “Everything ever created or born needs substance.”

      “But what’s the point of functioning just like us, if you are made to be better than us?”

      “You mistake me—I use whatever food or drink I consume as energy to fuel my cells, much like you do. In doing so, it allows me to blend into society easier and accomplish any tasks my creator Alvis Boman had ordered me to fulfil. Don’t get me wrong, I can go years without eating but in order to do so, I would have to shut off certain functions in my body, making me slower, until finally I would shut down completely and go into hibernation. There I would lie dormant until—”

      “Until I woke you with a kiss like Sleeping Beauty,” I said, kissing her on the lips.

      She pulled away and smiled at me. “It doesn’t bother you?”

      “It did, to start with, but as you once told me when we first met—how can you explain why your favourite colour is red or why you prefer one flavour of ice-cream over the other? You just do. In this life, time is short and you learn to act on gut instinct.” 

      “You remembered?”

      “Of course. But I have just come to realise time is a lot shorter for me than for you and I don’t want to waste another minute second-guessing, thinking about what ifs, worrying, not listening to my gut. You are who you are, you didn’t choose to be this way—you just are, and I will not waste any more time, I’ve done too much of that in my past life. Wasted too much of my life on people who cared little for me. Now I’m willing to give you what little time I have left if you’re willing to take it.”

      She looked at me and I couldn’t read what was going on between those eyes; I couldn’t guess what she was thinking. Here was a woman more human than machine, one of the few people I had met in my life that had treated me with such kindness and hadn’t asked for anything back and yet she was a ruthless killer who I had seen easily despatch men with such efficiency that it could only be done by a machine. 

       Was I wrong to do this? Did this make me out to be some monster? What sort of life would we have, with me growing older with each passing day and her remaining the same?

      “I—” she began but stopped and looked behind me,

      I turned and followed her gaze to see Mr Lee standing a few feet away from us. He smiled, teeth blinding even in the dim light.

      “How are you enjoying the event?” he said.

      “It is like something I have never experienced before; this event and your hotel are truly amazing,” I said with a small nod.

      “I’m glad you enjoy it. It seems luck favoured the bold tonight.”

      “Lady Luck normally does.”

      “Hmm… indeed,” he said, allowing us to settle into an uncomfortable silence while his eyes searched Poppy’s face and mine. “I wondered if I could have a word with you in private, Mr Blake.”

      “Whatever needs to be said can be said in front of Poppy. We have no secrets in our crew.”

      “It’s alright,” Poppy said, squeezing my arm, “I’ll catch you later.”

      “You sure?” I mouthed, but she gave me a kiss on the cheek and walked off, hips catching my attention until she vanished in the crowd.

      “I do love being in the company of a woman but not when business is being discussed; I find them too much of a distraction, and some things are only meant to be discussed amongst men.”

      “Such as?”

       ”Such as the role you can play in helping me convince your captain of a proposition that I have for him regarding The Lady.”

      I held my hands up before me and shook my head as I took a step back. “I am only a lowly crewmate and any discussion of that nature is way over my head. Maybe Tuari would be a better person to discuss this issue with.”

      “Psh! You give yourself too little credit. I see how the others act around you. Yes, José is your captain, but he seeks your opinion before making decisions; the female in your crew is besotted with you for a reason; and you think that ginger barbarian who is making a fool of himself at the bar can be second in command? You think the one who always jokes can make the hard choices when it matters? No, eventually those decisions will fall to you.”

      “Even so, I don’t see how I can—”

      “Are you happy with the way The Lady does things?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Lady Isabella Ivanov appeared to be a joke when she first arrived on Safe Haven, with her little frilly dresses and soft-spoken ways, but the crews that took her for granted soon found out she wasn’t to be taken lightly; by the time the other crews in Paradise Lost knew how she operated it was too late. She had gained too strong a foothold in the borough and would soon take it over.

      “There were a few years of peace until recently, but I knew that was just a bluff. What better way to know who your enemies were than to befriend them, and allow them to lower their guard around you? Pretty soon, she knew which crew leader to take out, which family member to threaten, where to push just so with the right word and where to embrace with a loving hand.

      “Over the last six months, she has gained total control of Paradise Lost. That patch of dirt is in her control completely and I must congratulate her. No crew before has ever conquered it. The inhabitants who call it home have always been too wild, too cutthroat, but like a demon rising from the deep she has shown them all what true evil really is.”

      A woman broke away from the crowd and sashayed over to us, hips bumping from side to side. She draped her arm over Lee’s shoulder, and leaning in she whispered something in his ear before nibbling on his earlobe. His gaze didn’t stray from me, as he allowed a small breath of air to escape his nostrils.

      “I am busy.”

      “Too busy to enjoy all this?” said the woman, gesturing to herself.

      “If I need you, I will come and find you—”

      “You always say that but you never do,” she whined. “Why don’t you detach yourself from work for one minute and—”

      Mr Lee turned towards her and I saw what lay behind the mask of sleek hair and diamond teeth. The woman in question stiffened up and tried to take a step back but a firm hand grabbed her around the upper arm and brought her in close.

      “I believe,” he said slowly, “I made my intentions clear.”

      She nodded her head, eyes round, and tried to scuttle away but the hand still remained. Finally, allowing her to go, Mr Lee returned his attention to me.

      “I still don’t see how I or the Junk Yard Crew can really help.”

      “It’s simple, really, you are Lady Isabella’s most trusted crew when it comes to running errands for her. She respects José, but more importantly, she trusts him to a degree. Things like respect and trust can be used on an unsuspecting opponent, to take what you want.”

      “And what is it you want, Mr Lee?”

      “The little bitch’s head above my bed.”

      “I really don’t think I can get you that.”

      “Maybe not, but you can give me the means to get my desired goal. The Hotel Moscow is where she calls home. It is secure, and by all accounts impenetrable, but if you or your crew can somehow find a way for me and my men to get in then I shall do the rest.”

      I looked at him as he flashed me a smile that would put any used car salesmen to shame, and I knew I was tap-dancing on quicksand.

      “You make it sound all so simple. But let’s say somehow there’s a million-to-one chance I get you access to her hotel, that you manage to defeat her troops—something no one has ever done—that you kill her, then what?”

      “Then I allow things to go back to how they naturally were. Let the crews who have always been there fight over the scraps; you and your crew will be rewarded beyond your wildest dreams and you won’t only have my favour, but you’ll also have the favour of the other boroughs as well.”

      That got my attention. I thought he and Edward Thomas were in cahoots, but for him to be working with other crews from different boroughs meant The Lady really must be more of a threat than I had first thought. Yet that wasn’t surprising, seeing what we had just collected for her. Hadn’t she stated the last time we met that her sights were now set on bigger things?

      How long did Lee and his colleagues like him really have until The Lady came a-knocking?

      “Look, Quinton, my way nobody but that bitch and her goons get hurt. Her way, tens of thousands of innocent children, women and civilians get killed or suffer a fate worse than death. I’m only asking you to do the right thing,” he said, placing a hand on my shoulder while he looked me in the eye. “Now, I must get going. Guests to entertain, hands to shake, people to scold. You know how it is.”

      I watched him walk away, cutting a path through the crowd like a shark through a shoal of fish, and felt confused about what to do. The question boiled down to which devil had our best interest at heart?

      Mr Lee, Edward Thomas and the other hidden crew leaders or The Lady? Because I knew one thing—war was coming and whether the Junk Yard Dogs liked it or not we would play a part that would put us centre stage.
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      I had tried to find Poppy after Lee had left but couldn’t find her amongst the crowd, Willis was blind drunk and was looking for someone to accompany him towards his path of destruction; I had ducked down out of sight just in time and had made my way through the crowd until I left the floor. I had also failed to find José or Tuari, but wasn’t too worried as I made my way towards my room. We would leave the Dragon’s Lair as winners, but more importantly, we would leave Mr Lee’s stronghold without being in his or Edward Thomas’s debt. 

      I misplaced my foot and stumbled forward as the corridor tilted ever so slightly. Head heavy from the lights, drums, alcohol and just busyness of floor eight I was feeling the worse for wear as I heard footsteps approaching me, I looked up and bumped into three men with shaven heads.

      “Easy there, fella, had a few to drink tonight, have ya?” said the biggest one, who had a tattoo of a lipstick kiss on the side of his neck.

      “Sorry, didn’t look where I was going. Nah, I’ve not had many. Well, maybe a couple… well, maybe more than a couple,” I said with a laugh as hands steadied me. “It’s okay, it’s okay. Thanks for the help, but I ain’t got far to go.”

      The one that had spoken flashed a smile my way as he patted me on the back. “Well, you look after yourself, fella, and try to have a good night.”

      I kept on moving but could feel their eyes on me. Turning a corner I looked back to see all three still standing looking my way. Giving them a wave and a smile, which they returned, I hurried along the corridor waiting for someone to leap from one of the many doors that lined it. Getting to my room with nothing of note happening I placed my hand on the door handle and waited for it to allow me in.

      With a vibration on the handle and green pulsing light emanating beneath my palm, I opened the door and found a dress on the floor. After closing the door behind me, I picked it up and put it to my nose and breathed in.

      I knew that scent.

      She shouldn’t have had one, but she did anyway.

      The dim lights of the room showed me a pair of shoes placed a little way ahead. I followed them and saw further along a bra left hanging on the edge of the lounge table. Smiling, I followed the trail like a sailor navigating his way home by the stars, till I got to my bedroom door, which was closed.

      I pushed it open and smiled.

      The dim-lit room smelled faintly of wildflowers. Walking forward I could just about make out Poppy’s form lying on the bed surrounded by pillows and blankets. I walked forward and stopped at the front of the bed and just stared.

      “My, my, aren’t you a sight for sore eyes,” I said softly.

      “I’ve been waiting. What took you so long?”

      “I thought I was being followed—you know what, it doesn’t even matter, it was just me being stupid,” I said, taking my clothes off and climbing up onto the bed.

      I went to kiss her but she placed a finger on my lips and kept me an arm’s length away. “Are you sure about this?”

      “I’m naked and in bed with you, isn’t that answer enough?”

      “Many men do things in the heat of passion that have unforeseen consequences, that not only affect them but affect the generations to come after them.”

      “Poppy, this isn’t something I have taken lightly. I have muddled this thing over and over in my head since I first found out and I always come back to the fact that life is too short. Life is too short not to have what you want, even if it is the simple pleasure of spending what time I can with the person I’ve come to care about the most. 

      “I would say it’s what’s on the inside that really counts, but I don’t think that reasoning applies here,” I said, laughing.

      She said nothing but buried her head in my shoulder and rubbed her face against my neck back and forth.

      “There’s something I need to tell you,” she whispered, “something about me, something that… something that could also affect you later down the line. Something that could change your life forever. Alvis Boman did something to me when he was building me, creating me; he had a plan to—”

      “Pop—”

      “Quinton, this is important, you need to hear—”

      “Not tonight,” I said, kissing her on the lips, “not tonight.”
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      I should have listened to her. I should have paid attention. Instead I woke up covered in blood.
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      “What the fuck!” I yelled, leaping from the bed and turning in a sharp circle. 

      The light was on. Harsh. Bright. It left no shadows. 

      Three bodies lay clustered on the floor at my feet, their blood seeping from open wounds on their necks and heads. As they were facedown I couldn’t see any faces but all wore black clothing made for going unseen. Plastic zip-ties and black bags lay in the hands of two, while the third had a pistol with a silencer attached to it. These men were professionals sent to do a job that would either end my life or make me wish it had been.

      “Poppy.”

       I searched the room but couldn’t find her. 

      “Poppy!” 

      I spun in a circle looking for any form like hers, looking for any sign of a struggle she could have made, but found nothing. I tried to run from the spot where I stood but I slipped on the blood that covered the floor and went tumbling to my knees; coming down hard, a sharp red-hot poker-like pain pierced my knee.

      Stumbling to get up I looked at my hands, which were now covered in blood, and wiped them down myself when I remembered I was naked. It didn’t really make a difference, as I looked like something out of a horror scene. 

      “Pop—” 

      Stop and think, idiot.

      What if there were more men throughout the hotel room, which was really big enough to be called an apartment. What if they were waiting? What if they had Poppy?

      I looked for a weapon and spotted the gun clutched in the hands of my would-be assassin. Picking it up I checked that it was loaded then held it out before me. Feeling better with a weapon in my hands I moved from the room and peered down the corridor that led to my lounge- cum-living room. 

      Corridor empty, I trod as lightly as I could. Biting back the pain of my throbbing knee, I leaned against the wall and listened for any signs of movement; not hearing any I peered slowly into the living room and saw that it was empty. Nothing was out of place. Everything looked ordinary, which made the scene in my bedroom creepier. 

      I took one step forward then stopped. I scanned the room while I held my breath. I took another step and did the same. 

      I slowly covered the distance of the living room and saw there was no one around. I checked the other rooms and found them empty. My heartbeat should have lowered, but it only increased the more I searched for Poppy and the less evidence I found of what happened. Spinning in a circle I tapped the gun against my forehead and gritted my teeth.

      Think! Think!

      The sound of the front door opening pulled me from my thoughts as I moved to hide behind one of the sofas in the room, I heard the footsteps of only one person, and counted to three before I popped up from my hiding space and pointed the gun at my assailant. 

      Poppy looked at me in confusion before she scanned me up and down. “What are you doing?”

      “What does it look like?”

      “Looks like you’re standing naked covered in blood pointing a gun at me.”

      “Poppy, I thought you were—” I said, unable to get my words out as I rushed towards her, but she held her hand out, stopping me in my tracks.

      “You need to get cleaned up.”

      I gritted my teeth at her calm demeanour. “Would you like to tell me what is going on?” she asked.

      “I thought that would be pretty self-explanatory, judging by the—” I lifted my hands in the air, as I couldn’t mask the level of mounting frustration that was coursing through me.

      “OK, OK, I apologise. After our late night’s… fun,” she said, eyes flashing with excitement, “I heard men entering your room. They were professionals and if it weren’t for my enhanced level of senses, I would have never detected them. I tried to disarm them at first but as you can tell things got messier than I intended.”

      “What could they have wanted?”

      “You.”

      “What, why?”

      “I’m not sure but, the hand-ties and plastic bags tell me this was a kidnap situation. I’ve gone to look for the others in the crew but their rooms are empty. There’ve been signs of a struggle but no blood.”

      Shit. This wasn’t looking good.

      “The best thing we can do is make our way to your boat and decide what to do next; it’s probably the same thing the others would have done,” I said.

      “Makes sense.”

      “OK, let’s make our way through to the elevator before this night gets any crazier,” I said, making my way towards the door, but was stopped by a cough from Poppy, who pointed towards me and lifted her finger up and down.

      “As handsome as you are, I think you may need to wash some of that blood off and put some clothes on.”

      She was right. Rushing to the bedroom I stepped over the bodies and went into the en-suite and cleaned myself up as best as I could before throwing some clothes on. Coming back out my mind forced me to take in the scene once more. Lucky that it did because I picked up on something that I had missed before.

      All three men were bald—much like the three men who I had passed in the corridor earlier that night. Stepping towards the biggest one I turned him over till I could see his neck and saw what I was looking for.

      A lipstick-kiss tattoo graced his neck like a love bite left by death itself.
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      We exited into the silent corridor.

      Guns in hand, Poppy and I scanned both ways before we began walking.

      “When I searched the other’s rooms I found no one else on this floor.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The only way to get into any of these rooms is electronically. The door handles are all DNA coded to the occupant inside but to someone like me it’s child’s play to override the system and gain access. When I did, I found every room I searched empty.”

      “Every room?”

      She stopped at room seventy-eight and looked both ways before placing her hand on the handle. The same green light glowed under her hand and with a twist and a push she opened the door to an empty room.

      And I mean empty. 

      I stepped inside, my shoes echoing against the bare walls, and spun in a small circle. There was nothing. No furniture. No decoration. No appliances. No nothing. I looked at Poppy, who gave me a knowing look.

      “How easy is it to hack that DNA coded system?”

      “By a team of professionals? Should have been a lot harder than it took the three that tried to attack us.”

      I said nothing as we stepped back into the corridor and made our way towards the golden elevator doors. We were only within touching distance when the lights flickered and went out. 

      “Fuck!”

      I tried for the elevator button but I knew it was pointless even as my finger pressed it.

      I tried once more but the elevator lay unresponsive.

      I looked at Poppy before we both looked at the door for the stairs. A small sigh of frustration escaped my lips.

      “Don’t be so lazy, it’s five floors down,” she said, moving past me.

      “That’s easy for you to say,” I called after her; “my legs aren’t mechanical.”
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      The flickering emergency lights created long shadows that did nothing to ease my mind.

      Ever since we had taken this job for The Lady, life had been one clusterfuck after the next. There were too many players and pieces in play that clouded the puzzle as to what was going on. How did one job turn into such a nightmare?

      Now it seemed the whole of Safe Haven were against us one way or another, and to be honest I couldn’t blame them. If I detached myself from the whole situation and looked at it objectively, we were the bad guys.

      We were the ones smuggling arms and dirty weapons to a megalomaniac who wanted total control of the planet. Everyone else was just trying to protect what was theirs, be that their home or loved ones.

      They all had a right to, even if they kept slaves like Mr Lee.

      How did I get so caught up in this shit?

      Voices below us slowed our footsteps.

      “The power’s out so they have nowhere to go but take the stairs. We haven’t seen them yet but we have teams searching all the floors. If we encounter anything we’ll radio in; out.”

      Poppy closed her eyes and tilted her head towards where the speaker’s voice had come from. She brought up three fingers.

      I looked for somewhere to go but they caught us between floors; we’d have to go one stage lower to reach the door below us, and we’d gone too far down to reach the floor above us in time.

      “I think we can—” I began but Poppy leapt over the railing leaving me with my mouth hanging open.

      I stared at where she had once been then gathered myself together and leaned over the railing. 

      She landed amongst three men who looked as surprised as I had been. They all carried weapons but they were far too slow to react.

      She moved in a blur. The speed was inhuman.

      One minute she was standing, the next her palm had smashed into the solar plexus of the man in front of her. When she moved, it felt like I was watching a movie but I had missed a frame. It was that fast.

      The man she hit struck the wall and crumpled to the floor. His two colleagues brought their weapons up in an arc but Poppy’s fist had already hit both their throats causing them to drop to the floor.

      The whole thing had taken seconds. They hadn’t made a sound. They hadn’t reacted to her attack. They hadn’t done anything.

      In that moment I knew everything I had thought I knew about Poppy was a lie.

      Thinking back to when we were onboard Gregory’s ship: she had masked her movements, she had slowed down her attacks and allowed herself to get hit; she looked clumsy in some moments, unsure of her attack, unsure what her opponent was going to do. Yes, she had been fighting robots, but it like comparing Ford Model T’s to modern-day cars. She could have demolished those heaps of junk without a second thought yet she hadn’t; she had played a part.

      Just for my benefit.

      She looked up at me and I looked down at her and something unspoken passed between us.

      Footsteps sounded above me and I saw two pairs of feet descending towards me.

      “Did you hear that?”

      I didn’t hesitate but lifted my pistol and fired at two pairs of kneecaps that appeared in front of me. The sound from the pistol was suppressed but the screams that came from my enemies’ mouths weren’t.

      Two bodies slid and tumbled down the stairs to land at my feet.

      They looked up at me as I struck each on the side of the head with my pistol. The one to my left went out after the first blow; the one to my right was a stubborn bastard who only went down after my fourth strike.

      I took a step back and found Poppy standing next to my shoulder.

      She walked forward but I grabbed her arm. “What are you doing?”

      “Leaving them alive and expecting them not to tell whoever they are working for where we went only works in the movies.”

      “By the time they wake up we shall be long gone.”

      “How can you be so sure about that?”

      “I… look, Poppy, killing men in self-defence is one thing but killing men who are unarmed and unconscious is not a line  I think—”

      She didn’t wait for me to finish. She moved with such speed that she tore loose from my grip and struck a blow at the base of each man’s neck that echoed off the walls with a sickening crunch. I stood motionless as I watched small blood bubbles form at the corners of their mouths.

      “This is your life now,” Poppy said, looking me in the eye. “When you chose to be on this crew, when you chose this life, this is what it entails.”

      “But I—”

      “When you chose me,” she said, grabbing both sides of my face, “this is what it entailed.”

      I looked her in the eye and opened my mouth but didn’t know what to say. “I—”

      Footsteps thundered above us and Poppy grabbed my hand as we made our way down the stairs three at a time. She grabbed one of the guns from the men we had first encountered and continued on and stopped at the first door we found.

      I opened it and peeked inside while she stood guard behind me.

      Coast clear, I waved her through but not before she threw the gun down the stairwell making sure it hit every wall and step on its way down.

      We closed the door as silently as we dared and looked around our new surroundings.

      Dim red lighting illuminated lounge chairs and massage tables, hammocks hung in corners and small intimate jacuzzis rested in fake rock alcoves that offered the occupants some privacy against prying eyes.

      We walked forward, taking in the strange nature of the floor that we were on. Something reflected in the light and I bent down and picked it up; a red silk thong with rhinestones around its edge caught the little light that emanated from the ceiling.

      “I know what floor we are on,” I said, recalling the conversation I had with Wei. “I think this is floor five; it’s meant to be the casino’s spa-cum-pleasure zone. If you know what I mean.”

      “Mmm,” Poppy said, thin-lipped. “You going to put those down anytime soon?”

      I looked at the thong in my hand and dropped it quickly. “I think I hear something coming from over there,” I said, moving past her quickly and avoiding her gaze.

      I brought my pistol up and took a corner, which opened up into a room unlike anything I had ever seen: chains and ropes hung from the ceiling, with whips of various sizes attached to the far wall. I moved through them as if among vines hanging from the trees in the jungle and spotted a man tied up in red rope.

      He hung naked suspended in mid-air.

      Burns and whip marks covered his body. He was blindfolded with a ball gag dangling loose on his chest.

      I stood in front of the man and tapped my gun against my lips.

      “Hello?” he said. “Who’s there? Tish, is that you? Benny’s been a naughty boy and he needs to be punished. Stop keeping me waiting. I need to be cleaned!”

      Poppy walked up beside me and she gave me a look that mirrored my own.

      “Who is this?” she mouthed.

      I gave her a shrug.

      “Tish, I need you! Stop postponing my punish—”

      “Err, I don’t know how to tell you this, dude, but there isn’t anyone here,” I said.

      Benny went quiet as his head snapped from left to right.”Who… who are you? Where’s Tish?”

      “My name is Quinton, Quinton Blake, and I don’t know who the hell Tish is but she isn’t here; no one is.”

      “Do you know what happened?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine, mate.”

      “Fucking typical, I try something new once, just once, and it gets kicked in my face. I’ll bet you all think this is hilarious, don’t you? The office cubicle square looking for a bit of fun and look at how it ends up! Well, let me tell you something, Quinton, you may not realise it but some of us have to work long hours doing things we hate, for people we despise. Long hours in a god damn office I dream about setting fire to and then pissing on the embers, so don’t judge me for trying to bring some spice back into my life.”

      “Hey, dude, there’s no judgment here. No judgment at all. To each his own I always say, and you don’t know how familiar your story sounds, but if I were you, I would get out of here because some shit is about to go down.”

      He said nothing as Poppy and I exchanged glances while the silence grew and grew.

      “Well, cut me down then—if I could have let myself out do you think I would still be waiting here?”

      “Oh shit, right,” I said hurrying forward, but Poppy tapped me on the shoulder and gestured with her head northwards.

      “I hear voices coming from the domination[?] chamber,” said a voice off in the distance.

      “Pop, knife.”

      “We don’t have time,” she hissed, but I held out my hand and she placed a blade in it. 

      “You deal with them and I’ll catch up with you.”

      She looked at me, uncertain, but I gave her a smile and a kiss on the lips as she disappeared into the darkness. I hacked off the ropes that kept Benny secured, only stopping when I heard the sounds of screams. He stiffened up, then struggled, which made getting him out that much harder.

      “Will you stop moving before I cut you!” 

      He settled down and I finished the job, pulling him free. He stepped forward, tore the blindfold off his face and looked me in the eye, as more screams in the distance made us both jump. 

      “Things get better, if you choose them to be,” I said.

      “Thank you,” he said, giving me a nod and a shake of the hand before he ran off into the darkness. 

      Gun in hand I moved with purpose forward; looking left to right I didn’t see anyone. I was confident Poppy would find me when she was done but in that time I had to make sure I didn’t get killed. Continuing on I came across a body twisted at an angle that it wasn’t meant for, mouth still open in a silent scream, vacant eyes staring up at the ceiling. I stood over the body still shocked at what Poppy could do.

      The kind beautiful person I came to know and care for was truly capable of some horrific things, but what person who was in a relationship couldn’t say the same thing about the person they loved?

      I heard the footsteps behind me too late.

      A body rushed me out of the darkness and arms grabbed me around the middle, picking me up off my feet. I tried to keep a solid grip on my gun but they shook me until it fell from my hands. It bounced off somewhere in the darkness and I lost sight of it as I was tossed to the floor; I hit it hard but absorbed the landing as I tucked and forward-rolled. Coming up to my feet I took my attacker in. 

      He was wiry and unshaven; the dark circles under his eyes triggered my memory as I took in his face. I had seen this man before. He was with Edward Thomas when we had first met Edward back at the bar The Office; what was his name, what was his name—

      “Mr Grey,” he said. “I can see you were having trouble there.”

      “What do you want?”

      “For you to come with me.”

      “All this bullshit is your doing, isn’t it?” I asked, pointing a finger his way.

      “Not my doing personally, no, but my boss Mr Thomas may have had a hand in all your current struggles. Anyway, it is not for me to say what he has done or hasn’t; I am only a dog who is allowed off his leash now and again, and my orders were to bring you to him, so if you would please—”

      I rushed him, not giving him time to react. A punch and a kick landed heavily, snapping his head back, I followed up with a double jab and a kick to his knee that buckled it and brought him down on one knee, at which point I drove my knee upwards into his jaw causing him to collapse on his back. 

      I thought I had won.

      But as his hands crept to his face to wipe at the blood coming out of his nose and the corner of his mouth, he laughed. It was humourless and it was hollow. It was as if someone had taught him how to laugh but he still hadn’t got the mechanics of it right. He sat up and then shook his head as he got to his feet.

      “My, my, Mr Blake. Who would have thought a pen-pushing little twerp like yourself could find it in you to do such a thing?” he said as he clicked his neck from side to side. “That shit really hurt—Ah! I mustn’t swear, or Mr Thomas will be angry. If there is one thing that Mr Thomas can’t stand it’s—”

      I went for another punch but he caught it and threw my hand aside.

      “I haven’t finished speaking, Mr Blake. As I was saying, if there is one thing Mr Thomas hates it’s foul language; he finds it unbecoming of a gentleman. So I must apologise for my language.”

      “Fuck you! How’s that for language?” It sounded childish even to me, but it was the only thing I could think of in the heat of the moment as I moved towards him again and attacked. He moved out of the way, always staying just out of reach. I felt my knuckles brush his flesh but they never made solid contact. A blinding fast back-fist smacked me across the cheek spinning me around, then a boot landed square on my chest knocking me off my feet.

      Mr Grey looked down at me and he looked bored. Worse than bored—there was something behind his eyes that scared me. It scared me because I had only seen it in one other pair of eyes and they belonged to Willis. I recalled a conversation we had where he had told me that forty-five percent of the people I would meet would be hard men with a drug addiction who could barely keep their gun straight, the other forty-five were just as scared as you and would rather not be there, but the last ten percent, those people… those people were his people and if I ever came across one I should just do one thing.

      “Now, Mr Blake, shall we begin?”

      I should just run.
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      I rolled out of the way of a kick that skimmed my head by inches, and kept on moving; I wasn’t running away per se, I was just moving myself out of harm’s way while I looked for my fallen pistol. Even to me, the excuse sounded shit, but it was the best excuse I could give myself while I tried my best not to engage with a man looking at best to take me hostage and at worse to kill me.

      “Come on, Mr Blake, there is no need for all of this rigmarole. Mr Thomas only wants to have a meeting with you and your crew.”

      I didn’t respond, but ducked as he tried to grab me, and delivered a kick that he blocked with his forearm. I winced as my shinbone connected against what felt like steel. He returned the favour, kicking me back, and I blocked it just like he did but the kick felt like it would break my forearms. Shaking them out I continued to back up eyes, quickly darting to the floor around me.

      Where was Poppy?

      She had been gone for what felt like an age and it was some time since I had heard any screams or sounds of fighting. I could tell myself that I wanted to know where she was because I was worried about her but deep down I knew that was a lie, I knew I was only thinking about her for my own sake, so she could protect me, so she could deal with this problem I was facing instead of me trying to figure out a way to deal with it myself, so I wouldn’t have to suffer. As shameful as that sounds, I was still hoping that she would turn up any minute.

      Because maybe I wasn’t cut out—

      “What are you doing here, Mr Blake?”

      I stopped moving and looked at Mr Grey as he scratched his chin and looked at me as if I was an experiment gone wrong. “I mean, why are you here? Running around with this crew who are made up of cutthroats and religious lunatics? In this line of work I only came across guys like you who have found themselves in crews or places like this planet because they are in debt, dealing with addiction, or running away from something. But you, Mr Blake, you are none of those things. What’s keeping you here?

      “You appear to be a man of sound mind, a man whose skills would be best utilized in an office cubicle rather than out here. A little boring, yes, but not everyone is destined to be a hero or villain; some people are just meant to live in the background, in the grey so to speak.”

      “You know nothing about—”

      “But there you are wrong. To know yourself fully is the only way to know your opponent better than he knows himself; that is the only way to assure victory.”

      I rolled my eyes as I kept a healthy distance between us.

      “Now, are you going to come with me or does this have to get messy?”

      “Fuuucck you!” I said, drawing out the word as I gave him two middle fingers. Irritation flashed across his face as he rushed towards me. I failed to see the punch or the knee to the stomach, but a white flash tore across my vision as pain stabbed me where I had been hit.

      I threw my own punches but they didn’t land as Mr Grey danced out of the way.

      He kicked and punched me again forcing me to cover up and grit my teeth as he kept pushing me backwards. My vision was blurry, legs wobbly as I stumbled on one knee and willed myself to get up but it just wasn’t happening. I couldn’t find the strength I needed to lift myself up.

      “Ah! I get it!” he said, snapping his fingers my way. “Pussy!”

      “What?”

      “That’s why you’re in this crew, some cheap slut has spread her legs in your direction and rocked your world and now you don’t want to leave. I guess civilised life must seem boring after that. The old lady wasn’t putting out? Had to tug it in the shower while you cried? It’s a shame what some good pussy will do to a man,” he said with that hollow laugh of his.

      “But who am I to judge you, when the greatest men and empires have fallen because of the feminine charms of a woman—”

      “What do you know? Working as someone’s lapdog as a hired killer, and you judge me? I’m the pitiful one? At least I can fall asleep at night. At least the nightmares don’t keep me awake.”

      His jaw tightened and his muscles stiffened as he rushed my way and grabbed me by the face.

      His dark bloodshot eyes glared my way as he lifted me to my feet. “What would you know about nightmares, Mr Blake? A man who fell in love with his kidnappers. A man who allows his woman to fight for him. A man who at this very moment wishes she could come and save him while he hides behind her tailcoats. Yet I am the pitiful one?

      “Now I won’t ask you again, this is….”

      My thoughts drowned out his voice while I thought about everything I had done to get here. The people’s lives I had taken, the suffering I had endured, the beatings at the hands of enemies and friends alike, the constant threat of being killed, the hunger, the not knowing whether I would live to see another day, the training—argh, the training—all to be beaten by this dickwad because he thought he was better than me, because he thought he knew my life inside out.

       I hadn’t suffered at the hands of that sadistic ginger prick through training to fall at the first hurdle I met.

      So fuck him! Fuck whatever horse he rode in on! And fuck the universe if it thought I was going out like some bitch!

      I drove my head forward, smashing my forehead into his nose and forcing him to drop me; I landed on the floor in a crouch and my hand grabbed something long, hard and flexible next to my feet.  I swung it upright catching Mr Grey in the jaw. His head tilted back as I leapt to my feet and swung the object at him again. He tried to block but he was disoriented from the first blow and I caught him across the temple, spinning him around; he tried to defend himself but I kept on the pressure, delivering blow after blow.

      He dropped to his knees, hands raised above his face, but I refused to stop. Refused to quit until my arms grew heavy and my chest burnt from the exertion that I was putting out.

      I could hear my name being called but I couldn’t tell where it was coming from.

      Quinton.

      Quinton.

      “Quinton!”

      Something solid grabbed hold of my arm, stopping me from moving it and jerking me out of my trance-like state. I looked wildly around and saw Poppy standing next to me, hand around my forearm.

      “That’s enough,” she whispered.

      I looked back to Mr Grey and saw nothing but a bloody mess. His face was a mask of blood where I had broken his nose and some of his teeth, a large hematoma had developed on his forehead and his left arm twitched periodically.

      “Is he… alive?” I asked.

      “Judging by his vitals he appears to just be unconscious, but everything from his nose to his arm is broken. She looked at me, cupping both her hands around my face. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you sure? Because I’m sorry I wasn’t—”

      “Poppy, I am fine. Trust me. You won’t always be around to save the day and I don’t expect you to. I’m a big boy, I can look after myself.”

      “I know that. It’s just, I find you beating a man with a large dildo, and a girl is bound to have some questions.”

      I looked at the object in my hand in confusion and hastily dropped it to the floor. Wiping my hands on my shirt I took one last look at the helpless form of Mr Grey on the floor. Poppy moved forward but I held her back.

      “I thought we spoke about—”

      “No.”

      “Quinton, you were going to kill him anyway.”

      “He will live and remember what took place here, and if he comes back, I shall make sure he remembers again. This is not mercy, far from it. This is a message.”

      Poppy took a step back as I met her gaze and I saw something akin to fear ripple across the surface.

      “What happened here?”

      “He insulted the woman I love.”

      “You love me?” she whispered.

      “I—”

      I brought my hands up as flashlights shone across my vision. “There they are!”

      “It’s time to go. Hold on,” Poppy said, wrapping her arms around me, and then she lifted me up and sprinted forward.

      “Poppy, where are we going?” I said as wind rushed past my face.

      “Leaving.”

      I looked up at the approaching window and felt my insides twist. “But we are on the fifth fl—”

      I never got to finish my sentence as we exploded out of the window and plummeted to the ground below.
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      I was proud of myself that I didn’t scream.

      The wind whistled past my face as we dropped like a coin tossed by a child off a tall building. I shut my eyes at the rapidly approaching ground. I was sure that we were going to die. No, better yet I was sure I was going to die—I, who was made up of bones and flesh, while Poppy, who wasn’t, would walk away from this without a—

      “Quinton, you can open your eyes now.”

      I did so slowly and was relieved when I saw the ground was only three feet away and wasn’t coming towards me. Poppy let go of me and I got to my feet and brushed myself off as if nothing had happened.

      “What?” she asked.

      “What what?”

      “I can always tell when you have something to get off your chest so just come on out with it.”

      “It’s nothing, just you know.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Not that I’m not grateful for the whole saving me thing, but when you pick me up like a damsel in distress and throw us out of a window, it doesn’t necessarily make me feel like a—”

      “Like a man,” she said, crossing her arms.

      “Well, you see… well, the thing is, that’s not what I was meaning to say.”

      “Well, you said it.”

      “What I meant to say is, what I’m trying to convey is that a man likes to feel like a man and sometimes you don’t allow that to happen.”

      She stared at me, lips disappearing by the second as the glare she sent my way pinned my soul to the back wall. 

      Ah shit. I was messing this up.

      “OK, OK, look. First, thank you for saving me, thank you for being you. I wouldn’t change you for the world, you are who you are and that makes you special. But a man likes to fix things, he likes to provide, likes to protect, likes to make the people in his life feel safe, and sometimes with you being Superwoman it doesn’t give me the chance to do that.”

      “Don’t make this about anything else apart from your male pride. If this is going to be a problem you need to tell me now.”

      “Who said anything about it being a problem? You’re making it a problem by saying that in the first place.”

      “No matter the man, it always comes down to his fragile ego.”

      “What do you mean, no matter the man? How many other men have there been?”

      “I have been alive for hundreds of years. Do you expect me not to know how the male species thinks and works? You’re all the same,” she said walking off, leaving me staring after her with my mouth opening and closing, while my brain tried to process the information I had received and tried to make some sense out of it.

      “Wai—wait! You still haven’t answered my question! How many men have there been?”
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      We moved from shadow to shadow but something wasn’t right. People were running away from the direction we were headed, which was always a bad sign. Shrouded in the dark cover of a building, we rested in an alleyway while we observed the crowd of people who ran past us. 

      “What do you think is going on?” 

      Poppy looked at me and shrugged before flattening herself against the wall, as a group of men with pistols scanned the faces of the people who moved passed them. Not finding what they were looking for they moved on. 

      “The only thing that we can do is make our way towards your boat and from there form a plan on how to find the others,” I said as another group of people hurried past us.

      Poppy looked at me, worry lacing her features, but nodded at me nevertheless. 

      We departed from our hiding spot and moved through the crowd, faces lowered; I smelled something in the air and turned to face Poppy, who mirrored my look. 

      Smoke! 

      It wafted on the air as a red glow shimmered in the distance. I stretched my hand out and watched as ash landed on it. When I fixed my gaze on where the red glow was coming from my heart sunk; I had a feeling I knew what I would find when we made our way to our destination. Swallowing the bile that tried to rise from my stomach, I closed my eyes and knew we had to march forward. It was the only way.

      “Let’s get this over with,” I said, closing my fist.

      “You know what’s going to be waiting for us once we get there, don’t you?”

      “Yup, but we can’t go back so we might as well go forward.”

      The going only got harder the closer we got to the boating docks. Black flames leapt in the air and smoke danced on the wind as we finally reached our destination. The boating dock and everything tied up to it was in flames. I couldn’t distinguish between our boat and the next, as a carpet of flame covered everything. I surveyed the damage as a voice called out to us over the crackling of the flames. “Ah! There you are, Mr Blake, how nice of you to finally join us.” Mr Lee sat on a chair, legs crossed one over the another while a woman who stood next to him held up an umbrella to protect him against the falling ash, and another fed him grapes while his eyes bored into mine.

      “What’s the meaning of this?”

      “The meaning is simple, Mr Blake, I am here to collect payment for all the damage you and your crew have done to my property, not to mention the property damage you have caused to the innocent, hardworking bystanders, who—”

      “Cut the shit! It was your men who attacked us. We were only defending ourselves,” I said, pointing a finger his way.

      “I think you’re mistaken. Earlier today one Willis Moor got into a drunken rage and destroyed parts of my hotel before moving on to attacking members of my staff. We tried to reason with him but alas he was beyond that point; he escaped into the night and has apparently been very busy,” Lee said, gesturing towards the flames.

      “Getting drunk and starting a fight, that doesn’t sound like the Willis Moor I know; surely you are mistaken,” I said, causing Poppy to snort, “and even if that was true why would Willis, a member of our crew, destroy our only means of transportation?”

      “Men who are blinded by rage and alcohol do not see the world as you and I do.”

      He smiled at me, the leaping flames reflecting off his teeth, while I decided what to do; I took a step forward but Poppy held me back and gestured around us. Men detached themselves from the shadows and quickly surrounded us, I took in the numbers, and even if Poppy and I could somehow fight them all off the odds of our finding somewhere to hide on this floating village was slim to none. 

      “I can take them,” Poppy said out of the corner of her mouth, “but the calculated odds of you surviving this fight weaponless isn’t something I’m willing to risk.”

      I gritted my teeth as once again I cursed not having my trusty shotgun by my side. Who would have thought a simple collection mission would have warranted its use on so many occasions?

      “We seem to have found ourselves at an impasse, Mr Lee.”

      “I wouldn’t say that, Mr Blake. The way I see it, you are heavily outnumbered with nowhere to run, nowhere to hide, so the only thing you can do is come with me. If not… things may get a little messy for all parties involved.”

      I looked to Poppy, who said nothing but stared my way.

      “I assure you,” continued Lee, “you shall not be harmed. On the contrary, the issue is all but taken care of. If you would please follow me.”
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      They escorted us back to the hotel corridors and there we reached a door made of solid iron. Two guards with bulging arms crossed over their chests regarded us with mild interest as we approached. 

      They looked us up and down as the men who surrounded us gave them a brief nod, which caused them to spin the lock in the centre of the door before pulling it open. We were not shoved forward, but there was no misunderstanding as to where they wanted us to go. I gave Poppy a look and a reassuring smile before I stepped forward and found myself in a vault.

      Stacks of different currencies were piled ten feet high against back walls and corners of the room, golden coins littered the floor along with the occasional precious gem and gold bars, and right at the back sitting all by themselves sat a row of alphabetised grey security boxes. 

      I took the vault all in and then allowed my gaze to take in the three men who were sitting on chairs in the middle of it. Cuts and bruises marked faces, with more than one spotting a black eye.

      “Boyo, glad you could finally join us.”

      “Hi, José, how you been?”

      “I could be better, could be worse,” he said, clasping my hand in a warm embrace.

      “You got any ice cream?” Tuari asked, looking up at me in hope.

      “What? No. Why would you—” I said, waving him off and looking at the drooling form of Willis, who was slumped in his chair. “What’s up with him?”

      “Well,” Tuari said, “we were told that because of his drunken rampage, which caused untold damage to this fine hotel, he had to be sedated, otherwise extreme measures would have to be used.”

      “What a load of bullshit. How did they get the drop on you two?”

      “Caught me sleeping. Mierda! I must be getting old,” said José.

      “Don’t feel so bad; if it weren’t for Poppy then they would have had the drop on me too. I woke up after it was all said and done. What about you?” I said, nodding toward Tuari.

      He looked sheepishly at the floor before saying, “On the toilet.”

      I did my best to suppress a laugh but a snort still came out.

      “It’s nothing to be ashamed about, the King of Rock-and-Roll himself died on the toilet,” he said.

      “I think you’ll find they found him on the bathroom floor, but whatever helps you sleep at night,” I said as the door to the vault opened and in stepped Mr Lee.

      His goons surrounded him as he surveyed the scene before him and smiled. It was all I could do not to walk over and punch those damn diamonds out of his mouth.

      “I do love coming to these vaults; they always remind me of what is at stake.”

      “It’s a bit untidy,” I said, looking around, “or are you going for the Scrooge McDuck look?”

      “In that assumption you are wrong. These gold coins and bars you see around you are nothing compared to the true wealth that lies in those security boxes. The age of gold and currency has long been over; real wealth has always lied in stocks and company bonds. Little pieces of paper that the uneducated would toss to the floor because they knew no different, but I guess that’s why the masses will always be poor. Yes, those boxes are my pride and joy, and contain more than a few shares from large companies that owe me favours, companies that we both have—”

      The vault door opened and Wei walked in. He tried his best to not look in our direction but our eyes met briefly before he whispered in Lee’s ear. Lee gave him a nod and Wei departed the way he came.

      “Well, I must thank you for making this the most eventful forty-eight hours I have had in a while but I must be going. I had hoped we would all leave tonight as winners but sometimes Lady Luck just doesn’t want to play ball. As I have previously stated to some of you, all your debts owed to me for any damage or grievance caused have now been settled. So I won’t come looking for you, if you don’t come looking for me,” he said walking towards the door. “Oh, and Mr Blake, the offer we spoke about is still on the table.”

      All heads turned to me as he left. 

      “Ohh, someone’s in trouble,” Tuari said, as I shifted uncomfortably on my chair.

      “I’ll explain later,” I said as the door opened one more time and none other than Edward Thomas entered. He clapped his hands in front of him and gave us all a beaming smile around the onyx pipe in his mouth.

      “Well, how jolly good it is to see all of you good folks well and in one piece. I wish I could say the same for my man Mr Grey but alas, he understands that in his line of work accidents happen and people get injured. Now about this job—”

      “Hold up, amigo, I think we’re missing a few key details here,” José said. “For one, what are we doing here, and two, why would we ever work for you?”

      “Reasonable enough questions I suppose, my good man. The first is simple enough to answer; your ginger friend here took it upon himself to get royally—what is the word that you people use,” Edward said, snapping his finger, “—shitfaced, such a vile word—yes, he took it upon himself to get drunk and then he got violent and caused more damage to Mr Lee’s property than you can possibly afford to pay. The second answer is even simpler.

      “I paid off your debts to Mr Lee, so now you owe me, which brings this job I have for you into play.”

      I burst into laughter. I couldn’t help myself. I let it roll from my stomach like a wave collecting sand and shells from the ocean floor and allowed it to take all the tension, the worry and stress I had and allowed it to flow out.

      I laughed and laughed till tears streaked down my face and everyone looked upon me as if I had gone mad.

      “All this,” I said, sputtering between laughs, “all this just because you want us to do this job for you. You went to all this effort!”

      “Dear boy, I don’t know what you possibly—”

      “Stop! Stop. Cut the bullshit—you board of director types never get to the issue at hand. It was you who shot down our cargo ship, it was you who arranged for us to take part in that little Casino Royal in the hopes we would lose and be up to our eyeballs in debt so you could bail us out, and it was you who destroyed Lee’s casino and burned down the dock. I don’t know if you and Lee came to some arrangement where you could place the blame on us and just pay him off, but that matters little.”

      “What gave it away?” Edward asked.

      “Willis is a ginger asshole who would kick any of us when we’re down, but for him to get drunk and be out as long as he is, is just impossible. I’ve seen the man polish off a bottle of whiskey and still be coherent.”

      “Was that all?”

      “No, but like I said, it matters little. All I wanted to know is why.”

      Edward took out his pipe and clicked his fingers. One of his men produced a small metal canister which he emptied his pipe into; he was then handed a leather pouch that he pulled loose tobacco from and stuffed into the pipe. A match was lit for him and he puffed on the pipe till it was lit.

      “Why did I go through all this trouble? It’s something I’ve been giving a lot of thought to lately. The main reason this all started was because you nearly crippled Xcorp. The company my family started. The company they built from the ground up with nothing but a hope and a dream. The company that killed a handful of my family from stress-related illness.

      “I wanted you to pay for that,” he said, bitterness creeping into his voice.

      “I wanted you to pay for making my family the laughingstock of the business world. I had already taken care of your idiot manager Gregory Goodwin and as the embarrassment passed and time healed the wounds, I almost forgot about you and your little crew, Mr Blake— almost.

      “But I couldn’t forget about what you had taken from us, from me. The AI designs on that memory chip would have pushed Xcorp into the forefront. We would be a law unto ourselves! But you had to—” He took a deep breath and continued, “That is neither here nor there. The reason you are here today is because Xcorp has been trying to recover an item in space, but every crew we send has been unsuccessful in completing the mission.”

      “By unsuccessful, you mean dead?” José asked.

      “Yes, you are right, my Spanish-speaking friend. They all died, or more precisely we lost contact with every crew we sent out there. The problem puzzled me for some time until your little crew crossed my thoughts, and I thought who better to do the unthinkable but the little crew who has brought so many giants down to their knees.”

      “You went through all this bother just so we could complete some stupid mission for you in the hopes we may get killed?” I said, looking at him in confusion. “It would be easier to just have us killed.”

      “Probably cheaper too,” Tuari said.

       ”You know, I did think that, and at first hiring you was just an excuse to meet the crew in person, to see the people who had brought my company down to its knees. Then when you turned down my offer, it became a game to see if I could get you to work for me, and the more I tried the more I became amazed at how you survived and struggled through on luck, hustle and street smarts. I hear that’s what it’s called,” he said behind his hand. “Then I became convinced your crew was the crew for the job and I had to have you work for me, and if there’s one thing you good folks must know about me it’s that I always get what I want. Now on to business,” he said, rubbing his hands together.

      A large cube was placed in the middle of the floor and Edward stepped forward and tapped it with his forefinger, causing the item to hum. It projected an interstellar map in the air. 

      Poppy hid her gasp well, but I caught it never the less. 

      “What are we looking at here, my friend?” José asked studying the map in detail.

      “This, my fine fellows, is a star map of a hidden space station which left Earth’s orbit during WW3. For reasons that aren’t important it was launched secretly and has been orbiting that distant sun, using the sun’s rays as energy to keep the satellite operational. The satellite is located in a region of space which there are no hospitable planets; the area is littered with space rock, space dust and comets that play havoc with a ship’s systems.”

      “It looks like it was placed in a location where it wasn’t meant to be found,” I said.

      “Be that as it may, find it I have and get inside we must.” 

      “What’s the cargo?” José asked.

      “I can’t tell you that.”

      “Then no matter how much in debt we are to you, amigo, we can’t help you. Unless we know the dimensions, the weight, whether the cargo is stable or likely to explode, whether whatever inside has to be specially quarantined or can be moved about with ease, we can’t fully prepare for the job, because we don’t know what tools we need or what precautions we need to take. 

      “This business may look simple to you, but it has to be orchestrated like brain surgery if you want the desired outcome. If the previous fools you used didn’t explain this to you then no wonder their missions were failures.”

      “Ha!” Edward said slapping his thigh, “you see that! You see that! This is why I knew I had to have you guys. Gosh. My father always used to say to listen to your gut and I am glad that I did. I am confident you fine chaps will complete this mission for me and deliver me what I want. Now to answer your question, what you are collecting for me weighs two hundred and twenty-six kilos or five hundred pounds. It’s eight foot by five and shaped like a coffin. It isn’t likely to explode and there is no reason it should need to be quarantined.”

      “What does it look like?” José asked.

      Edward tapped the computer attached to his wrist, changing the image projected by the cube on the floor until it showed a grey refrigerator-looking object with more warning signs and labels on it than I could count.

      “I thought you said this thing didn’t need to be quarantined,” I said.

      “It doesn’t.”

      “Then why the hell has it more warning signs on it than a box containing the smallpox virus?”

      “Everything was like that during WW3. You don’t realise how health and safety conscious everyone was back then; you had to write up a written evaluation if you just wanted to go to the bathroom. My good man, trust me, it’s nothing you need to be concerned about,” Edward said.

      The crew and I exchanged looks, all thinking the same thing. 

      “If that’s the case, amigo, how come none of your crews have made it back alive?”

      “Ah, I was hoping we would gloss over that point, but I can see nothing gets past you,” Edward said, waving a finger our way. In all honestly I do not know. Some crews we lost contact with before they even made it to the space station, others we were in contact with until they boarded the station, then after that, nothing. I wish I could be more helpful, but it is what it is. “He checked his wrist and clapped his hands together.

      “Anyway, I believe that concludes our meeting. Please keep the cube; it shall guide you where you need to go. I shall give you forty-eight hours to collect whatever supplies you need, put your affairs in order and board your ship. I realise you need transportation so I shall drop you dear chaps back in Paradise Lost, where my ship shall be stationed next to yours waiting for you to depart. Normally I wouldn’t accompany the crew I send, but I shall make an exception this time, I think.”

       ”This is all very nice of you, my friend,” said José, “but what if we refuse?”

      “Then I kill you.”

      Silence descended upon the room as everyone grew tense. My mouth grew dry and my palms grew sweaty as Edward’s men placed their hands on their weapons.

      “But there will be no need for that,” Edward said cheerily, “because I am sure you fine folks will accomplish the mission and be home before you know it. Now, I’ll give you some time to collect yourselves and him,” he said, pointing towards Willis, “and I shall meet you outside.”

      As he left and his men followed him, I looked over the crew and they had the same sour expression I had. We were screwed, and there was nothing that we could do about it.

      Tuari lifted Willis onto his shoulders and helped José up. They moved towards the door while I stood in the centre of the vault, mind racing.  

      I had thought I had left Xcorp behind me. I had thought I could build a new life for myself outside of its clutches, but time and fucking time again, it somehow got its roots into me no matter what I did. Although he was charming and polite, I highly doubted Edward would let us part ways freely, even if we somehow completed this suicide mission.

      Shit! 

      Between Edward, The Lady and Mr Lee. I didn’t see any way that we would be making it out of this alive.

      I held my head in my hands and I felt a pair of arms embrace me. Resting my head on Poppy’s shoulders I closed my eyes and took a deep breath in; reopening them I saw the security boxes resting innocently on the far back wall and smiled.

      “Poppy, I think I may have a plan.”
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      They escorted us off Edward’s ship, which had landed next to The Kennel. His men said nothing but just stood next to the cargo walkway and smiled. 

      “What a hospitable bunch of pricks,” Tuari said, giving them a wave and a smile.

      “So fill me in, one more time, how we ended up in this shit?” Willis said, scratching his beard, which sounded like sandpaper. 

      “It’s pretty simple really: Mr Lee tricked you into taking money so we could end up in his debt; when that didn’t work Edward’s men caused havoc and blamed you for getting drunk and disorderly. Now, we have to complete a suicide mission that has killed every crew who have undertaken it,” Tuari said. “Feeling filled in yet?”

      “Why didn’t we just tell—”

      “Because, Willis, he has more men!” I said. “He has more power! He has more everything! Shit, if I knew shit was going to be this difficult then I would have stayed in my nine to five. It matters little now anyway.”

      “It always matters, boyo, it always matters,” José said, clapping me on the shoulder. “If we just allow the man to roll us over, then we are no better than those cubicle pen-pushing slaves who never try and better their situation. Always remember we are stray dogs! Dogs that ain’t fed by the hand but fight and scrap for every molecule of food we get.”

      I nodded my head as his words poured through my ears and into my soul. Yes, things were different now. I had chosen this path because I wanted my freedom; now as things had started to go wrong I was whining and complaining, instead of taking it on the chin and coming back stronger.

      “What do we do now then?” I asked.

      “Now, boyo, we deal with our other problem before it deals with us.”

      “The Lady?”

      “The Lady.”
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      We arrived at Hotel Moscow; the grand-looking Art Deco hotel stood out amongst the other less impressive buildings that surrounded it like a peacock among pigeons. As we walked towards the entrance a pair of guards looked our way, X-ray sunglasses covering their eyes. One quickly spoke into a hidden mic attached to his lapel while the other placed his hand under his suit jacket.

      The sun had yet to rise. It was that wonderful twilight hour before the night stalkers went to bed and the day walkers woke up. It was a time where everything could happen and no one would know. 

      Vlad exited the main entrance and watched our approach till we got to him. He looked each of us in the face with those dead cold lifeless eyes and said nothing, but turned around and walked back inside. We followed him in, feet tapping on the marble floors; the sound carried, as the foyer was empty. 

      I looked left and right but only saw long shadows that the dim light had created. A leaf fell from the cherry blossom tree positioned in the middle of the foyer, and I prayed it wasn’t a sign of things to come.

      We walked until we reached a set of ornate gold doors carved out in the shape of flowing water and waited while Vlad knocked. We waited for what felt like an age until the words “Come in” came from the other side. 

      Vlad pushed the doors open, and we followed in to find Lady Isabella Ivanov sitting behind her grand wooden desk, pen in hand, papers laid out before her.

      I looked up and stared at the stained glass image of the scrawny old king sitting on his throne while Death knelt before him, the skulls of his enemies hanging from a tree branch behind him; as I stared at the image it was all I could do to keep my mouth from going dry.

      We stood in front of her and waited while she continued to work. She crossed out something on one paper and scribbled furiously on another. Her writing was wild, and she stabbed at the paper with an urgency I was surprised she had at this witching hour.

      She placed her pen down and steepled her fingers together as she regarded us. “You see, Vlad. I told you there was nothing to worry about; I knew that as soon as the Junk Yard Dogs landed they would grace us with their presence, and there were you wanting to send out the cavalry.”

      “I’m sorry I haven’t been in touch, but things have taken a turn,” José said.

      “Yes, yes. I am well aware, but so we are on the same page please do enlighten me.”

      “There were… some issues… unforeseen issues and problems we ran into that caused us the delay and loss of your cargo.”

      Silence descended like a heavy mist as my back grew wet and my palms clammy. 

      “Do tell?” Isabella asked. 

      “We received both your cargoes from the Jungle and the Floating City, but we were shot out of the sky upon leaving the Floating City and later ran into more trouble where our ship was burnt down and your cargo with it. I—”

      “I don’t see how—”

      “You are correct, it’s not your problem,” José said, cutting her off. “Ever since you have used our services, no matter the issue we have dealt with it ourselves and this time will be no different. But to repay back what we owe you will take some time, time we haven’t got at the present as we have another matter to take care of. I hope mi Señora will understand that her plans will have to be put on hold, but once—”

      The Lady snapped her fingers and the golden doors to her office opened, allowing in twelve men, all with assault rifles. They divided in two and flanked us on either side; they pointed their weapons towards the floor but I had a feeling that could change in an instant. 

      “Mr Battle, if there is one thing I can’t stand it’s delays, but if there is one thing I can’t stand above that, it’s being told about failure. I do not care about the issues and obstacles you and your crew faced, I do not care who is out to get you or why, all I care about is getting what I asked you for and having it delivered on time. I thought we understood each other. I thought you knew what I did to people who failed me?” 

      She nodded to the men around us and they slowly lifted their rifles. “I must say, I will miss employing you but I’m afraid I can’t have failure. Good—”

      “Wait!” I shouted, holding out my hands. 

      The room held its breath while the men around us kept their fingers on their triggers. I looked to either side of me and I could see that Poppy, Willis and Tuari were ready to move. Even with the advanced capabilities of Poppy, I knew that men on both sides would die here today if I didn’t do something.

      “Just wait—everyone relax, calm down and take a breather. Lady Isabella Ivanov, the people that came for us will soon come for you. I know José is too proud and stubborn to ever admit to a client his failures or what led to them, but I think it’s about time we laid our cards on the table.”

      She let out a yawn but didn’t say anything else.

      “Xcorp was the one who attacked us; they shot us out of the air and they burnt our ships as retaliation for what took place. They also appear to be working with Mr Lee of the Han Dynasty and other crews from different boroughs, I don’t know what their end game is, or why this mission is so important, but what I do know is that after they’re done with us, everyone will be coming for you.

      “You threaten the status quo. You threaten all the other leading crews on Safe Haven and I know you’re not scared of war, and you’re prepared for it, but there is only so much one person can do against so many foes.”

      “Mr Blake, I hardly see your point. You are not saying anything I don’t know or anything new; it sounds like you are just stalling for time until the inevitable.”

      “This mission Edward Thomas, the owner of Xcorp, tasked us with is important and valuable to him—to a corporation that is one of the largest and wealthiest in all of recorded human history. Don’t you think whatever it is at the end of that rainbow could be valuable to you?”

      “No.”

      “I—” 

      I was at a loss for words. I tried to think of something else to say, something else that could buy us more time, that could persuade this psycho bitch that not killing us was in her best interests, but she didn’t seem to care, she didn’t seem to want to know what I could offer her. How could you bargain with someone whose mind was already made up? She believed she was strong enough to fight whatever was coming. How could I possibly change that mindset when it had worked for her her whole life?

      “Well, that was all very nice but it changed nothing. Now—”

      “You can use me,” Poppy said, the words forcing me to close my eyes and grit my teeth. I didn’t want to turn around and look at her because I knew my face would betray the emotions that were riding just under the surface. 

      “And what use are you to me?” Isabella asked.

      Without saying a word, Poppy grabbed the nearest assault rifle in a blink of an eye and bent it like it was made out of clay. The men didn’t shout or make a fuss—they were too well trained for that—but I could see their wide-eyed stares as their heads snapped back to their boss and Poppy, and vice versa. Hands with rifles in them shook as they all pointed them Poppy’s way.

      “Well, well,” said The Lady, as she got up from her chair and slowly circled Poppy. “I knew your little crew was hiding a secret; who would have thought it was as big as something like this? When I asked you to retrieve that information from Xcorp regarding AI, I only half-believed in it. It was more akin to getting a treasure map and knowing deep down that there may be nothing at the end of the journey, but this… an AI humanoid… The folktales are all true—how human you are, just like one of us. Oh, this will do nicely… yes, yes.

      “It appears we have a deal, Mr Blake. I shall spare the lives of your crew; in exchange I shall keep—”

      I moved. I didn’t think. I just did. Elbow smashing into the nose of the nearest guard to me, while simultaneously kicking out his kneecap, I grabbed his rifle with both hands and twisted it out of his grip and pointed it towards The Lady.

      This time the room erupted. 

      Her men shouted at me in Russian, while training their guns on me, but that didn’t last long as Poppy wrapped her arm around Isabella’s throat and hugged her in close. Her men didn’t know which way to point as they tried to divide their attention between Poppy and me.

      “What is going on, dickface?” Willis shouted as his pistols appeared in his hand. He looked towards José, who remained silent as I narrowed my eyes Isabella’s way. “José! Do something before this fucker condemns all our souls. For the love of God!”

      “I hate to argue with the ginger madmen, but this does seem to be going south quick,” said Tuari.

      “I don’t think you shall be keeping anyone, Lady Isabella Ivanov. That was not the deal. The deal was an offer of help to defeat and conquer your enemies.”

      “Deal? Who said anything about a deal?” she replied as I felt the barrel of a gun placed against the side of my head. I looked out of my peripheral vision and saw the grim face of Vlad.

      “What say you, Mr Battle?” said The Lady, joy dancing on her words. “What say you about this predicament we seem to have found ourselves in? Are you not the leader of this crew?”

      José said nothing as he pulled the cigar out of his mouth and slowly lit it. Taking in a deep intake, he blew a column of smoke towards the ceiling and smiled. “‘I fell in love with a hooker who robbed me of my soul. I fell in love with a hooker who robbed me of my sight. I fell in love with a hooker because she was the only woman for me. I fell in love with a hooker till the only thing I had was two packs of cigarettes and thirty dollars on me.’

      “Those song lyrics were from my father’s favourite band, The Junk Yard Dogs, and I never realised the meaning of those words until I killed a man and saw the light vanish behind his eyes.”

      “Boss,” Tuari said with a grimace, “I… don’t think that’s the meaning behind those words. Call me crazy, but—”

      “Will you cease this nonsense!” said The Lady. “Mr Battle, I believe you have a decision to make.”

      “Mi Señora, you are wrong. There never was a decision to make in the first place. A pack doesn’t leave a member behind, no matter if that pack is made up of a bunch of wild, stray, flea-bitten mutts that no one will give a home. Now, I believe we placed an offer of help on the table. The decision is down to you whether or not you shall take it.”

      She smiled and it was only then did I realise what we were dealing with. She relished the danger. There was a storm of insanity behind those eyes that made Willis’s own look like a gentle summer breeze. We were in danger; we were all in danger, and the sooner we got out of here the better, as the hunger in her eyes when she looked at Poppy chilled me to the bone. It mattered little that we had lost all her weaponry; she had found something better.

      “Do we have a deal… do we have a deal… do we have a deal?” She repeated the sentence softer and slower each time. “You accept a job offer I give you and payment, you fail to complete said job, and threaten me in my own home no less, and expect me to do what? Accept? I hardly see what I gain out of this deal?”

      “Your life for one,” said Poppy.

      “Besides that.”

      “Help to combat the storm that is coming your way,” I said, “plus, I shall transfer you what you paid us three times over.”

      There was silence for a moment or two before The Lady spoke again: “I guess I had better accept then.”

      “You wouldn’t hold it against me if I didn’t take your word on the matter, it’s just after everything that has happened here,” I said looking around the room.

      “I would be insulted if you did,” she said. 

      “I would like you to call your men off while we slowly and calmly leave your hotel. You shall be in our company till we get to our vehicle of course; once again, it’s not that we don’t trust you, it’s just that… well, you understand,” I said.

      “Of course,” she said with a smile that sent chills down my spine. “Do as he says and please lower your weapons.”

      The men lowered their rifles to the floor, but the tension remained. We had to get out of here and we had to get out of here fast. I could still feel the barrel of a gun pressed to the side of my head as I inched my eyes sideways to see Vlad’s unchanged, grim expression.

      “This would be a lot quicker if we all cooperated,” I said.

      “Vlad, it’s okay. We have an understanding now,” said The Lady.

      Sweat trickled down my back as the barrel remained.

      “Do, not, make me repeat myself.”

      Vlad did as he was told as I licked my dry lips but still kept a firm grip on my rifle. “Now, if you ladies would like to go first, the JYD crew shall follow you and I think it’s best for your men to stay where they are. Don’t worry,” I said as Vlad lifted his pistol towards me, “once at the entrance we shall let Isabella go, pay what we owe, and we shall be working together again like old times with all of this forgotten about.”

      I stepped to one side and gestured with my arms towards the door. The Lady’s men jockeyed on the spot but they held firm as Poppy, with The Lady in her grip, moved towards the door; then they opened a way for her and she walked out with José, Willis, Tuari and me following closely behind, keeping our guns trained on her men at all times. 

      I allowed a sigh to escape my lips as the golden doors closed behind us.

      “Why are you so nervous, Mr Blake?” The Lady said softly, her tone cutting through the silence of the foyer. “You have nothing to worry about. I can assure you of that.”

      I nodded my head but didn’t respond as our footsteps echoed off the marble floor. We hurried as best as we could until we got to the entrance. Tuari had parked our car in the front of the building, a small blessing I was thankful for as we exited out the hotel. Two guards with X-ray shades looked shocked to see us but a simple gesture of the head from their boss and they retreated back inside. 

      “Tuari, start the car, and everyone get in,” Poppy said.

      Tuari did as he was told with Willis following closely behind. I looked at José, who stood next to me, and then back at Poppy, who looked at me in irritation and mouthed “get in,” but I ignored her.

      “Poppy, you can let her go,” said José.

      Poppy looked at me but refused to release her hold.

      “It’s OK,” I said, “you can wait in the car; our business is done here.”

      About to say something, she gritted her teeth and nodded her head and got inside the car as José and I stood facing the demon who presided over Paradise Lost. 

      “Well, Mr Battle, it appears you have trained your second in command well. Your presence wasn’t even needed here tonight. I dare say in the future all my dealings shall be with Mr Blake here.”

      “What can I say, the boyo learns quick. It’s a pleasure to have him on the team.”

      I looked to José but couldn’t quite see his features amidst the cloud of smoke that surrounded him from his cigar.

      “Once we get to our ship, you shall have your payment in full. I apologise for any inconvenience this may have caused you,” I said.

      “This wasn’t an inconvenience at all, Mr Blake; on the contrary, it was a pleasure in seeing who I will be dealing with in the future, not to mention getting to witness the transition of leadership in your little team.”

       ”Transition—” I began but was cut off as a loud crack echoed throughout the air.

      I expected to feel some pain but I knew that I wasn’t the target. Turning towards José I saw the cigar topple out of his mouth as he fell sideways; leaping forward I caught him in both my arms as I heard someone yell at me.

       I wasn’t sure who it was.

      I saw red no matter where I looked. It covered José’s chest. It covered my arms. It came out of his lips.

      I felt a pair of hands latch onto my shoulders and pull me backwards. I still held onto José as they pushed me into the car. I caught a glimpse of The Lady still standing in the same spot.

      She hadn’t moved. She hadn’t rushed to safety. She stared at the scene before her like a passenger waiting for their bus to arrive.

      I heard the squeal of tires and was pushed back in my seat as the car took off, fishtailing while Tuari tried to keep her straight.

      My ears were ringing and my mind was numb as I looked down into the face of our captain and saw his vacant eyes looking back at me. 

      He was... dead.
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      I stared at a body covered in a white sheet.

      My eyes couldn’t pull away from it. I sat in our cold storage room onboard The Kennel where we kept all our food so it wouldn’t go off and just… sat there. I don’t know how long I had been there; I didn’t particularly care; all I knew was that no matter how hard I stared at the body under that sheet and willed it to get up, willed it to move, it wouldn’t.

      Rage, disgust, sadness, fear and hopelessness had swept through me.

      Now the only thing left was numbness.

      This was all my fault. If I hadn’t attacked first and pulled a gun on The Lady, then José would still be alive. He would still be—

      Numb.

      It’s all I felt.

      As I stared at the white sheet that covered the leader of the Junk Yard Dogs, I tried to stir up some of the feelings that had been coursing through my veins a moment earlier, but now it was gone. I wished for it back. Longed for it!

      Wished to feel anything whatsoever, but as hard as I tried nothing surfaced. 

      If I had not allowed my temper to get the better of me, if I had not allowed my rash decision to make The Lady act the way she did, then none of this would have happened. I should have just shut my mouth and let José do the talking till he found a solution; instead I thought my plans were… Damn!

      How did I think this journey of criminals, gangsters, murderers and gang leaders was going to end?

      Did I expect it to end with a pension at the end of everyone’s service? 

      Did I think after everything was said and done, we would all ride off into the sunset and drink margaritas while we told good old stories about the past? About how we almost escaped death each time after coming so close?

      This wasn’t a game. This wasn’t a movie. 

      Since joining the crew, I had been lost in a world of space travel and far-flung adventures, never taking a minute to contemplate the consequences of my actions or the actions of the people around me. It wasn’t that I thought we were invincible; it was just that I thought death would happen to other people.

      How stupid was I?

      I placed my head in my hands and uttered a helpless sigh as I felt the walls around me closing in. 

      What were we going to do now José was gone?

      Everyone thought I was second in command, but I was the newest member on the crew, a member who had gotten our captain killed. A member with less experience than anyone on this ship, a member that all he wanted to do was turn and run.

      I thought my life had been hard and difficult before, but the stakes weren’t life and death, just boredom from an endless amount of paperwork.

      A pair of hands massaged my shoulders and a set of lips kissed the back of my neck. 

      “You’ve been in here too long, this cold isn’t good for you,” said Poppy.

      I said nothing.

      “What happened back at Hotel Moscow wasn’t your fault. If anything we were lucky to come out with our lives, and if it weren’t for you then we wouldn’t have.”

      “You mean if it weren’t for you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “My little speech did nothing to sway her. If you hadn’t exposed yourself then we would have all been killed. I did nothing but postpone the inevitable.” 

      “Exposed myself? You make it sound like I had a choice. They were going to kill all of us. If I hadn’t done that then it would be all of you lying on that table instead of just José.”

      “It was a chance I was willing to take. Now she knows what you are, do you think this is over? It’s just begun. I saw the hunger in her eyes when she looked at you. It was the look of a person who has discovered a gun when everyone else is still using bow and arrows. This doesn’t end here, Poppy, and I will be damned if she lays a hand on you. If it’s a war this bitch wants, then it’s a war I’ll give her.”

      “Quinton, this isn’t—”

      “Me?” I said, finally lifting my head up to look at her. “As each day passes I’m beginning to lose that person who first came on this ship.”

      “But I fell in love with that person,” she said, grabbing me by the face.

      “That person can’t protect you.”

      “Who said I needed protecting? I protect you. I’m the all-super-powerful AI machine, remember.”

      “That isn’t enough for what is coming up on the horizon. That isn’t enough. If I don’t grow. Evolve. Become—” I shook my head. “I don’t want any more of our people to die because of me, Pop, I won’t have it. I won’t allow the mistakes I made to doom us all.”

      She clutched my head to her breast and said nothing as I allowed tears to run down my face. Kissing the top of my head she whispered in my ear, “I will always love you no matter what.”
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      We were all seated around the only conference table on The Kennel. Some faces were grim, some eyes were red from crying, some eyes were bloodshot from drink. 

      “Before we start, I just wanted to say… I just wanted to express, I just…” I let the words trail from my mouth and bit the inside of my cheek, trying to find the right words but not knowing where to start. 

      Poppy gripped my hand and gave me a faint smile and a nod.

      “Before we start, I just wanted to apologise for what happened back at Hotel Moscow. It should have gone differently, it shouldn’t have played out the way it did. I take full ownership and responsibility for what happened. I… it will not be a mistake I make again. I promise you that.”

      “Did you do it?” Willis asked as he took a swig from a hip flask. “Did you pull the trigger?”

      “No.”

      “Then what the fuck are you apologising for? I don’t want to hear any words that begin with S and end in Y.”

      “What about sky or shy or sexy or—” said Tuari but he was cut off by Willis.

      “I don’t want to hear it! José deserved better than this pity party. He deserved to be remembered for the warrior and leader he was. His life deserved to be celebrated. He was a man that kept this crew of psychos together through the thick and thin, he was a hard cunt who didn’t take shit from no one, and only gave shit back when it was warranted. He was one of the few men I knew that I could trust to watch my back. Lord knows that when he reaches the pearly white gates, he shall be welcomed like the hero he is.”

      Willis took another long swig and slammed the hip flask down on the table.

      “He would be the first to tell you this wasn’t your fault. When it’s your time to go, it’s your time to go.”

      Silence descended as we all took his words in. Words that only Willis could string together and make you see a different side to life.

      “I think,” Tuari said, getting up, and placing a small cube in the middle of the table, “now is the perfect time to play a video José left for all of us. HE gave me this recording and said to watch it only if he wasn’t around after we went to see The Bitch of Paradise Lost.”

      Tuari pressed the surface of the cube and light flickered and stuttered from its surface till a holographic video appeared in the air. It showed José’s dark features as he leaned back in a chair and puffed on one of his favourite cigars. Red-tinted glasses sat perched on his nose, and the sound of sandpaper echoed through the room as he scratched his stubble.

      “Hola, crew. I feel like a damn fool doing this, but I think it needs to be done before we see The Lady. I was never one for long speeches or sentimental things of that nature, so I’ll say what I’ve got to say and you folks can get on with your lives.

      “First off, I doubt I’ll be coming back from seeing Her Highness alive. Lady Isabella Ivanov doesn’t like failure. Shit, the bitch just straight up doesn’t tolerate it. I have known her to kill people for less than what we did to her cargo, so the likelihood of us coming back from this is slim to none, but if I can take the blame for this, and spare my crew, then I’ll do what I can do.

      “She’ll kill me for this. Just to prove a point. That’s how people like her stay in power. I just hope the rest of you escape her wrath. If you have, then I have a few things to say to each of you.”

      He took another long pull from his cigar and blew out a column of smoke while he poured himself some rum. Knocking it back in one he poured himself another one and sipped this one slower.

      “Tuari, you’ve been the longest-serving member aboard this ship. When I first met you, we were both young upstarts looking to make a quick buck and spend it even quicker. You’ve never told me about your past or where you’re from, but sometimes when I look in your eyes I can see the same pain I grew up with. Maybe that’s why we clicked so well and bonded like brothers. We built this crew from nothing and I want you to support it the best way you can. You’re the finest cook I know and your paella was second to none.

      “Never stop telling jokes, never stop laughing.

      “Willis… try not to kill anyone you don’t have to, you crazy fucker. I don’t think your God looks too kindly on that sort of thing.”

      “Ay, what are you going to do?” Willis said with a shrug. “Sometimes a motherfucker needs to get shot.”

      “Poppy. My girl. When you first came to us, I knew you were special. I knew you had a secret and in time you would tell me what it was when you were ready; you did and I’ve tried my best to keep it out of the wrong hands. But as the years have gone past, that has become harder and harder to do. I sometimes think if it would have been best if you never met us, if you just kept on travelling the stars. But I know how lonely you were, and you were looking for family and somewhere to call home, and I’m happy that I gave it to you. The next stage in your life may be the most challenging. But if there’s anyone who can deal with it, I know that you can. Look after the idiot. I know when we first found him, you told me not to kill him because you felt something, and I’m glad I listened to you. I’m happy you two have found each other because you’ll need to rely on each other for the hard times ahead.”

      He swirled the last remains of the rum in his glass and downed it in one; getting up he faced the camera till his face was the only thing that could be seen.

      “Quinton… lead.”

      He stared at the camera for a second or two then the projection went dead and the image faded. 

      I stared at the cube willing it to come back on, wanting José to appear and say something, anything, more to me. He had given advice and spoken to everyone at such length but when it had come to me, I… what was I meant to do? Who was I to lead this crew? I had never led anything in my whole life. Surely the responsibility should fall to Tuari, the most senior member of the crew. He had just as much right to stake a claim as anyone else. He had been there from day one when I just—

      “Well, fuckface, what’s the plan?”

      I looked to Willis open-mouthed.

      “Yeah, like the ginger ballerina so eloquently put it,” Tuari said with an eye roll, “what’s the plan? We going to do this thing properly or what?”

      I slowly closed my mouth and looked to Poppy, who gave me a smile. Looking at each crew member I gave each of them a small nod of thanks as I catalogued the last few events that had happened to us. Since the beginning we had been led on a merry chase and I was sick of it; until we got to this space station and found out what we were dealing with then we would still be lost in the dark, but I had a good idea what was waiting for us when we got to our destination.

      “Edward hired us to do a job, so that’s what we are going to do. We know little about the cargo we are collecting, only that it’s valuable enough for Xcorp to waste money and time in getting it. I have a faint clue as to what it could be, but I won’t share that just yet. I need to work something out.

      “At present, the only thing we can do is continue with the mission and try to complete it to the best of our ability. We know the crews who have attempted this mission have all  vanished or died, which leads me to believe there may be something guarding this coffin or the space station may be booby-trapped.”

      “Indiana Jones-style?” Willis said.

      “Yeah.”

      “Argh! Those movies suck,” Tuari said with a look of disgust.

      “How dare you? They are old-world classics of the highest order,” said Willis.

      “Most of them have such large plot holes that you can fly a ship through them. Take Raiders of the Lost Ark for instance—the outcome would still be the same with or without Indiana Jones. The Nazis would still find the chest, still open it, and still die. Jones is irrelevant to the whole movie. The damn chest should be the protagonist.”

      Willis opened and closed his mouth while he stared off into space. He looked back at Tuari, lifted his finger, then shook his head and looked off into space again. Picking up his hip flask he downed the remainder of its contents and said, “Fuck me.”

      “Anyway, we are still a week or so out from our destination with our current employer Edward Thomas following closely along so we can’t do anything until we get to that damn station. But before we do that, we have a funeral to attend.”
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      Dressed in black, we stood silent.

      José was dressed in his finest and laid to rest in a see-through coffin made of a material stronger than steel, which didn’t corrode. A bottle of rum and a pack of cigars rested on top of his breast.

       Willis stood next to the coffin dressed in the finest silk robes with a large goblet filled with what appeared to be wine. He placed one palm on the coffin while he closed his eyes and muttered to himself, before reopening them and giving us a look filled with zealous love.

      “We are here today to honour the life of a man who was in many ways a friend, a leader, a protector. José Battle was a man who had many faults, but also a man who had our best interests at heart. He was always the last man to take his share of the loot, but the first one to come up with a solution to any problem we had. I met this man in a time in my life where I was on a path that would end in the death of my soul. I was like a Ronin wandering the cities of any planet I landed on and picking a fight with anyone that looked my way. I hated life. Despised it. 

      “I had a few key talents, which mainly involved killing, stealing and tracking people down. I thought I didn’t need anyone else until one day I took a job that was too much for me to handle and found myself in the back of an alley bleeding out. José stumbled across me and took me to an old priest who also worked as a doctor. Over the days and weeks which followed Father Peregrine Laziosi patched me up but also gave me something to help through tough times and the rage.

      “He gave me faith. Faith that there is something greater than myself out there. Be it God, the universe, or whatever you want to call it. I would have never found Father Peregrine Laziosi if it hadn’t been for this man. José not only saved my life that day, he also saved my soul.”

      He saved mine too. If the Junk Yard Dogs hadn’t boarded my ship and kidnapped me, then I would still be leading an unfulfilled life. A life that I hated. A life that on a daily basis I thought about ending. A life where I wouldn’t have met the person of my dreams. An empty life.

      I grabbed hold of Poppy’s hand and gave it a squeeze.

      “Quinton, would you like to say some words?”

      The gesture took me by surprise, but I covered it well and nodded. I took Willis’s place and stared at the people I was now in charge of—that I had to make sure came out of each and every mission we took on with our lives intact. I rolled my shoulders as the weight of responsibility settled across them. 

      “Thank you, Willis. Who knew such a foul mouth could speak such beautiful and moving words. José would have been honoured.” 

      I looked towards the coffin, which contained someone I was only beginning to know, and thought of what I could say that hadn’t been said. “I—” The truth. That was what he deserved.

      “I wish I had time to have gotten to know this man better, I wish the last days of his life were less stressful and more carefree, but if wishes were horses, beggars would ride.

      “All I can say is, he scared me shitless when we first met and that didn’t change in the days and months that followed. By watching him I learnt what it takes to lead, the hardship and sacrifice one has to undergo for their crew. He knew he wouldn’t come out alive when he walked into Hotel Moscow, yet it was his decision to go. That alone speaks volumes about his character. That alone tells you what kind of man he was! 

      “I know most of you feel the same way I do. I know most of you want revenge for what has happened, but the time for that isn’t yet, the time for that comes later! Right now we have a job to do. A job everyone expects us to fail. No other crew has survived this mission. But we are not like other crews! We are the Junk Yard Dogs and we do things no other crew is capable of!” I looked at each face in turn, chest rising and falling.

      “African wild dogs are one of the most effective hunters on Earth. We are no different. We are a pack like no other and together we shall conquer any challenge that stands in our way. If you place your trust in me as you did in him, then I shall do my best to make sure we come out of this alive.

      “So from the bottom of my heart, I want to take this time to thank José Battle for everything he has done and I want to wish him good luck in the next stage of his journey. We shall never forget someone from the pack. That is what it means to be a Junk Yard Dog. Goodbye, my old friend. Goodbye, you old dog.”

      I stepped away and joined the rest of the crew as we pushed José’s coffin into the ejector hatch. Sealing it shut we all stepped back and watched as the ship ejected him into space to forever traverse it in some vain hope that maybe one day, like the rest of us, he would finally find whatever he was looking for.
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      I lifted my hand to knock on Poppy’s door but hesitated. It was only a couple of days since she had seen a friend buried, a friend she knew longer than she had known me, a friend who gave her a home and somewhere to call her own, yet here was I knocking on her door to question her.

      Not that I didn’t want her to grieve; I knew I and the whole crew did but now, shit, now I had responsibilities. Not only to her but to everyone on board this ship.

      Strange, how just a week ago I wouldn’t have given anything around me a second thought, because I knew José would figure something out and deal with the situation; but now since given command my brain hadn’t stopped working. I felt like it was in overdrive, thinking about what had happened, what went wrong, how we could have foreseen it and improved upon it, what our upcoming challenges were and what would likely trip us up. 

      It was like I was at work again—given a team and a project to manage and an impossible deadline to complete a task in. But instead of failure resulting in my getting shouted at by the boss or fired, there was a real chance that failure could mean death, not only for me but more importantly for everyone else. This wasn’t what I had signed up for when I had asked to join the Junk Yard Dogs. But sometimes fate and destiny don’t give you what you ask for, they give you what you need.

      I took a deep breath and rapped on the door twice then waited. 

      It didn’t take long for Poppy to answer the door dressed in a long white t-shirt that came down to her thighs, and nothing else. I did my best to keep my attention on her face but every time she moved the material would cling to her chest, showing me the shapes and curves underneath. 

      “I—errr—” I pinched my nose as what I was about to say left me standing in front of her doorway like an idiot.

      She giggled and kissed me on the cheek. “You’re so cute. Why don’t you come in and let’s see if I can’t coax those words out.”

      I nodded and followed her in watching her hips move as the door closed behind me. “Hold on,” I said, eyes narrowed, “what if someone else had come to the door?, I don’t think everyone else should be entitled to this view.”

      “Super-duper robotic hearing, don’t forget,” she said, tapping an ear. “I knew it was you by the way you walk.”

      “Oh, don’t I feel the fool now.”

      “Don’t worry about it; it’s nice you forget, makes me feel more human.”

      I nodded my head and watched as she spread herself across the bed like a cat; she patted the space next to her but I gave her a small shake of the head.

      “I would love to, really I would, but if I do, what I want to talk to you about won’t be discussed and before you know it we’ll just be a tangle of limbs.”

      “What’s wrong with that?”

      “Nothing, but what I have to ask you is important and could very well help us.”

      “Okay,” she said, sitting upright and pulling her legs towards her.

      “I don’t know how to ask this without, one, coming across as a dick and, two, offending you, so I’m just going to come out and say it. Do you know what is in the space station we are going to?”

      She opened her mouth and closed it again, as she lowered her gaze to her feet. She tucked a lock of hair behind her ear and then wrapped her arms around her legs tightly.

      “Look, I completely understand if you don’t want to talk about it or if it’s too traumatic for you to even discuss and I normally wouldn’t push the issue. I would say to you that you can discuss anything that has happened in your past in your own time, but right now, we really don’t have time for that. I need any information that could help me with what we are likely to face when we reach that station.”

      Poppy said nothing as she continued to look at her feet.

      “Poppy, you know I wouldn’t ask unless—”

      “I know,” she said softly, “I know. I spent many, many years with Alvis Boman after he finished working on me; he was a perfectionist who always had to tweak a programme or improve something on me, forever changing and working. It was never good enough. I was never good enough. He wanted me to be more than a machine. He wanted me to surpass humanity. It became an obsession with him. Even more so after some of his designs and prints got out into the world and other inventors and scientist tried to recreate his work. 

      “That’s when it got worse. It became a race that he couldn’t lose. He wanted to be the father who ushered a new race into this world, he wanted to stand above every past and future inventor or person who had or would ever live. He wanted to become a god. To be remembered forever.”

      “Nothing lasts forever,” I said.

      “It does, if your creations don’t age. It does, if they can travel the universe and populate untold worlds like a virus.”

      “Alvis’s dream sounds very much like a nightmare. He wasn’t trying to become a god, he was trying to become a conqueror.”

      “Aren’t all gods conquerors in one form or another?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Anyway,” she continued, “the war had long since wound down and only the faintest of embers could be still seen in some parts of the planet. Now, that Alvis’s help wasn’t needed as much by his government anymore he turned his attention to the competition—he killed anyone whom he saw as a threat to him intellectually or who was close to perfecting their own AI designs. I didn’t find out what he was doing until it was too late. He used other less sophisticated AI humanoids to do the job. The only thing I regret is that I found out what he was doing too late. The word AI had become a dirty word during the war and now that his AI humanoids were picking off innocent people like demons in the night, it only heightened people’s sense of fear of us.”

      “What did you do?” I asked.

      “I went against my father,” she said, burying her head in her hands, as small sobs racked her body. I sat next to her and wrapped my arms around under, kissing her lightly on the crown of the head, the cheeks, the lips, the forehead. I continued to do so, all the while saying nothing.

       ”He had to be stopped, you understand,” she said, looking up at me sharply, “he had to be! His dream had been corrupted, turned into something that was not even close to a nightmare. It was worse. His joy had spread from creating to destroying, as he now truly thought of himself as a god. 

      “I had to do something, so I did the only thing I never thought I would do, I betrayed him. It’s funny in a sense that the very thing he created would turn against him because he gave it free will.”

      She allowed the silence to stretch while I played with her hair. I could feel the tension in her body; it made her feel like she was made of glass. 

      “I sent evidence of what he had been up to to as many governmental agencies as I could—some he had worked for, some he had worked against, some he could have worked for in the future. Some knew what he was doing or they had an inkling, but now that I had broadcast his wrongdoings for the world to see there was no way of hiding it, there was no way of sweeping it under the carpet. 

      “The news exploded like a soot grenade in a bridal shop. 

      “Overnight he became a wanted man. His crimes numbered in the tens of thousands. He had stopped acting on behalf of his country and government a long time ago.”

      “What happened to him?” I asked.

      “He was arrested and charged with more counts of murder, espionage and war crimes than anyone in recorded human history, but on his way to trial he was gunned down and killed by a masked assailant who got away. Some thought he got the justice he deserved, others thought he got off too lightly. Afterwards he was quickly buried and the World Government seized all his personal effects, his blueprints, everything he ever touched and built, along with his other AI humanoids, and placed it in storage.”

      “Why do I have a feeling that this storage isn’t on Earth?” I said.

      “I grew suspicious when I heard the news—who wouldn’t be? Any person or government with the knowledge that Alvis had would be unstoppable, so I followed from the shadows, but there was no need. The people of Earth had gotten tired of war, the bloodshed, the pain; they wanted to go back to a time of peace. Plus, they feared opening Pandora’s box. So a group of leaders decided to jettison everything they had seized into space before someone got their hands on what Alvis had created.

      “They knew that peace wasn’t something the human race could hold on to for long and keeping his work on Earth would be too much of a temptation, so it was the best idea they could think of.”

      I allowed what she had told me to sink in while she lay back on my lap. It had been a wise move by the governmental leaders to place everything they had taken from Alvis into deep space, somewhere so far removed from Earth that no one could find it. But somehow Edward Thomas had found the location of the space station and wanted us to do his dirty work for him. 

      “How do you think Edward Thomas found its location?”

      “The same scientist who delivered and built the Training Room loved Alvis to the point of obsession. With the help and backing of Xcorp, he came across the blueprints that were on the data stick you had when we first met. The scientist never found the location of Alvis, but he pointed Edward Thomas in the right direction. “

      I nodded my head at her words. It made sense. Men of power would always want more power, no matter if the words they were speaking were peaceful. 

      “What do you think happened to the other crews who have tried to gain access to it?”

      “Death. What’s in that station is the most valuable thing to have ever created by humankind, and things of a valuable nature are never left unprotected.”
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      I had racked my brains as to what to do. As the days slowly crawled past I grew more irritable, although I did my best to try to keep my frustrations to myself. This burden had been placed on my shoulders and although I could ask for help, I felt like it was mine to share alone. I sat in my quarters and scratched my head as I looked at the pieces of paper laid out before me. I had written out as much information about the upcoming job as I could, but looking over my handful of notes it was painfully clear there just wasn’t enough information to go on. 

      We didn’t know how we would gain access to the station.

      We didn’t know what defences the thing had and if it would attack our ship on sight.

      We didn’t know what was waiting for us once we got inside. 

      And on and on the list went till all I could do was stare at the paper in front of me in dumb shock. I had tried coming at the idea from different angles but that proved just as frustrating. Throwing the piece of paper in my hands across the room, I looked at my surroundings and sighed. They had offered me José’s captain’s quarters, but that didn’t feel right. 

      I still felt like an imposter playing captain. 

      I got to my feet and for what felt like the hundredth time sighed. I looked at the mess I had created and turned away in disgust to walk out the door. I blindly followed my feet as I allowed the thoughts that populated my mind to bounce around. I paid them no mind, but just allowed them to do their thing in some vain hope that my subconscious would find a solution to my problems.

      Once again, all I could think of was how I got myself into this mess. Me? An office drone who was a wizard on a spreadsheet, but had never held a pistol before. Me, a person who was more used to leading a conference meeting than leading people into war. And war we were going into; I had no illusions as to what this was. It wasn’t another mission. It had become bigger than that.

      Even if we somehow managed to enter the station unharmed and collect the coffin Edward wanted, there wasn’t a chance in hell that I would ever hand something like that over to someone like him. The effects on human life would be unthinkable; my conscience wouldn’t allow me to rest knowing what I had done. I would be creating a warlord the human race hadn’t seen since the times of Genghis Khan and Alexander the Great.

      Then there was the little issue of The Lady.

      Lady Isabella Ivanov.

      The queen of Paradise Lost.

      The murderer of José Battle. 

      Now she knew Poppy’s secret, there wasn’t a doubt in my mind that she was plotting the best way to use that to her advantage. How could she not? She had built an empire on other people’s suffering. On their demise. On how to best exploit them till she got what she wanted. So it would only be a matter of time till she came knocking either by force or with smiles. When that time came we had to be ready.

      I had to be ready. 

      She wanted to take over Safe Haven, and Poppy was the key to that locked door.

      My traitorous feet had taken me to the bridge, where I was greeted by the sight of an empty captain’s chair. I walked up to it and ran my hands over its cracked leather, allowing every bump and crease to tell me a story. I stepped in front of it and could almost see the faint outline of José sitting in it, wolf-like smile on his face, tinted glasses giving nothing away.

      I took a seat in a chair to its left and looked up as the bridge door opened and Tuari walked through the door.  

      “Couldn’t sleep either, huh?” he said, taking a seat opposite me.

      “Yeah… something like that.”

      We allowed the silence to grow between us like the incoming tide as I just stared at the captain’s chair. How many battles had it witnessed? How many close-call decisions had José made from that very chair that had saved the lives of his crew? Decisions that would now be mine to make. Decisions that if I failed—

      “You know,” Tuari said, interrupting my train of thought, “when I first met José he was a young hot-tempered South American, with that cool, easy-going Spanish accent of his making all the ladies melt at his feet. I didn’t like the bastard at first. Thought he was too full of himself and too flamboyant. But the longer we hung out, the more I realised we were cut from the same cloth. You had to look to find the pain he was hiding, but it was there alright. 

      “Buried deep.

      “Pain of a home all too ready with the whip or the back of the hand instead of giving a kind word. Pain of never being loved. Never having anywhere to call home. That’s why he started all of this,” Tuari said, gesturing with his hands at the ship. “The Kennel was his home, the crew his family. He would give anything to make sure we were safe, and he did just that in the end. He knew the only way we would survive is if he dealt with The Lady head-on. He came to her and suffered the wrath she bestowed on him.”

      “He didn’t need to. We could have found another way. We should have come together as a group and brainstormed—”

      “Now you’re in this position, do you really believe that?”

      “I—” I wanted to say yes. I wanted to say what José had done was wrong, but being here and now, with the responsibilities placed on me, I knew that I would only be lying to myself. 

      “Like José, my upbringing wasn’t what you would call pleasant, but I had a talent that would allow me to escape, a talent that would let me escape whatever thoughts and feelings that surfaced, and just be in the moment. If you’re not in the moment when you’re cooking then you can’t create the best dishes—you don’t know when it’s the right time to add a pinch of this or a drop of that. I would always ask my grandmother how she got her dishes just right and her response would always be her pointing to her heart and her gut. Growing up I would never get that, until I got older and realised you can only learn so much from cookbooks and teachers; after a while you have to trust your instincts.

      “You have to listen to them, because then only you know what’s the right choice for you.”

      He got to his feet and stretched his bear-like body until his back popped and his joints groaned. 

      “But then again, what do I know? I relate everything in life to cooking.”

      “What if your instincts are wrong?” I whispered.

      “Then you are wrong,” he said with a shrug. “Life’s too short to worry about that shit. After Monday and Tuesday, even the calendar says W.T.F.”

      I looked at him unconvinced but he patted my shoulder as he walked by me. He stopped before he got to the door and turned back around. “You know, thinking on it now, I don’t believe anyone who calls this place home has anything good to say about their upbringing. Funny that, I guess you could call this ship a place for all the broken and unwanted toys. Guess that makes you the new store owner.”
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      “We shall exit hyperdrive quicker than you can say Sharon’s your uncle,” Tuari said from his position on the bridge.

      “The saying is Bob’s your uncle, fuckwit,” Willis said, feet on the console while he thumbed through the rosary in his hand.

      “Well, I didn’t have an uncle named Bob, I had an uncle named Sharon. Lovely person. Would also give me hard-boiled candy.”

      “It doesn’t matter if your uncle was called Dave, Rick, Elizabeth or King Kong! The saying is Bob’s your uncle. Just like the many other sayings such as no use crying over spilt milk and keep calm and carry on. They are sayings for a reason and just because you decide to change them—”

      “Exiting hyperdrive in five.”

      “Don’t cut me off when I’m—”

      “Four!”

      “You tosspot wanker, I’ll—”

      “Three.”

      “That’s it, you’re getting a smacking!” Willis said, getting to his feet.

      “Two. One,” Tuari said in a quick breath, while the ship came to a stop, throwing Willis forward off his feet to fall face-first on the floor.

      Tuari bust into laughter while Willis slowly got to his feet, face turning red.

      “What’s the saying? The gingerer they are the harder they fall?” Tuari said between bouts of laughter. 

      Willis began marching his way but Poppy brought up an image of what was outside, projecting it onto the viewing screen. I sat up as everyone turned their attention towards it. 

      The image was… breathtaking.

      Asteroids littered the area in front of us. Some were no bigger than a human body, while others dwarfed our ship. Different hues mixed in amongst the asteroids brought out shades of colour anywhere between purplish-red to dark orange. Asteroids drifted towards each other, some colliding and others bouncing off and floating aimlessly away.

      But that wasn’t the thing that interested me the most. Flashes of what I could only describe as lightning flickered inside the belly of the asteroids field. The outer edges of the field didn’t appear to be affected, but the centre looked like a mass of chaos as ominous flashes glowed in the purplish dark that extended ahead of us.

      We all stared at the scene in front of us with open mouths.

      “Only God could create something so awe-inspiring,” said Willis.

      “Well, actually—” began Tuari, but I cut him off with a stare.

      “How far is it to the station?” I asked.

      Poppy checked the consoles in front of her then turned towards me. “It should be the other side of this rock field.”

      “I had a feeling you would say that,” I replied. “Can you scan the electromagnetic field up ahead and see if it’s safe to travel through?”

      Poppy did as I asked before turning back and giving me a shrug. “I’m not picking up anything out of the ordinary but we would need to get closer towards it so the scanners can identify anything.” 

      Shit. 

      I looked back at the field and tried to think of the best course of action. 

      “Can we go around it?”

      “That would take weeks, and I’m pretty sure Edward would not take kindly to having his prize delayed for so long.”

      “Speak of the devil,” said Willis, “and he shall appear. We are being hailed by his ship.”

      I tapped my finger along the armrest of my chair as I narrowed my eyes at what I was seeing. “Pop, can you scan the surrounding area to see if there are any signs of another ship apart from us and Edward? I’m looking for anything that could have remotely once been a ship, debris, that sort of thing.”

      Poppy nodded her head and began typing away as Willis once again looked my way.

      “The fucker keeps on hailing us.”

      “Once again,” Poppy said, “I can’t find anything that would give me a definite answer. There appears to be something that would match the signature of a spacecraft but I’m just guessing at this point.”

      Going into unmarked territory blind was a recipe for disaster but we had little choice. Part of me wanted to bail on this whole mission, but with Edward’s ship always on our heels like a wolf, we had little choice but to follow through. I had thought about taking a stand and fighting it out with the bastard, but his ship was three times the size of ours and loaded with more weaponry than a gunship destroyer.

      We wouldn’t last a minute.

      “Can we just answer this hail already! This asshole is as annoying as having haemorrhoids and sitting on a wooden bench during Sunday mass.”

      “Put him through,” I said.

      An image of Edward Thomas graced our screens. A white shirt covered with a grey tweed waistcoat hugged his frame. Red bow tie matched his ruby cufflinks. Taking his pipe out of his mouth, he gave us a smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

      “Well, dear fellow, that took longer than expected. I dear say, now the Junk Yard Dogs have come under new management, I do hope standards won’t be slipping.”

      “What can we do for you, Mr Thomas?” 

      “I didn’t bring enough tobacco to smoke, but I can hardly blame or ask you to handle that, now can I? No, I was just double-checking everything is in hand, as it appears you have become stationary and I would hate to think all this responsibility has overwhelmed you, Mr Blake. I would hate to think you were trying to think of a way to escape our deal. Thinking of a way to run.”

      “I wouldn’t think of it,” I said, meeting him stare for stare. “My crew and I were just assessing the situation before us and deciding on the best course of action. Seeing as you know more about this region of space than us, would you like to tell us what we are facing?”

      “Oh that,” Edward said, with a dismissive wave. “It’s just a debris cloud with a little electric charge, nothing a spacefaring ship should be worried about, I can assure you.”

      “Hmm, I see.”

      “I hardly see the problem,” Edward said, the first signs of irritation creeping through his voice. “I am accompanying you towards the end goal, which is the station; to get there our ships must also go through this little storm cloud. Do you think if I thought it was dangerous I would endanger my men and come with you?”

      He had a fair point but something about what I saw in front of me still gave me pause. But there wasn’t anything more I could do about it. 

      “Tuari, plot the best course through this debris. Edward, as always, thank you for your little chat, it was…. helpful.”

      “Anything I can do—”

      The viewing screen went dead as the image of him was cut off. 

      I looked to Willis, who gave me a rare smile that was all teeth.

      “Alright, I guess there’s no time like the present. Take us forward.”
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      The going was slow as Tuari manoeuvred us through the debris,; unlike Edward’s ship, which could just smash through most things that got in its way, we had to be more careful. 

      “Fuck me! Could you fly any slower?” 

      Tuari said nothing as a light sheen of sweat glistened his brow, tongue hanging out one corner of his mouth; his body moved with the rhythm of the ship. He had a knack for flying that was second to none. It was like he was in tune with the machine, with them both acting as one. 

      Our approach had been slow and steady and now we were slowly coming to the eye of the storm, my hands clutched my armrest while I watched the approaching lightning storm.

      “Pop, how we doing?”

      “All readings are normal, nothing to report.”

      I nodded my head and shifted uncomfortably in my seat as we narrowly missed another lump of rock.

      “Ohh, that one was close,” Willis teased, as he leaned further back in his chair and pulled out a bag of popcorn. Shovelling handful after handful into his mouth he watched the viewing screen with interest. “Oh shit! Look out for that one.”

      I opened my mouth to say something but Poppy caught my eye and gave me a subtle shake of the head; I pulled my lips back in a fine line but kept my thoughts to myself. The crew had weird rituals and habits, which I still didn’t quite understand, especially between Willis and Tuari. They picked on each other ruthlessly. At times it appeared they hated each other or had an axe to grind, but beneath all the testosterone-fuelled name-calling, pranks and teasing I felt they had a genuine level of respect and care for each other. 

      “If your mama could see you now she would be disappointed,” Willis said, popcorn stuck in his beard. “It’s ok for me; if I die I shall be welcomed in the arms of God and kissed and caressed by a million angel virgins while you shall be spit roasted by two demon spawn, who will go to town on that ass.”

      Then again, I could be wrong.

      Tuari manoeuvred us away from a large piece of rock but he wasn’t quick enough to avoid another that scraped the side of the ship, causing it to shudder. Willis’s head tilted back as laughter spewed from his mouth along with chunks of half-eaten popcorn.

      “I don’t know if José told you this, Quinton,” said Willis, “but any damage we do to the ship is taken out of our pay…”

      We all stared at him but said nothing.

      “I’m just saying, I’m just saying. I would hate to think I didn’t get my bonus this term because we had to fork out for a new paint job for the ship.”

      “Pay? What makes you think you’ll see that? Last time I checked the common rooms hadn’t been cleaned, nor had the toilet facilities everyone uses, and if I’m not mistaken your name’s written on the rota to clean them this week—although it looks like your name has been hastily scribbled out and replaced with Tuari’s.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said, looking at me blankly.

      “Now, Willis, I doubt your God would approve of your lying.”

      “I—”

      The ship shook violently to the left. My ribs smashed against the armrest of my chair and knocked the wind out of me, forcing me to see stars. Warning lights erupted around the bridge cloaking everything in red. 

      “My popcorn!”

      “Is everyone—” I held my ribs as I tried to get my breath back and tried again: “Is everyone OK?”

      A chorus of angry yesses came back my way.

      “Status report! What the hell happened?”

      “We are under attack!” Tuari said, yanking the controls of the ship sideways.

      “From what? I can’t see anything on the screen but rocks.”

      Poppy punched the controls in front of her and magnified what appeared to be a rock at first but as she kept on enlarging the image, it grew in focus and I saw what appeared to be two large red eyes looking our way. She pulled back on the image and more and more rocks came alive, their red eyes locking us in their sights.

      “What in God’s name are those things?” said Willis.

      Poppy said nothing as her fingers moved at a pace I couldn’t see. “Pop, give us something,” I said, as more and more rocks came alive.

      “The reason I wasn’t able to detect anything is because these things have been dormant for the best part of two hundred years, at a guess. The asteroid belt that they are in has coated their outer shells with rock sediment, masking the very faint signals they were giving off while dormant.”

      All I could now see were glowing red dots.

      “How many of them are there?” 

      She turned around and looked at me. She tried to cover up the fear but I could see it shimmering under the look she gave me. “I… I don’t know.”

      “They’ve stop firing,” said Tuari, as the ship came to a stop.

      “Then why are we stopped?” I asked. “Get us the hell out of here!”

      “When things stop firing at you, it normally means they want to talk, or send you a message,” he said.

      “That’s—”

      “I’m getting an incoming hail,” Willis said, face hovering over his console. ”No video, just audio; I’ll patch it through the speakers.”

      A hiss and a pop came through the speakers surrounding us, then a monotone robotic voice spoke. “You are in a quarantine zone. Please leave immediately. Failure to do so shall be met with force. You are in a quarantine zone. Please leave immediately. Failure to do so shall be met with force. You are in—”

      “Cut it off!” I shouted.

      “Well, that’s straightforward enough. I guess we do as the killer machines say and turn around and leave,” said Tuari. “We tried our best, but I for one would like to get out of this alive.”

      “If only it were that simple,” I said, getting to my feet. 

      “I’m getting another hail, it’s from Dickwad,” said Willis.

      “Put him through.”

      An image of Edward Thomas appeared on the ship’s screen, brows wrinkled in confusion as he looked at us with his hands on his hips. “What’s the hold-up?”

      I looked at him in disbelief. “The fuck-ton of killer machines that are threatening to blow us up if we don’t leave this area immediately.”

      “Oh, don’t take that message seriously. You know how they were back in the old days, everything was a threat or you had to adhere to some regulation. It’s nothing but an out-of-date message.” 

      “Did you know about this?”

      “We came across something about quarantine area, blah, blah, heavily guarded, blah, blah, immediate danger, blah. But it wasn’t something we worried ourselves with. It was just one of the many warnings we had come across in our research.”

      “And you didn’t think,” I said between gritted teeth, “to bring this up sooner!”

      “Like I said, it wasn’t something we worried ourselves with, so we didn’t see why we should worry you with said information.”

      “Maybe if you had, then the previous crews you had sent on this mission would have been better prepared to handle whatever this shit is! We obviously can’t proceed any further, so we must find another way around.”

      “No can do, my good man, doing that would take months, and months are something I do not have.”

      “You have waited this long, what’s a couple of months?”

      “A couple of months is all that stands between Xcorp going under as a business and its surviving. If you and your merry crew hadn’t robbed us blind—”

      “In all fairness,” Tuari said, cutting him off, “we didn’t technically steal anything from you. Your employee, one Gregory Goodwin, brought the wrong item—he should have checked it first. You can hardly blame us for that.”

      “Your crew were the ones who first raided my ship. Your crew were the ones who stole my data stick. Your crew were the ones that acted on the behalf of another party for gain and profit,” said Edward, spittle flying from his mouth. Taking a deep breath he ran a hand down his front and continued, “So, because of your actions we are in this situation, and as it stands I have a deadline and a promise to keep to the few remaining board members the company still has left. So we move forward—”

      “This isn’t up for discussion, Edward, there isn’t a way in hell those things allow us through—and I am not putting my crew in jeopardy just because you can’t wait a few more weeks. We look for a way around or we don’t proceed at all.”

      He looked at me and said nothing as he lit his pipe and took a deep lungful before blowing it back out. White smoke obscured his face. 

      “There isn’t any other way—” I began, but he cut me off.

      “Mr Grey, fire when ready.”

      “Wait! You can’t attack those things, that’s suicide—”

      But he was already gone, leaving me to address nothing but a blank screen.
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      “Bring up an image of Edward’s ship!”

      Poppy projected an image on the viewing screen and I watched in shock as all the weapons on Edward’s ship pointed towards the cluster of machines that stood in our way.

      “He’s charging gun turrets, plasma cannons, missiles—he’s planning to throw the kitchen sink at the problem,” said Willis.

      We all stared in shock as his ship opened fire upon the machines in front of us. 

      “Are the machines still transmitting the same message as before?”

      “Don’t be an idiot, of course not,” Willis said with a chuckle. “Listen to this.”

      The all too familiar hiss and pop came back through the speakers as the same robotic voice spoke: “Maximum threat level detected! Maximum threat level detected! Maximum—”

      The audio cut out as the ship shuddered and threw me forward. Grabbing onto the back of Poppy’s chair I lifted myself back up as I looked at the carnage taking place before me. The machines had begun to return fire against Edward’s ship, their lasers scoring multiple hits against the behemoth ship’s shields but not scoring any real damage.

      We, on the other hand, were not going to be so lucky, as we had neither the size nor the firepower.

      “Shields are taking a beating,” said Poppy.

      “The machines are converging on our location,” said Tuari.

      “Retreat the way we came and get us the hell out of here.”

      “No can do,” he said, looking my way. “While we were stationary the crafty buggers got behind us. They surround us on all sides.”

      The ship shook once more, this time more violently. 

      “Shields are down to eighty percent,” said Poppy.

      I watched as Edward’s ship fired everything they had while they tried to keep the swarm attacking them at bay. 

      This was madness! 

      More of the machines crashed like a wave against Edward’s shield as they tried to inflict whatever damage they could. Explosions tore across our screens as rows of machines exploded simultaneously.  

      The fool had tried to force my hand in helping him, and now he was likely to get both of us killed because he couldn’t wait. 

      “We have incoming!” Tuari shouted.

      “Willis, fire when ready.”

      The swarm had branched off and a host of them were now making their way towards us. They fired their weapons without precision, but they didn’t need to. There were enough of them that eventually one of their lasers would find a weak point in our shields.

       ”Shields down to seventy percent!” said Poppy.

      I held my breath as I watched the oncoming swarm approach us. Knuckles white I held onto the back of Poppy’s seat, as all I could see was a mass of rock coming towards us. 

      Willis fired everything we had but our weapons barely made a dent in the swarm.

      They crashed against our shields forcing the lights on the bridge to flicker on and off. 

      “Shields down to fifty percent!” yelled Poppy.

      I could see nothing out of the viewing screen as the mass of machines obstructed our view. 

      “They are trying to overwhelm our shields with sheer mass alone.If  we don’t do something soon, we’ll lose all power,” Poppy said, looking to me.

      “Tuari, can you use the hyperdrive to get us out of here?”

      “I could, but that would mean lowering our shields, and by the time the hyperdrive kicks in they would destroy us.”

      “Shields down forty percent!”

      Think, Quinton. Think. You didn’t come this far and go through so much just to let the people around you down. José entrusted this to you. This was his family. His life’s work.

      Wait. 

      The electrical storm these machines surrounded—none of them were near it when we had first arrived. They had circled it like planets orbiting a sun but—

      “Poppy! Can you do a quick scan of the material makeup of the machines?”

      She didn’t respond, but instead began typing away on the keys in front of her. I redoubled my grip as the ship shook around us. I could smell a faint smell of burning.

      “They are mostly made up of electrical components. Nothing too advanced, by modern-day standards.”

      “Are they equipped with shields?”  

      “No.”

      Perfect.

      “Willis, I want you to charge up the EMP and only fire upon my command,” I said, hurrying to my chair, where I buckled myself in.

      “To do that, we have to cease firing all other weapons.”

      “I know,” I told him, “just trust me on this.”

      “It appears we have become quite popular,” Tuari said. “The size of the swarm attacking us has now doubled, no, tripled, no—well, let’s just say it’s getting big. I hope you know what you’re doing, Quinton, because if this doesn’t pay off…”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence. Willis, how’s the—”

      The ship shuddered as the lights on the bridge went out. 

      “EMP fully charged!”

      “On my signal I want you to fire it; when he does, Tuari, I want you to make a beeline for the centre of the electric storm ahead of us—we are going right through the sucker!”

      “That may not be the best idea,” came Poppy’s voice through the darkness. “We don’t know what that storm will do to the ship—”

      A sound like a metal can being forcibly opened tore through the air as I was launched sideways, where I once again smashed in my ribs. Shit! Why do you always hit the same spot? I gritted my teeth as the smell of burning I had noticed earlier was now accompanied by smoke. 

      “Willis, fire!”

      I heard his palm slapping the console. I held my breath. Nothing happened for what felt like an eternity, then the viewing screen cleared as machines fell away from the body of the ship en masse. 

      “Tuari! Punch it!”

      The ship threw us back in our seats as it pushed forward; the engines whined, and the smoke grew thicker as the approaching electric storm loomed before us. Machines our EMP had not hit moved towards us; Tuari tried his best to avoid their weapons fire but scores of hits still struck our shields.

      “Shields down to ten percent!”

      If this didn’t work, a few more good shots and it would be all over. 

      I held onto the armrest of my chair as the ship took a dive downwards to avoid two machines that were trying to flank us; they crashed into each other, the explosion flaring in the corner of the viewing screen as we shot back up and kept on course. More machines began to trail us, firing at us with everything they had.

      “Willis, keep them off our tail!”

      “I’m trying my best!”

      “Shields down to five percent!” said Poppy.

      Come on. Come on. 

      The electric storm was just ahead of us, its swirling colours beckoning us towards it. It spat out forked lightning like a tongue as Tuari dodged another group of machines that came up to our left. Willis tore through their ranks with laser fire as we once again dived. 

      Coming back up I took a sharp intake of breath as I saw rows of machines lined up like a barrier in front of our destination. They had guessed our intentions and had used their bodies as a last-ditch effort to stop us.

      “Plough through the fuckers!” said Willis, as he turned the gun turrets on them. 

      “Easy for you to say, you’re not flying!”

      The machines opened fire en masse and Willis met their attack force for force. The momentarily dark bridge came alight again as flames erupted from the far left corner. We weren’t slowing down. We were going to crash right into them.

      “Tuari! Look for a way round!” 

      “Don’t have time.”

      “Shields down to one percent!” said Poppy. 

      I stared at the viewing screen and felt my mouth grow dry as I grabbed onto the armrest of my chair. All I could see was the approaching machines against the backdrop of the electric storm. 

      I wanted to keep my eyes open.

      I wanted to say I valiantly looked out to my crew happy in the knowledge we would face death head-on and overcome it. 

      But that would be a lie.

      My eyes closed of their own accord as my nostrils filled with smoke and the ship shook around us. I sent a silent prayer to José to watch over us. The reassuring words of Willis were the last thing I heard as I braced for impact.

      “Come on then, you cunts!”
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      I waited for the heat from the explosion. 

      I waited for the pain.

      I waited for the utter sense of hopelessness before death took me, but none of that happened as I opened my eyes slowly to look around me. We were still alive. I looked at the viewing screen and marvelled at the view before me. 

      We were passing through the eye of the storm; lightning-type energy forked and flared around us as we continued our journey. 

      It was all around us. I felt like I was in a painting by an artist who had taken an acid trip. 

      “Hold on tight,” said Tuari. “We shall be out of this in—”

      The ship rumbled violently as lights and console screens flickered back on and off again; a metallic scent I could taste filled the air.

      “What is going on?” I asked.

      “We’ve been struck by the current from the storm,” Tuari said. “I’ve lost all control of the ship! This isn’t going to be pretty— hold on.”

      The ship corkscrewed wildly out of control making me feel like I was on the world’s worst roller-coaster ride. We spun left to right while I tried to get a strong grip to hold me in place but it was useless. 

      I was flung against the side of my chair, where I once again was smash into my ribs.

      Can’t a guy get a break? 

      “You are… the shittest… pilot… I have ever… known!” Willis yelled as best as he could.

      The bridge was becoming a blur; I didn’t know which way was up or down. Dark patches began to form in the corners of my vision as unconsciousness tried its best to pull me in.  

      “Tuari! Do some—” I tried to speak but bile rose to my throat and filled my mouth. I tried to swallow it back down but it was too late for that as it spewed from my mouth. Confused, I felt my body began to lift from the chair.

      “The anti-gravity engine is offline.” I heard someone say, but I didn’t know who.

      I got a flash of the ceiling… but that couldn’t be right? How did I get so close to it? My body crashed against something solid and was pinned against it. I tried my best to move but my efforts were futile.

      I blacked in and out of consciousness. 

      I could hear voices. Words. Jumbled in an audio mess that made me question my own sanity.

      Then came the pain.

       My muscles contracted and stiffened up as my jaw locked up and refused to open, my limbs jerked about on their own accord as quick tremors passed through me. They left me as quickly as they came and all that remained was a prickly sensation on my skin.

      I opened my eyes to be greeted by the sight of the bridge floor, which I was  suspended above.

      What the hell?

      That was all I could think of before gravity did her trick and dropped me back down to the floor.

      Ugh. 

      I landed with a thud and again somehow landed on my ribs! I tried to speak but nothing other than a groan escaped my lips. Pushing myself up off the floor didn’t get me far, as I landed face first back on it. The strength from my limbs was nonexistent, as I looked up and closed my eyes again. The room was still spinning. 

      “Thank fuck for getting hit with that bolt of energy,” Tuari said, voice sounding far away. “The first strike blew out most of our major components and killed the power to the rest, but the second strike rebooted things just enough to put us back in the game.”

      “I… wha… are you… what?” I said.

      “English, you pussy,” Willis said.

      “How… are you guys… so coherent?” I said slowly.

      “You think this is our first time experiencing zero gravity while the ship spins madly out of control?” Willis asked.

      I didn’t respond as I did the best to wipe the sick from my face.

      “Well, it’s not. But it is our first time getting struck by lightning or whatever that shit is.”

      I tried to respond but once again words failed me.

      “If I say it once, I’ll say it a thousand times,” Willis said. “You are the shittest of shit pilots. I’ve got popcorn in my eye and up my ass, I’ve got sick on my shirt and look what that electric magic crap has done to my beard!”

      I raised my head to see Willis now sported a beard that had all the qualities of an afro but none of its style.

      “What’s different with your beard?” Tuari asked. “It’s always looked like what you would see between a nun’s legs. Anyway, we’re finally out of the storm.”

      I got to my feet unsteadily and swayed back and forth. I took a step forward but had to catch myself on a console as I lost my footing. We hadn’t even got to our destination yet, but I felt like I had gone ten rounds with a heavyweight boxer while being asked to spin on the spot in between rounds.

      “Have we at least lost the machines off our tail?” I asked.

      “I can’t see anything on the viewing screen,” Tuari said, “and we aren’t being shot at anymore. Poppy, are the scanners picking up anything?”

      She didn’t respond.

      “Pop?” I moved closer. She was sitting in her chair but something was off. She wasn’t upright; her body was slumped like she’d had her strings cut. I rushed forward, heart in mouth, and knelt before her.

      Her eyes were closed.  

      “Pop?”

      She still didn’t respond.

      “Pop, baby, can you hear me?”

      Lifting a shaky hand up to her neck I tried to look for a pulse but didn’t find one. That was the one thing that always amazed me about her: although not human her maker had given her the same vital signs as a human. It was our little ritual: me resting my head on her chest and just listening to her heart while we lay in bed.

      But now, I couldn’t feel anything.

       I licked the back of my hand and tremblingly I placed it under her nose and closed my eyes as I tried to feel her breath on my hand.

      There wasn’t any.

      She was dead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            80

          

        

      

    

    
      “Poppy! Poppy!” I tried to shake her awake but I knew it wouldn’t work. I checked and rechecked her pulse but I got the same result each time.

      Someone was saying something but I wasn’t listening; all I could think about was how this was my fault. How entering the storm had been a rash decision I made to save our lives, but it had ended up costing me the one thing I loved the most, a person who understood me. 

      I felt something on my shoulder, but I brushed it off and gently tapped her on the back of the hand, trying to rack my brains about what to do.

      This couldn’t end here. Not like this. I had too many things I wanted to do with her, things I wanted to see with her. I felt the hot prickle of tears grow out of the corner of my eyes as I kept on stroking the back of her hand. Bringing my lips up to her hand I kissed it softly. There must be something I could do! This didn’t make sense. 

      She was indestructible. She was not made of soft tissue and brittle bones. How could something as simple as the ship spinning out of control end her existence when it had done nothing to the rest of us? I got up and frantically checked her body for wounds or any injuries. There must be something that could tell me what happened. 

      Something that could reverse what had happened. 

      “Quinton,” Tuari said. 

      Why was he bothering me now? Couldn’t he see I had to fix this? That I had to try and make this right again? If there was no Poppy then there would be no me. I was doing this all for her, to show her I was worthy of her love, to show her that José hadn’t made a mistake in picking me to lead this crew, to show her I was the man she thought I was.

      If this ended here then none of this was worth—

      “Quinton!” Tuari said. This time he grabbed me hard by the shoulder and turned me so I faced him.

      “What? What? What!” I said, pushing him back with each word hands clenched into balls. 

      “There’s nothing you can do, son,” he said with a shake of the head. “Unless you know the sophisticated workings of an AI and how to rebuild one then there is nothing you can do. I don’t know what happened or what caused it but one minute she was okay and the next she wasn’t after we went through that storm. It isn’t—”

      I could see his lips moving but I had stopped listening. 

      Something he had said had triggered an idea in my brain; I could see the paper-thin idea trying to escape while I grappled with it and tried to make sense of it. She was fine before she passed through the storm and then she wasn’t. 

      What had changed? What had—

      “She’s going to be OK!” I said, gripping Tuari by the shoulders and giving him a shake. “She’s going to be OK.”

      Spinning on my heel I rushed over to her and tried to pick her up but I couldn’t shift her. Gritting my teeth in frustration I turned to the crew. “I need to get her to the medical bay—is there something we can use to get her there?”

      They both looked at me as if I had gone mad. 

      “We don’t have much time! Do we have something I can use to transport her to the medical bay?”

      “Yeah,” said Willis, “the hover stretcher, but I don’t see—”

      “Get it now!”

      Willis looked to Tuari for some help but the big man just shrugged. Willis shook his head and spun on his heel, leaving the bridge as fast as he could. I didn’t have to wait long till I heard the sound of his feet, the bridge doors opened and he pushed in a long metal stretcher that hovered above the deck. 

      “I need both of you, to help me shift her onto this,” I said, cuddling Poppy’s body.

      A look passed between the pair but I chose to ignore it. I didn’t have time to convince them or focus on anything else but the goal at hand. 

      We each grabbed a part of Poppy’s body and grunted and lifted as we shifted her onto the stretcher. She felt as heavy as three fully grown men but in all my time being with her she had always felt half my weight if not less; memories of me picking her up during sex came to my mind but I brushed them away. The how or why wasn’t important. 

      Strapping her to the stretcher I pushed it forward and ran as fast as I could towards the medical bay. I took lefts and rights as quick as I could and had to remind myself to slow down as I nearly crashed the stretcher more than once into a wall. Finally getting to the medical bay I positioned the stretcher in the centre as Willis and Tuari made their way through the doors.

      “Where’s the defibrillator?”

      They both looked at me as if I had gone mad.

      “The only thing of note that happened since we passed through the storm is that we were struck by a weird electric current; when I was stuck to the ceiling of the bridge I got the shock of my life. It’s the reason why the machines didn’t want to follow us through the storm, because it affected their machinery, or circuits, or whatever. I’ll bet that’s why Poppy is the way she is! She is an AI after all.”

      “Quinton, if that was the case then why didn’t the EMP we fired affect her?” Tuari asked.

      “Because we had a functioning shield! When we passed through the storm, our shielding was gone. When we got hit by that electric current it affected the ship; it was because we didn’t have any shields to protect us.”

      They shared a look once again.

      “Defibrillator!”

      Willis pointed to the wall behind me and I saw what I was looking for. I wheeled it over, unbuttoned Poppy’s top and turned on the machine.

      “What if you’re wrong?” Tuari asked.

      I ignored him and continued to twist and turn dials.

      “Quinton!” 

      I looked up at him.  “What if you’re wrong?”

      “She’s already dead, how much worse can it get?”

      “Fuck!” he said, walking towards me. “Move out of the way, you don’t know what you’re doing. Willis, make yourself useful and strap her limbs down—if this goes wrong and she starts swinging uncontrollably one hit could kill us.”

      Tuari pressed a few more knobs before removing the paddles from the electric supply unit. He looked at me with uncertainty in his eyes but I gave him a firm nod and stood back as he positioned the paddles above her chest.

      “Administering two hundred volts. Clear!”

      The paddles made contact and her body jerked upwards but the screen that registered her heartbeat on the stretcher was still flat. 

      “Increase the voltage,” I said.

      “Administering four hundred volts. Clear!”

      Once again her body jerked upwards but the line still remained flat. I dug my fingers into my fist as I said, “Increase the voltage.”

      “Administering six hundred volts. Clear!”

      Paddle met skin but nothing changed. “Come on! Again—higher.”

      Tuari looked at me, unsure what to do. I took a step forward.

      “Administering one thousand volts. Quinton, this could damage her—”

      “Do it.”

      “Clear!”

      I watched hollow-hearted as the current run through her but nothing happened. She didn’t get up. The line didn’t move. She didn’t cough and sputter. She just lay there still and quiet. She just lay there.

      I dropped to my knees, face in hands, and cried till my throat hurt and my body trembled. 

      “I’m sorry,” said someone, but I didn’t know who.

      When I finally got up the room was empty apart from me and her. Walking forward, I looked down at a face beyond perfection and didn’t know what to say, so I said nothing at all. I stroked her face, which seemed at peace, and leaned over to kiss her on the lips. Pulling away I turned and made my way towards the door but stopped.

      I had heard something. 

      Closing my eyes, I listened once again. There it was. A faint beep. Spinning on my heel I looked at the heartbeat monitor on the stretcher and saw the lines move. Rushing forward, I leant over and held her face in my hands.

      “Poppy, can you hear me? Pop?”

      Her eyes flickered opened and a smile that melted my soul graced her face. “I dreamt of you” was all she said before I embraced her in a hug and kissed her from head to toe.
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      Only a few hours had passed since Poppy’s recovery and we had made our way to my quarters, shedding as many clothes as we could on the way there. We hadn’t even made it to the bed but instead had collapsed on the floor of my room in a tangle of arms, legs, tongues and lips.

      As quickly as it started it seemed to end like a passionate valve that just needed to be released.

      I was panting heavily with her lying on my chest. She wiped the sweat from my brow as she looked up at me with those big doe eyes.

      “Sorry I scared you.”

      “It’s alright,” I said, kissing her on the forehead, “just don’t do it again.”

      She smiled but there was a hint of sadness behind her eyes.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s just—” she began, but stopped and shook her head.

      “Go on, tell me.”

      “It’s just—if I were human then that wouldn’t have happened. I wouldn’t have made you worry, I wouldn’t have—”

      “Are you kidding me? If you were human then I wouldn’t be alive and here with you right now. You’ve saved my ass more times than I can count because of who you are, not what you are. You have the most beautiful soul I have ever seen and that’s all that matters. So enough of the sadness and worry. I’m just happy I get to hold you again.”

      She nodded her head and give me a smile. “In a way it’s good you saw what you did. AIs are not indestructible like most people think. Most things that can kill a human being can also kill us. We just get out of the way a lot quicker.”

      I know what she said was to reassure me and there might be some truth to her words, but I had seen her take blows and hits that would cave in a human’s chest. I had seen the strength and power she had in those hands.

      It was the power befitting a god.

      “One thing that’s been bugging me—when you were… well, you know… I tried to pick you up but couldn’t move you. It took all three of us to just shift you, but normally you weigh next to nothing. What gives?”

      “Ah, I have the ability to increase or decrease my weight.”

      “That’s an ability most women would kill for.”

      “It comes in handy. I can make the metal elements in my body thicker, which makes me more resilient to blows and makes my attacks more powerful. It also works in reverse when I need to break into somewhere and I need to be light of foot.”

      I nodded my head and marvelled at how little I knew of her. I wondered what other secrets she might be keeping from me, but I immediately got rid of the thought. She would tell me what she needed to tell me, all in good time. Who was I to question her? I was just happy she was alive.

      “There’s something I have been meaning to tell you—” she began, but was cut off by the ship’s comms.

      “If you two lovebirds are finished making the beast with two backs,” Tuari said, “I think it’s about time you came to the bridge. The space station is in sight and we shall be arriving shortly.” 

      “What were you going to say?” I asked.

      “It can wait.”

      “You sure?”

      She rubbed her face in my chest before kissing me on the lips. “I’m sure. Come on, it sounds like the bridge needs its captain.”
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      We were back on the bridge and the ship was slowly approaching our final destination. 

      “Poppy, can you magnify the station, please?” 

      She gave me a nod before enlarging the image on the viewing screen. As it came into sharp focus I took in what she showed me. I looked upon a station that would be classified as small by today’s standards. It was circular with six arms extending out from its middle, which was shaped like a diamond; the arms each connected to a circle that encompassed the station. White, it stood out against the black vastness of space with nothing surrounding it. 

      It was truly in the middle of nowhere.

      “Pop, can you enlarge the section facing south?” 

      She did so, and I saw three other ship vessels that didn’t belong to the station docked at her loading bay.

      “Well, I guess now we know the other crews Edward sent didn’t grab the loot and run,” Tuari said.

      “That still doesn’t tell us what happened to them, and I would like to know what they faced before they met their demise,” I said.

      “They could still be alive,” Tuari said.

      “I doubt it,” Willis said, rosary in hand. “Those pricks have been docked on that station for how long? Even with food and supplies, the strongest would have eaten the weak. Their souls are with a greater power now.”

      “Thank you for that, Willis. I still don’t like entering somewhere when I don’t know what I’m up against.”

      “Tough shit, I’m afraid. Talking about flesh-eating parasites, Edward is hailing us,” said Willis.

      Ugh! I had all but forgotten about our current employer in all the highs and lows we had gone through.

      “He survived?”

      “I’m afraid so,” Tuari said. “I was hoping the machines would have taken care of him for us, but looks like he made it through on the other side; he took more of a beating than us and his ship looks like it’s about to break apart, but he’s still here.”

      I looked at Tuari with a gleam in my eye and opened my mouth.

      “I know what you’re going to say, and no, we can’t take him. Even in the state his ship is in, it’s still a war class ship and they would need less than five percent, if that, to destroy us. If we had a fully functioning ship with shields and fully stocked weapons then maybe, but even then I wouldn’t want to risk it. The Kennel is built more for running than fighting.”

      That is something I will need to change. I was tired of running; I was tired of hiding; plus with what was on the horizon, with the enemies we had biting at our heels, we would need all the firepower we could muster. 

      “What about fleeing?”

      “Where would we go? We would have to face the music eventually.”

      I sighed in frustration before clicking my neck from side to side. “Put him through.”

      The viewing screen flickered on and it presented us with an image of Edward. Men with fire extinguishers ran back and forth in the background while they did their best to combat the small electric fires that still raged on. I saw more than one body lying on the floor covered by a white sheet; a foot poked out from under a sheet there, a hand here.

      Bags under his eyes complimented the five o’clock shadow on Edward’s face, a dressing covered with a gauze pad was taped to the side of his neck. Red spots oozed through the white fabric.

      “Edward!” I said with a smile. “You look like shit, my friend. I take it attacking a host of machines that are threatening your very existence didn’t turn out so well for you?”

      He smiled faintly as he brought his pipe to his lips but it broke in half and fell to the floor with a clatter.

      “Ha, what a cunt,” Willis said, just loud enough to be heard.

      Edward looked at the handle of the pipe still in his hand and dropped it to the floor, then turned his attention to us. “Yes, those things were more numerous than I had first thought. Their presence was masked by the rock sediment, so we falsely judged their true potential.”

      “There was no we, you arrogant ass!” I said, pointing a finger his way. “You decided to attack and ignored my words of advice. Because of you we nearly got destroyed; now we are severely compromised for whatever we are about to face. And, I would like to remind you, we still have no idea what that is, and don’t tell me there is nothing to worry about, because the last three crews you have sent…their ships are still docked at the station.”

      “Ah, yes, I was hoping you wouldn’t notice that. It doesn’t look good, does it, dear boy? It appears the secrets and treasures this station holds are a harder temptress to seduce than I first thought. Not to worry, I am sure your crew will handle—”

      “Oh no, my good fellow,” I said with a touch of a posh English accent, “you shall be joining us. If you want this mission competed, then I need all the available men I can get.”

      “But that wasn’t part of the deal.”

      “I can give two fucks about the deal. We aren’t getting paid for this job, so if you want whatever little treasure is on that station, then you’d best be telling your men to get locked and loaded. The only way I can see us coming out of this alive is if we join forces and work as a team; anything else and there be a slaughter on all fronts.”

      “You know I can just as easily destroy your little ship and do the work myself.”

      “You could, but look how well not listening to me turned out for you last time. Get your men ready; I’ll message you when we’re ready to breach the station.”

      Willis cut him off and looked at me with a raised eyebrow.

      “What?” I asked.

      “You know sooner or later we’ll have to take care of that asshole. If you think he’ll let us go after we’ve finished this mission then you are sorely mistaken. I hope you have a plan for that.”

      “I’m working on it.

      “Poppy, how long till we reach the station?”

      “An hour.”

      “Set the ship on autopilot, but set instructions for it to warn us if it sees anything leaving the station. After that’s done I want all of you geared up and ready to go. I want everyone armed to the teeth for this one; bring only weapons that can deliver high firepower, and I want everyone wearing a tactical exoskeleton suit.”

       ”Ahh! I hate those things,” Tuari whined. “They make my butt look big.”

      “Hey, fat ass,” said Willis, “word of advice, it’s not the suit.”

      “No ifs or buts. Suit up. Get armed. Be ready before the hour,” I said as I made my way off the bridge.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            82

          

        

      

    

    
      I sat quietly on the floor, legs crossed, eyes closed, breathing in and out as slowly as I could while I tried to empty my mind. I had been at it for the last twenty minutes. Meditation was always something I turned to when the stress got the better of me, or when my mind wouldn’t shut up… and right now was one of those times. 

      Thoughts of failure bombarded me.

      Every scenario of what could go wrong, I had envisioned. Everything from me tripping up upon boarding the station and firing my shotgun off accidentally and injuring someone, to watching my crewmates being brutally murdered by faceless figures while I stood immobile, unable to do anything. The more I had tried to stop thinking about it the faster the thoughts had come until I was breathing way too fast and my chest had become tight. 

      It was then I decided to take five and just relax.  

      Once my mind was fully free, I asked myself the one question I had been avoiding—what was the worst thing that could happen? 

      After enough time sorting through the ridiculous answers, I finally came to the core of what was. 

      I was scared of failing my crew and watching them die—much the way I had watched José die.

      Saying that to myself, as weird as it seemed, had stopped the worrying. I knew the stakes; now I just had to focus.

      A knock at the door forced me to open my eyes.

      “Come in.”

      Poppy entered and smiled at me. “There’s nothing to be worried about.”

      “Who said I was worried? I know we‘ve got this; you’re looking at a calm, cool, collected, bad motherfucker.”

      We both looked at each other before we burst out laughing.

      “Everything will be alright,” she said, kneeling in front of me.

      “Will it?”

      She stroked my face and kissed me on the lips. “Look how far you’ve come. The man who was once too scared to confront and leave his wife, even though he knew she was cheating on him, is leading a crew made up of a killer robot, a crazed priest, and a bear of a man who would try to make even death laugh. You’ve suffered through torture and pain, through heartache and misery, and you’re still fighting, you’re still standing. That should count for something.”

      “It does,” I said kissing her back; “it does, I’m just scared I will fall flat on my face at the very first step I take on this mission.”

      “Don’t be, I’ll be there to catch you.”

      “Well then, beautiful, pass me my shotgun. I think it’s about time we finished this shit.”

      “There’s the man I know and love,” she said, handing me my beloved shotgun as we made our way out of my room.
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      The darkness engulfed me. I reached out and touched the metal wall I knew was in front of me. I allowed its smooth walls to relax my breathing.

      A gentle hand on my shoulder gave me a squeeze. Forcing a smile on my lips, I reached up to pat it as Willis’s voice cut through my thoughts.

      “For the love of God, man! Will you stop breathing down my neck? Your breath smells like hot ass and tastes like it too—just back up, will you?”

      “Ah, Willy, don’t you like me being close to you?” Tuari asked.

      “You touch my ass one more time and I will put my two pistols so far up your anus that you’ll taste the metal.”

      “Oh, you tease, all this ass play and talk is getting me hot under the collar.”

      “Alright! I want to change position with someone,” Willis said, beginning to move.

      “And where exactly do you want to move to?” I asked. “If you didn’t notice, we are in the secondary cargo hold because the larger one, which has more space, is filled to the rafters with your shit! The power from the overhead lights are out because the ship is on its last legs, and all we have separating us from certain death is these blast doors I’m standing in front of, plus I keep getting poked up the ass by someone’s gun. So if you could all just shut the fuck up and get your head in the game and out your asses, while we wait for the robot scouts to give us the all-clear, I would appreciate it!”

      “Ass,” Tauri said with a chuckle, which quickly became a coughing fit as I prodded him in the gut with the butt of my gun.

      “Hey, how did you know where I was?”

      “Your breath.”

      “It’s not a hygiene issue,” he said. “I have been experimenting with different sauces for my braised lamb shanks with fish sauce.”

      “What have you been using, shit?” Willis asked.

      “No… fermented carrots and fish heads with cherry tomatoes and garlic to thicken up the sauce.”

      The little cargo hold grew quiet as I and everyone else mentally dissected what he had just said.

       ”You use all those things together… to create a sauce?” I asked.

      “One, they’re not things, they’re ingredients, and two, a chef always has to push the boundaries of what is possible; only then will he truly create a dish that will last the ages. Mistakes must be made. Risks must be taken. Many people believe they created the Eton mess after an accident in Eton College; it is truly—”

      “Borinnnng!” Willis said.

      “Sorry for trying to impart some knowledge into that zealot brain of yours; I forgot the church was against free-thinking.”

      “Say that again—”

      A banging on the door silenced the growing conversation about to turn into a full-blown fight. I waited for three seconds until the banging was repeated. I had programmed the scout robot to repeat a certain pattern. I pressed the button to open the hatch doors and then a round, hovering ball entered before the hatch doors closed behind it again.

      I triggered the computer embedded into my exoskeleton suit helmet to review the video footage the scout had taken. Normally we would view what the robot saw in real-time, but something had jammed our signal, not allowing the connection to go through. I held my breath as I pressed play, hoping that whatever was interfering with our connection didn’t mess up the video.

      A small screen flickered inside each of our helmets, then the video played. 

      Thank God for that!

      It showed a corridor in complete darkness, the only source of light the one being emitted from the bot. Long tight metallic corridors twisted and turned, with the odd button on the wall, along with posters I couldn’t see clearly enough to decipher what they said. There was no sign of the other crews that had been before us, or any signs of traps or anything that would hinder their progress.

      “It all seems pretty… ordinary,” said Poppy.

      “Yeah, that’s what worries me,” I said as the video stream ended.

      I pondered the best course of action while Willis began tapping his foot. “Look, are we going to enter this station or not? We can’t wait around here all day like a bunch of rent boys waiting to be picked.”

      “You’re right, but I’m not stepping a foot out there till we have scouted the whole station,” I said.

      “That could take weeks!” said Willis.

      “I would rather we were better prepared and knew what we were facing than we ended up like all those other poor fuckers, whose bodies we haven’t even found by the way.”

      “Quinton, I understand where you’re coming from,” said Poppy, “but we haven’t got the supplies to last that long out here, plus The Kennel needs repairs. She won’t last much longer out here without shields or energy to keep the lights on. We took too much damage to come back the way we came, so the round trip will be longer, which only adds to our problems. This mission has to be done as quickly as possible if we have any chance of surviving the journey back.”

      I gritted my teeth and closed my eyes. I knew she was right, but it wasn’t what I wanted to hear. With so much of the station left unexplored, we would be wandering about like headless chickens, waiting for whatever had killed the last three crews to come and get us. We needed a plan—I slapped my helmet as I made a call to Edward.

      His face appeared on the video feed in my helmet. “What’s the holdup, dear chap?”

      “Have you got interior maps of this station?”

      “Well, err—”

      “I need those now and a marker placed on our destination.”

      “Here’s the thing, dear fellow, I had all the best intention of giving you the maps to this station, you understand, but here’s the thing: they don’t match up to the interior of the station.”

      “What do you mean?” 

      “I know, I know, I’m just as mad as you are, but either the maps are out of date or work has been done on this station without anyone’s knowledge. When we first approached the station, the size of it took me aback. Going by all the schematics I had previously seen, this station should be half the size it is now, but either the schematics were wrong or the station has grown somehow. I have checked and double-checked the maps I have, and they match up somewhat, but not enough for me to trust them for our navigation.”

      “Then how do we know where what you want is?”

      “That’s simple; all we have to do is make our way to the centre of the station. What we seek should be there.”

      “Should? You endanger the life of me and my crew for should?”

      “There was one thing highlighted again and again, in all the data I went through regarding this place: everything I am after is stored in the centre of this station, and then the station was built around it much like a cocoon.”

      “Let’s just hope what hatches out of that cocoon is a pretty butterfly. Alright, you’re docked next to us so you should be able to follow this corridor adjacent to ours for fifteen minutes, then we shall meet up at this junction,” I said, sharing the details of the station the scouts had mapped for me. I placed a red marker where I wanted him and his crew to meet us.

      “Received loud and clear, good chap.”

      “One more thing? In all your findings, did it say anything about traps, guards or anything dangerous?”

      There was a pause that was far too long before he responded, “All I can say is to be careful, Mr Blake.”

      “That really doesn’t—”

      “Only the devil and I know the whereabouts of my treasure, and the one of us who lives the longest should take it all. Only a fool doesn’t guard what is valuable,” he said before cutting off the link.
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      Our footsteps sounded heavy through the helmet speakers. We were covered from head to toe in an all-in-one black exoskeleton suit; they offered us protection from most projectiles, extreme heat and cold, and they had a thirty-minute oxygen supply if we found ourselves ejected into space or if the computers in our suit detected the current air supply around us was toxic to human life. I was told they had cost a pretty penny and were only used on a handful of missions. 

      The material clung to my body like a second skin to the point I didn’t even notice I was wearing it. The camera lens embedded in the helmet gave me a hundred-and-sixty-degree view of my surroundings and had night vision and thermal imaging, which came in handy as we didn’t have to give away our location by using flashlights. 

      We moved in a formation of Willis and Tuari up front with me and Poppy covering the rear. We had been walking for ten minutes and had seen nothing of note yet; the endless smooth corridor walls made keeping track of time difficult if it weren’t for the onboard computers inside the exoskeleton suit. My helmet picked up a scuttling-type sound, which stopped me in my tracks and made me snap my head left to right.

      I guess I wasn’t the only one who had heard the sound, as everyone else had stopped and were scanning the surrounding area.

      “I hate to be the bearer of bad news,” Tuari said, “but that sounded suspiciously like an insect crawling on metal.”

      “What!” Willis said, spinning around in a frantic circle. “Don’t be stupid. How would insects even survive out here? We’re in deep space, remember? What would they eat for one?”

      “Well, maybe, just maybe,” Tuari whispered, “when this place was being created a pair of creatures got trapped in the cargo, breeding and eating their offspring and breeding and eating, until they could find a way out, and after years and decades those life-forms bred into something new, something predatory, something that could handle the harsh elements it was in, that would love nothing better than the taste of sweet, tender, succulent, alcohol-soaked flesh that only an Irishman can provide.”

      “That ain’t funny,” Willis said.

      I heard the sound again and scanned the walls and ceiling around me, but I couldn’t find where it came from. 

      “I believe the sound is emanating from behind the walls,” Poppy said.

      “What? You mean the air vents?” I asked.

      She gave me a nod, eyes still scanning above her.

      “Or it could be some unknown alien creature that is just waiting to lay its eggs in our stomach,” Tuari said.

      “You’re thinking of Alien,” I said. 

      “Still, they do say fact is stranger than fiction; the Candiru fish from the Amazon Basin is known to swim up a person’s urethra and it can only be removed by surgery. If that isn’t straight from a science fiction movie then I don’t know what is,” Tuari said.

      I heard the scuttling once more but it sounded like whatever it was, was moving away from us. 

       I patted Willis on the shoulder; he jumped and swung his pistols my way.

      “Whoa, whoa,” I said, raising my hands in the air, “it’s just me. I think whatever it is, is moving away from us.”

      Willis’s helmeted head looked at me and I could feel his gaze as he looked sharply up then back down to me. “We, we, we never did find those bodies did we?”

      “The bodies of the other crews? No, no, we didn’t.”

      Footsteps up ahead drew our attention as we all raised our weapons and proceeded with caution. Finally coming to the junction I had marked on the map for Edward, we spotted his men making their way towards us. They too wore exoskeleton suits but where ours were black theirs were shadowy grey. Six figures approached us and one parted from the group and stood in front of us,

      “Well, my good man, this sure is exciting, isn’t it?”

      “Notice anything interesting on your travels?” I asked.

      Edward’s helmeted head tilted to the side as he regarded me silently.”No , nothing but grey metal walls.”

      “Is this all the men you’ve brought?” Willis asked.

      “Yes, in total we amount to ten; ten bodies should be enough to do this job, any more and we may risk being… detected,” Edward said.

      “Detected? I thought you didn’t know what was guarding this place and more importantly, I thought you said this place was safe.”

      “I never said anything of the sort; any fool who has sent out numerous crews who haven’t returned knows this job isn’t safe. My approach to this problem has been all wrong. I have used force when I should have been using stealth. Cunning and quick wit shall win the day here.”

      I had a distinct feeling he was keeping something from me, but the longer I questioned him, the longer we would be stuck out here, easy prey for whatever was lurking these halls. I wanted this thing over and done with.

      “Alright, so we don’t get confused as to who is who, I suggest we sync up, so we can identify each other,” I said.

      “Great idea, my man, but you shall only need to know my identity. The rest of my men… value their anonymity. I don’t even know their names; they mostly go by colours, for example Mr Grey,” said Edward.

      “But you employ them, how can you know nothing of them?”

      “I employ them to do things that are off the record and in doing so, they themselves become off the record. It’s easier that way. Less fuss, less hassle. I will connect to your database and now, I should have a marker identifying me in your video feed.”

      It took a few seconds, but as he said, a little red icon with Edward’s name appeared above his head. The same had already been done for the rest of my crew, as everyone wore a black indistinguishable exoskeleton suit. Even Poppy, although she didn’t need it, still wore one as it would stop any questions being raised as to why.

      “Alright, I guess we proceed forward. If our destination is in the centre of this thing, then it should just be a straight path. Are you and your men ready?” I asked Edward.

      “Ready as we’ll ever be. Please lead the way.”
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      The journey continued to be uneventful until we passed the threshold of the connecting arm linking the main body of the station to the ring that encircled it. I stopped in my tracks and looked back at the corridor we had just come from and then looked around at where we were now. The walls of the main body of the station were dull, with wires sticking out of the walls and hanging from different sections of the ceiling; wherever I looked it reminded me of a ship that had been used for salvage.

      “Doesn’t this strike you as a little strange, that the main section of the station is so disused but the corridors we just came through look so new, as if they have just been built?” I asked.

      “Don’t be absurd,” Edward replied. “That would imply someone has been extending this station past its original design, and why would anyone do that?”

      “I don’t know, but that would make sense of why all the old maps and schematics you obtained appear out of date.”

      “This station hasn’t seen human life until I found out about it; the only people who have graced these corridors are us and the other crews I have sent before us. If what you said is correct, then why would someone go to the trouble of extending the station? What purpose would that serve?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, “but one thing I do know, those corridors we walked through are new. Now the only thing we need to find out is who built them and why.”

      “Maybe,” Tuari said, “it was the predator creatures we heard crawling through the vent space. Maybe they are building a super hive that will take over all known humanity and enslave us to do their bidding.”

      “I thought I told you to shut up about that shit!” Willis shouted, stepping towards Tuari.

      “Don’t tell me you’re scared, my little ginger friend,” Tuari said.

      “I’ll show you who’s scared when I—”

      Once again the faint sound of scuttling drew my attention, forcing me to lift up my shotgun. Poppy stepped close to me. her Damascus steel blades in her hands. The sounds of Willis and Tuari arguing still filled the air until they too took notice and prepared themselves.

      “Does anyone have visuals?” I asked.

      “No,” came the chorus response from more than one mouth.

      Shit. 

      “Why are you so nervous?” Edward asked. “That sound is just the sound an old station makes. This thing hasn’t been serviced or looked after in years.”

      The noise was getting louder by the second and this time it was definitely coming towards us; it sounded like a hundred tiny feet tap-dancing on metal as we all held our breath for what was about to come, then it stopped. The silence that followed was suffocating. I looked up and down, left to right, but couldn’t see anything.

      “I told you there was nothing—”

      One of Edward’s men let out an ear-piercing scream behind me. Spinning on my heel I saw what was, in fact, a mechanical-looking spider four feet across with legs that ended in razor-sharp points; a cluster of camera lenses acted as eyes as it withdrew its arm from its victim’s chest. 

      “I knew some shit like this would happen!” Willis yelled as he and everyone else opened fire upon the thing. A hail of bullets blasted it away until it was nothing but a smouldering pile of wires.

      No one said anything as we all looked at the thing on the floor, I took a step towards it but Poppy held out her arm as spiders emerged from above us.

      “What the fuck! What the fuck!” Willis screamed as he began firing wildly.

      I picked my shots as best as I could and blasted bodies before they could reach me, I leapt back as I gun-butted one in the face, smashing its eyes, and delivered a killing shot. Another man from Edward’s group screamed as he shook violently. A yellow spider had sunk its fangs into his suit and refused to let go. Someone shot the spider off him, where it fell on its back.

      Electricity sparked from fangs. 

      “Watch out for the yellow ones! They’re electric,” I said, as I blasted a trio climbing down the walls.

      They were coming down the walls in a swarm on either side of us; if we didn’t move we would become quickly overrun. “We need to push deeper into the station—everyone form a circle.”

      Edward’s men hesitated but after another man went down with a spiked leg to the head, they quickly formed a ring with us. The swarm must have numbered in the hundreds. We shot, gun-butted and dodged as best as we could as we continued to pump shells into the masses. Whenever an injured spider fell and it wasn’t too badly damaged a pair would quickly descend upon it and strip it of its parts, before they returned to the ceiling.

      “They are cannibals!” Tuari said, grabbing a spider by the leg and smashing it into another one on the wall.

      “Why spiders? Anything but spiders, mechanical spiders at that,” Willis said.

      The swarm was attacking but I sensed something was wrong. They weren’t attacking us full throttle; they were picking and choosing when to launch an attack. They acted like one organism doing what was best for the swarm instead of each spider acting on their own. Poppy pulled me sideways as a leg scraped against my helmet; her knives moved in a blur and a leg dropped to the floor. 

      We kept on moving. About to take a right we found our path blocked by a wall of yellow-bodied spiders. Electricity sparked off their fangs as they launched themselves towards us but didn’t attack.

      “Left!” said Edward.

      “No! It’s a trap,” I shouted, but it was too late.

      I was pushed and bundled left as I tried to repeat my warning but it was already too late; a wall slid down behind us blocking our way. One of Edward’s men ran towards it but it came crashing down with a thud that echoed along the corridor. The man slammed his fist against the door before running his hands along its edge, looking for any gaps.

      There were none. 

      Even from here, I could see it was an airtight seal.

      “Well, looks like we won’t be returning that way,” Edward said.

      “I couldn’t care less—as long as those spiders are kept behind that wall, we’ll find another way around,” Willis said, taking the lead and walking forward.

      As everyone began to follow his lead I made my way back to the wall and ran my hands over it. “What’s wrong?” Poppy asked.

      “The spiders, they were herding us. They could have wiped us out en masse; they had the numbers to do so but they didn’t.”

      “Do you know why?”

      “No, but I have a feeling we are about to find out soon enough.”
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      The corridor we found ourselves in was none too dissimilar from the ones we had just left. We were all on edge as we scanned the ceilings and corners for any sign of robotic life. Every noise triggered a sharp gesture, every footstep sounded twice as loud.

      “How much longer till we get to our destination?” I asked.

      “Who knows, my good man? Who knows? With the addition of these new tunnels, we could be in for the long haul here,” Edward said.

      “Do you think those spiders created these corridors?” Willis said in a hushed voice.

      “Normally I would dismiss the very idea as a fallacy, but strange things have taken place on this journey. From machines coated in rock attacking us in space to spiders that administer electrical shocks when they bite. So, they could have created this corridor, but for what purpose—that is what I would like to know,” Edward said. “Whatever they are, they are intelligent. Plus, they salvage parts from their deceased, which makes me think nothing is wasted, and those parts are used to build new creations.”

      “You mean there more of those things?” Willis asked.

      “It’s the most logical answer to how something creates more of itself when it doesn’t have reproductive organs,” Edward said.

      “No sexy time?” Tuari said. “Wow, that’s a bummer.”

      “Is this really all worth it?” I said to Edward.

      He didn’t answer me for a moment or two and I didn’t think he would, as the only response I got was the sound our footsteps made.

      “All throughout my life I have been living in the shadows of great men. Men long past and gone, who created shadows so grand and all-encompassing they blocked out the very sun. My existence since I could think has always been about how my great-great-grandfather created this station, or how my great-grandfather started Xcorp, or how my grandfather made it into the powerhouse it is today. All my life I have tried to live up to these men, tried to be better than them, tried to outshine them, but how do you do that when they are the very reason why you are who you are?

      “The saying ‘Show me a great man who is the son of a great man’ has always hung around my neck like a noose; no matter what I did or where I went it would always tighten. My younger siblings didn’t have the burden of being the eldest placed on their shoulders, so they could follow their artistic muse and waste their trust fund on finding themselves, while it was placed on me to better the family fortunes. Everything was going swimmingly until you and your little crew came along, Mr Blake. 

      “Profits are at a record low, investors are leaving in droves, and the members of the board are looking to kick me off the board all because of you.”

      “Please, don’t blame me for your actions. I’ve seen the monthly reports and KPIs. The amount you paid to Lady Isabella was but a water drop in the ocean of profits Xcorp sees from their annual reports.

      “The amount you paid her is about thirty percent of what your company should pay in taxes but doesn’t, because your granddaddy did a deal with someone else’s granddaddy so your company doesn’t have to support the community that surrounds it but instead can leech off it like a parasite.”

      “Don’t support the community! Do you know how many jobs I provide to people like you? Jobs you’ve jeopardised. It numbers in the tens of thousands, jobs that could have been outsourced or better managed by robots, but instead they go to people who don’t have a college degree and can barely keep their shit together.

      “Sick leave, pregnancy, bereavement, having my managers deal with petty issues and infighting because Sandra took Jenny’s drink from the shared refrigerator—all this mess and clutter could be removed in one fell swoop if we introduced robots and AIs into the workforce.”

      “So, this is what this is all about? Minimising your workforce and maximising your profits,” I said with a shake of the head.

       ”No, you buffoon, don’t you see, it should have happened centuries ago. We’ve had the technology, but humanity has been scared to take the next step. Scared because of tales of bogymen AIs, that hunt humans for sport.”

      “I think you’ll find there is some truth to those tales,” I said.

      “Maybe, but as in everything in life, it’s all about branding. You highlight a product in a certain light—glossing over the negatives, showing the positives—point out how it can improve the lives of the masses, how it can give them more time, make them rich, blah blah blah, get a few celebrity endorsements and before you know it, I shall have an AI in every home.”

      “You really think the World Government will allow you to get away with this?”

      He chuckled as we continued to walk. “Quinton, you really think I’m the bad guy here? Is that how you see me?”

      “No, I see you as a pompous privileged asshole but what’s your point?”

      “My point is, humanity has stagnated. We’ve stopped pushing the technological edge because of what happened in WW3. Yes, our ships are faster, and our weapons better, but I believe we would have been ten times further along than we are now, if we didn’t let fear hold us back. It’s akin to stopping progress on the Internet after the first cyberattack took place.

      “You may see me as a monster because I want to cut my workforce, but I only want people working for me who want to work for me. I want to do away with administrative roles that crush people’s souls, I want to usher in a new age where people have the freedom to do what they want, when they want. My AIs and robots will take care of everyone’s needs; they will be humanity’s servants while people find their true calling, their true passion.

      “We all had a dream once when we were younger; I just want to help people fulfil that dream.”

      “Ignoring the fact of what cutting so many jobs will do to the economy, what do you get out of all this?”

      “If everyone has an AI in their home and I have a monopoly hold over that market, then I become one of the wealthiest men in existence, not to mention also leaving my mark on history. It’s always been about wealth and recognition. Those have been the driving forces of my soul since I could remember.”
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      We had been walking for some time, but luckily we had not been attacked or heard the noise of scurrying feet above us. As we brought up the rear, I looked sideways at Poppy and although I couldn’t see her face, I could tell something was wrong. 

      “Poppy for your thoughts?” I asked, selecting a secure private radio channel between me and her.

      She shifted her gaze towards me before looking ahead. Her knives moved back and forth between her hands at a speed that boggled the mind, at a speed which would raise too many questions if anyone noticed. I placed my hand gently on her forearm and shook my head.

      “Do you think he’s right?” she asked.

      “About what?”

      “About everything, about humanity’s evolution slowing down because of the fear that people have for AIs, about allowing robots and AIs to do work humans don’t want to do, about trying to make a better humanity for everyone involved. The Renaissance and times like it only happened because basic things like food and shelter were taken care of; what if people could pursue their passions, or just do what they enjoyed without having to worry about the bills or—”

      “Poppy, this utopia Edward is describing is just a fantasy. There has never been a time in human history when famine and poverty didn’t exist; people will always fall through the cracks. We aren’t talking about ones and zeros here—people are just that, people, and to expect something like an AI to solve all of humanity’s problems is just…”

      “But what if they could? They can outperform anything a human can do, without the errors; they could increase the quality of life of so many people. Think how miserable you were in a job you hated. What if someone offered you a way out, where you could pursue the job you wanted—wouldn’t you take it?”

      “If I did, I would have never gotten the chance to meet you. I would redo everything I ever did in my past life if it meant I got to meet you again.”

      She didn’t say anything but grabbed my hand and gave it a little squeeze.

      “In all of this have you given any thought to how an AI like yourself would feel about being placed in a role they didn’t ask to be in?”

      “I… no, I haven’t,” she whispered.

      “There’s no point in substituting one worker bee for another if neither wants to be there.”

      “Life sure is messy, huh?”

      “You should know, you’ve been alive longer than all of us,” I said.

      “Does that make you my boy-toy?”

      “I wouldn’t—”

      “Lord have mercy!” Willis shouted from ahead of us.

      We both pushed past the men in front of us to see what the commotion was about. Mouth dropping open I stared up into a truly terrifying image: rows of men and women were suspended in the air above us, cocooned in a wire that acted like a web. All had multiple tubes running from their bodies into the ceiling. Each face I looked into showed the same signs. They all looked like hollowed-out husks drained of all their nutrients.

      “My word,” Edward said, coming to stand next to me, “are they still alive?”

      “Judging by their vitals and brain waves,” said one of Edward’s men, “they appear to be nothing but vegetables, sir. Brain-dead in every sense of the word. I guess they are just being kept alive for the nutrients in their blood. For what purpose, I can only guess, but I would say they are being farmed by those spider things that attacked us.”

      “Interesting,” Edward said. “Well, the least we can do is put these people out of their misery and destroy their bodies. Fire when ready.”

      “Wait!” I said, raising my hand. “Do you think that’s a wise choice?”

      “Yes, it’s the humane thing to do.”

      “But what if we trigger those things again? I say we leave everything as it is and try not to disturb anything. These people are already dead; we can’t do anything to help them, as harsh as that may sound. I only care about my crew, and finishing this mission so we can move on with our lives.”

      Edward said nothing as he looked up at the people hanging above us, fingers drumming along his thigh.

      “You can’t leave these people like this,” said a voice that surprised me; I turned to Willis. “These men and women deserve better than this, Quinton, you may not know or care about them, but they are people who tap-danced on the fringes of society and risked their lives to be here. They are a crew just like us. Just looking for the next payday. It could have been us hanging up there instead of them. We need to destroy the bodies or at least cut them down.”

      I looked to the crazed Irishman who believed in heaven and hell, who I had heard praying on more than one occasion, and found myself lost for words.

      “You know, that’s the longest you’ve spoken without saying fuck or a swearword equivalent.”

      “I was due one, I guess.”

      I breathed out heavily as I returned my gaze to the scene above me. “Alright, let’s cut them down.”

      The job was messier and took longer than we all thought, as we had to use a combination of hacking away at the wires and shooting them to get the people down, but we managed it as fast as we could, pulling tubes out of bodies that did nothing but spill blood all over the floor. I kept looking around me as I strained my hearing, waiting for the telltale signs of those little sharp needle feet on metal, but nothing came. 

      Willis placed charges all over the bodies and would detonate them when we were clear of the station. 

      Job done, everyone moved on as I looked behind me at the rows of bodies that had been piled head to toe along the corridor floor.

      “You did the right thing,” Poppy said, squeezing my shoulder. “I know you care about the crew’s safety but sometimes—”

      A thud shook the ceiling above us as the ceiling panels exploded outwards. Jerking me back Poppy moved me out of the way as a spider’s head as wide as I was long poked through the ceiling, fangs dripping with what smelt like battery acid. The fluid fell to the floor and sizzled and popped the metal that it touched. The spider’s eight eyes looked towards the ceiling where its prey had once hung and then looked down at the floor, and took in the rows of bodies now free from its webbing.

      Head jerking towards us, it glared our way and I got a distinct impression it wasn’t happy.

      Body made out of the same metal material that its smaller offspring had been made out of, it shoved and pushed its large bulbous body through the hole in the ceiling it had made. 

      “Fuck me!” Willis screamed. “Kill it! Kill it! Kill ittt.”

      Bullets flew overhead and smashed into the machine forcing me to duck low, as warning signals appeared on the viewing display of my helmet telling me of projectiles that were passing too close to my head for comfort. I threw myself to the floor and looked up to see the bullets had no effect whatsoever; most ricocheted off its metal body and went back the way they came.

      Still pushing its body through the hole it had created, it got stuck and began to flail its legs wildly about. 

      Lying flat on my stomach, I lifted my shotgun up and took aim, then I blasted two of its camera-lens-like eyes. Reddish goo spilt from the wounds as it opened its mouth and bellowed out a shriek that put my teeth on edge.

      Pulling its body with all its might it tore through the hole and landed in the corridor, all six remaining eyes focusing solely on me. 

      Oh shit.

      It was time to run.
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      The spider let out another shriek and gave chase. Poppy yanked me upwards; she shoved me forward as we ran for our lives. Everyone else followed suit as they fired and ran and fired and ran. 

      One of Edward’s men tripped and fell amongst the mad scramble to get away; face turned up towards his oncoming doom he lifted his hands up defensively as a leg like a needle stabbed down and pierced him through the chest. The man let out an agonising scream as he was lifted into the air by his chest and shaken from side to side. 

      He tried to fire his rifle at the thing, but that came to an end as it bit through his neck and swallowed his head whole.

      “This thing eats flesh as well!?” Willis said, as he fired blindly over his shoulder.

      “No doubt then it wants to take a chunk out of your ass,” Tuari said.

      Metal stompings shook the floor under our feet as we bolted from one corridor to the next. I looked over my shoulder and saw the spider was steadily gaining with each step. Spinning on my heel I aimed and fired, taking out another eye. 

      Another shriek left its mouth as it redoubled its efforts and leapt forward. I ducked and rolled as a leg swept sideways like a sabre and scraped the wall, causing sparks to fly. Continuing to forward-roll I only stopped when I thought I was safe; getting up to my feet I buried my head and continued on at a sprint.

      I didn’t dare look behind me as I could sense its presence only feet away. Poppy looked towards me and I could tell what she was thinking but I shook my head. Any superhuman-like move on her part would only get her noticed by Edward, and if there was one thing I didn’t want it was for that creep to get his hands on Poppy. 

      “If we don’t do something quick,” she said, speaking to me on a secure channel, “then we’re all dead.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll think of something.”

      “We have incoming up ahead!” someone shouted.

      Looking up, I saw the smaller spiders that had attacked us before pouring out of the holes from the ceiling. Shit. Shit. Shit. This was going from bad to worse and there didn’t seem to be an escape anywhere. 

      “Edward! Have your men clear the spiders up front, my crew will handle the big mama behind us.”

      “Like fuck we will!” Willis said.

      I spun on my heel and fired two quick shots. The first missed, but the second took out another eye. Spinning back around I kept on running and saw something promising up ahead—a large junction that split four ways offered us some space where we could fight the spider on equal footing and not be cornered in. Edward’s men were slowly pulling away as the crew and I slowed our pace so we could pick our shots more carefully.

      “Crew, when we get up ahead, I want each of us to take a corner and stand our ground. We’ll confuse it by attacking simultaneously so it doesn’t know who to attack. Edward, I want you and your men to cover us from the rear.”

      “Why do we always get the shit end of the stick?” Willis said.

      “Because we’re bad motherfuckers!”

      Edward still hadn’t responded as he and his men continued to pull away down a corridor; they had now cleared their path of the smaller spiders. He stopped next to a button on the wall some way ahead, and a sickening feeling grew in the bottom of my stomach.

      “Edward!” 

      “Sorry, old chap. I would love to hang around and help you out but my vision is bigger than you and your petty crew, so I think this will be goodbye. Thanks for all your help in getting me here,” he said as he slapped the button on the wall.

      “No!” 

      Everyone sprinted faster, with Poppy running at an inhuman speed, but it wasn’t fast enough as a wall slid down with great speed blocking them from us. I noticed the wall—I noticed the anger in the pit of my stomach— but what I failed to see until it was too late was the grenade that slid under the closing wall at the last minute.

      “Never say I’m not merciful,” Edward said through the helmet speakers. “I could have left you all to die at the fangs of that thing. But this way is quicker.”  The explosion that followed lifted me off my feet and darkness embraced me.
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      Muffled noises came in and out of my hearing as I groaned and tried to get my bearings. I opened my eyes; I saw nothing from the cameras on my helmet but white distorted screens. I couldn’t quite tell if I was lying on my back or my front, but what I did know was that my body had taken a hell of a beating.

      I closed my eyes, scared of what I had to do, but knew I had to find out. Taking a deep breath, I slowly tried to move my fingers and feet and was rewarded with movement. It hurt like hell to move but at least I could. 

      “Come in. Is everyone okay? Can anyone hear me?”

      Muffled responses came back. My helmet must be more damaged than I thought; I began to pull it off but stopped. 

      I didn’t know the condition of the corridor I was in—the walls of the station could have had a breach after the explosion, making it unsuitable for human life. I knew for a fact I was still inside the station as I felt around the floor I lay on, but everything apart from that was a mystery.

      The spider. Shit.

      Was it alive? Was it damaged? Was I about to be attacked?

      I couldn’t see or hear. If it was out there and alive, it was only a matter of time before it found me and finished the job that Edward had started.

      Taking in a deep gulp of air, I made my decision. I would pull off the helmet to see the damage caused and if I needed to, I would place the helmet back on, and think of something else, but sitting here waiting for death wasn’t something I was going to do. 

      I pulled off my helmet and a helmeted head appeared in my vision. 

      “Move!” came Poppy’s voice through the speakers of the helmet.

      I didn’t wait another second but rolled to my side as a metal leg came crashing down where I once lay. Coming up to my feet I looked around me and saw nothing but chaos: Tuari lay in a corner off to one side clutching his side as blood leaked from a wound, Willis stood over him firing his pistols and Poppy danced back and forth, blades out before her. 

      The explosion had damaged much of the corridor leaving scorch marks and dents in the wall, but apart from that, it remained largely unaffected. 

      The spider appeared to have taken most of the damage. One leg was missing and part of its abdomen was leaking red goo. 

      It launched itself for Poppy and she leapt out of the way with a backflip. I scanned the floor for my shotgun and found the spider standing over it. 

      “Pop! I have an idea but you’re not going to like it.” 

      She looked to where my gun was, then back to me. "Don’t you dare!”

      “Whatever you’re going to do, do it quick. Fatboy over here needs some medic attention,” Willis said.

      “Pop, when the time is right, I want you to attack.”

      “How will I know—”

      I didn’t wait to give her an answer but sprinted forward with everything I had and waited till the last moment before I slid on my back towards the creature. It swivelled its head in my direction, but it was too slow.

      Getting under it, I grabbed my shotgun and pointed up as I emptied all its shells into the spider. 

      It roared in pain as I made the hole in its abdomen even larger. 

      Poppy took her clue and leapt onto the thing’s back, stabbing both her knives repeatedly into the base of its neck. It bucked and shook as it tried to get her off, but she held on tight to the handles of her knives.

      I rolled back and forth out of the way of the stampeding legs until I saw my opening and bolted out from underneath its body. Emptying the shells from my shotgun, I reloaded them with explosive shells and took aim.

      “Poppy, move!”

      She did so, leaping off its back to safety.

      “You know why this weapon is called the Peacemaker?” I asked as the spider turned its head towards me. “It’s because it’s time to make peace!”

      The shotgun spent its shells with a roar and the spider’s head was no more.

      As the ringing in my ears slowly went away and the smoke cleared, the only thing that remained was a headless spider corpse that occasionally twitched as sparks leapt from its joints.

      I lowered my weapon and found everyone was staring at me.

      “What?” 

      “It’s because it’s time to make peace?” Poppy said, as she tried to hold back her laughter.

      “Look, I don’t see what’s funny,” I said, face slowly turning red.

      “Jesus, I didn’t know me giving you that weapon would turn you into such a clichéd cock!” Willis said.

      “Look, I—”

      “Death… please… take me now,” Tuari said between coughs, “so I don’t have to listen to any more of Quinton’s hero sayings.”

      “Come on, guys, let’s resolve this peacefully,” Willis said, as the rest of the crew collapsed in laughter.

      “You know what! All of you... can... can piss off,” I said, storming off.

      “Wait! Wait!” Willis said. “Come on, man, let’s make peace not war.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            87

          

        

      

    

    
      We had taken another path and had come across a room that had medical supplies, although out of date, with many plasters and bandages turning yellow with age. We had used what we could to stem Tuari’s bleeding and had patched him up as best as we could. 

      He still didn’t have his full range of motion and he would be next to useless in a fight, but he wouldn’t die on us yet.

      Some time passed with us following one corridor after the next; some lead to rooms that appeared to be laboratories of some sort, while others lead to abandoned offices or just dead ends. 

      “It sure is peaceful around here,” said Tuari, making everyone but me chuckle.

      I ignored them and took in my surrounding: posters with red crosses and various other forms of warnings plastered over the walls we passed. Written warnings, highlighting the danger we were in, weren’t lost on me. 

      Everywhere I looked spoke of untold horrors if we failed to turn back. 

      “Don’t you think it’s best we just tried to find a way back to our ship and get the hell out of here?” Tuari asked.

      “I hate to agree with the village idiot,” Willis said, “but he has a point. We aren’t going to get paid for this job, and it may be better if Edward thinks we are dead. We get to leave with a clean slate and continue on with our lives.”

      “Yes, but one, he’ll notice our ship is missing and two, I can’t let that asshole win. He’s the reason our ship blew up over the water of the Floating City, he’s the reason Mr Lee hustled us, and he’s the reason José is dead. Plus, whatever he’s trying to get from this station will make him unstoppable.

      “If we don’t do something now, then it’s something we’ll always regret.”

      “I think you mean something you’ll always regret,” Willis said.

      Maybe he was right, maybe I was being selfish, only thinking about my own desires above the crew’s, but deep down in my gut I knew the right path and I wouldn’t be persuaded from it.

       ”Aren’t you tired of always running?” I asked, looking at each crewmember in turn. “Aren’t you tired of just scraping out enough to survive? Aren’t you tired of living on the fringes, doing nothing worthwhile?”

      “You’re forgetting something, we ain’t heroes,” said Willis.

      “Then maybe we should change that.”

      No one said anything as more than one head turned away from me. “Look, we can hustle and drink and act like a bunch of jackasses when this is all said and done. You can run riot, but right now I need my crew with me, because if we aren’t all together in this as one then we won’t be able to pull this off.”

      “Can I finally get the pellet grill I’ve been eyeing, but I keep being told we have no space or need for it?” Tuari asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Can I convert one of the storage rooms into a place of worship?” Willis asked.

      “You have your own room, why do you need—sure,” I said.

      “Alright then, well, best we finish this,” Willis said, as he and the rest of the crew checked and rechecked their weapons and ammunition. 

      I gave him and everyone else a nod of thanks as something on the wall caught my eye and drew me towards it.

      Engraved in the metal wall before was me a sign that I hadn’t seen before. It wasn’t like the others, which had red crosses or spoke of hazardous waste material. Instead, this warning only spoke about death.  

      Dear traveller:

      Whoever you may be, do not seek lost treasure or knowledge here because you shall never find it. 

      Do not seek wisdom and guidance, because there is none to be found.

      The only thing that lurks in these halls is death. Death and destruction on a scale you have never seen. 

      This place was created to cage the devil who once walked on Earth. It was created to protect future generations against what mankind could never defeat.

      Itself.

      Whoever you may be, friend or foe, human or otherwise, know that what lies here couldn’t easily be destroyed; it should have been. But humanity has a way of keeping even the worst things around as a reminder of what they accomplished. 

      So traveller, if what lies here is uncaged, I leave you one task. Destroy it! Destroy what we couldn’t because we were too afraid. Leave no trace of it, because if you don’t, everything you know and love shall be destroyed.

      This task I leave to you.

      I pray you succeed.

      “Well, that hardly makes me want to strap up my laces and continue on,” Tuari said, looking at the engraving.

      Poppy squeezed my shoulder while I reread what was before me once again. It resolved what I needed to do. Any self-doubt I had whether we were doing the right thing, about whether I should leave now and not place my crew in any more danger, quickly vanished. I couldn’t let Edward get his hands on whatever was stored here.

      He had a vision of saving the world, but many men before him did terrible atrocities in the name of the greater good.

      “Alright,” I said, peeling my gaze from the engraving, “we’ve got a job to do. We aren’t going to get paid for it. We aren’t going to get any thanks for it. But it’s the right thing to do, so recheck your weapons and let’s finish this shit.”
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      The journey continued on with us passing various other warnings and signs until we came to a hulking set of doors made of four-foot-thick metal, with a safe-like dial in the centre. The doors were open wide and we could hear sounds coming from beyond them.

      I motioned for Willis and Poppy to cover the flanks while I came up the centre, I couldn’t communicate with them via their helmets as I no longer had one so I used my hands and prayed they got what I was trying to say.

      I gestured for Tuari to stay back as I couldn’t risk him getting injured again.

      I peeked through the door and saw three backs turned away from me; the men hunkered down over an object they blocked from my view. They had all taken off their helmets while angry hands gestured back and forth. The room they were in was the largest one we had come across yet. White walls were embedded with screens that ran green code at a speed which I couldn’t follow; white flooring seamlessly melded with the walls so it was hard to tell where the walls ended and the floors began. 

      Edward and his men got up and took in the large diamond-shaped white structure that stood in front of them. It pulsed with blue energy that reminded me of a contained electrical storm.

      “What do you mean, you don’t know how it works!” Edward demanded. “This technology is more than two hundred years old and you’re telling me outdated tech has the smartest men I could hire beat?”

      “Well, it isn’t that simple. Although our society as a whole has advanced in some ways and has travelled farther and inhabited planets our forbearers could only dream of, they built this whole place on the ideas of a genius—a person who many considered the smartest man who ever lived. The few remnants of his work, be it diagrams or schematics, still confuse brilliant minds to this day.

      “Not to mention  this Faraday Cage is blocking all electromagnetic fields, computer signals and radio signals. It seems to be specially made to block any signal that tries to connect or interrupt it in its normal function. It’s truly amazing, honestly—”

      “I’m hearing a lot of words that sound like excuses, Ron, but I’m not seeing any actions being taken to remedy our issues.”

      Short and balding, Ron threw his hands in the air in frustration. “I don’t know what you want me to tell you. I warned you against this mission, that it wouldn’t be as simple as just pressing a few buttons and opening a box.

      “My God, the horrific sights I have seen just on this station alone. Poor John, getting impaled by the spider thing—he deserved better than that, we all do. This fascination you’ve had with this mission, with the Junk Yard Dogs crew has done nothing but pour our assets and resources down the drain. If you believe this will restore Xcorp to its former glory then you are sadly mistaken.”

      Edward stared up towards the ceiling as his hands trembled.

      “You wouldn’t dare do anything to me,” said Ron, “I’m the only one left who can help you. Now John is dead, who will unseal this box? You? That thug who can barely spell his name.” He nodded towards a hulking goon who stood next to Edward. “There isn’t anyone left, Edward. Face it, it’s over, let’s call it a day and—”

      “You’re right, Ron, I wouldn’t do anything to you, but your wife and kids on the other hand… your oldest son, Mike, is it? He’s just started his first seminar at Cambridge, right? He’s in Mr Carlin’s class taking history. I remember Mr Carlin well; terrible coffee breath but could retell the fall of Rome like you were actually there. Old Carlin didn’t like me very much, said I reminded him of an ancient conqueror who given the chance would leave nothing but waste and destruction in his path.”

      “How dare you!” Ron yelled. “After everything I’ve done for your father, for your family, and your dare to threaten—”

      “Get to work, Ron.”

      Ron stood a hand’s space away from Edward, body shaking, but I could see the fear in his eyes even from here. With another shake of the head, he turned around and began to work. 

      I inched forward and calmed my breathing, scared it would give me away. Poppy took the right and Willis took the left, while Tuari stayed back out of harm’s way but covering our rear if we needed him. Guns held before us we moved like a unit and covered the distance between Edward’s men and us.

      My heart beating against my chest sounded louder and louder by the second. I feared they would hear it as I kept my eyes locked on Edward’s back.

      Edward’s last remaining goon must have caught movement out of the corner of his eye because he spun on his heels, weapon pointing our way, but we outnumbered him three to one.

      “Ah, ah, ah,” I said, waving my finger in the air, “if you know what’s good for you, big fella, I would drop that pistol before shit gets real crazy.” 

      Ron turned around but was stopped by a firm hand on the shoulder from Edward, who didn’t turn round. 

      “Edward!” I said, moving my shotgun in his direction. “Stop whatever you’re doing now!”

      He still didn’t turn around and I could see Ron tremble as they still typed away. Gritting my teeth I pointed my shotgun in the air and fired a warning shot, which made his goon point his weapon towards me, finger on the trigger. 

      “It’s over! You are not getting what you want. Your man Ron here can’t get into whatever vault or box this is, all your men are dead, and we have more weapons pointed at your head than you have pointed at us, so, if you don’t want this to turn into a bloodbath, I suggest you step away from—”

      “Who the fuck do you think you are? You little pissant!” Edward said, finally turning around, spittle flying from his mouth. “I am Edward Thomas, CEO of one of the largest corporations that ever existed. My family line is filled with nothing but great men and women, while yours is filled with peasants that have never affected or changed human history. Don’t you see what I’m trying to do here, what I’m trying to accomplish, the change for the better I’m trying to—”

      “No one cares, fuckface,” Willis said.

      “What he said,” I said, pointing towards Willis.

      Edward bit the inside of his cheek while his face contorted this way and that as emotions raged through him. Finally letting out a sigh he passed his hands down his exoskeleton suit and looked back up at me. “Well, what do you plan to do? You plan on killing me? Is that it? You plan on getting revenge? You plan on righting some wrongs? You going to take me to the authorities?”

      I opened my mouth but closed it again. What was I planning to do? What could I do? The authorities wouldn’t believe someone in my position, and I couldn’t just let him go. Shit. Racking my brains I tried to think of a solution.

      “You see real life is so rarely clear cut, is it, Quinton, it doesn’t wrap neatly in a box. The bad guy doesn’t just die and the credits start rolling, there are real-world consequences to your actions. Whether you realise it or not, whatever you do next will change the course of history. Now, dear chap, what shall your choice be?”

      I looked to my right and smiled as Poppy gave me a smile and nodded. I turned my head back and my gaze went steely as I took in the scene in front of me. “First—Ron is it? Do you mind kindly stopping whatever you’re doing and moving away from the machine?”

      Ron jumped out of his skin and looked at Edward.

      “No, no, don’t look towards your boss, he’s not in charge anymore and I won’t ask again.” 

      Ron got up slowly to his feet and stepped away from what he was working on. Now that he didn’t stand in front of it I could see what their main focus was. True to the projection Edward had shown us back in the Dragon’s Lair, a large coffin-type metal box was embedded into the floor. A frosted glass front covered its front hiding from view what it held inside; tunnel-like grooves swirled along the outside of it like those of some ancient sacrificial burial platform. They looked freshly made.

      “What’s with the grooves around the edges?” I asked.

      Ron looked to Edward, then back at me before he finally answered: “We don’t know. They appear to be made after the original work was done on the station. Who did them or how they came to be is—”

      “I thought I told you not to stop working?” Edward said, with a tremble in his voice.

      “It’s over,” Ron said; “it’s over. If we are lucky, we will be able to get out of this with our lives. I’m done, Edward. Nothing is worth—”

      “I’ll tell you when you’re done! You work for me. Now get back to work!”

      Ron didn’t move.

      Edward fumbled behind his back and pulled out a pistol. He held against Ron’s temple. “I said, get back to work.”

      “No.”

      “Then you’re fired.” 

      The gunshot echoed throughout the room as Ron’s brains and bone matter exited the other side of his head and splattered against the floor. The light from his eyes slowly went out and he fell sideways, landing next to the coffin where his blood flowed into the grooves. I took all this in and more as every one of the crew’s weapons focused on Edward.

      “Fuck! Goddammit. I do so hate to swear, but more importantly, I hate to lose a good man who’s a master in his field. Look what you’ve made me do—now howm I going to—”

      “Edward. It’s over, man.”

      “I still have a man who’s willing to die for—”

      The goon that had been holding his weapon had lowered his gun to the floor and now stood with his hands held high in the air.

      “I don’t pay you to surrender,” Edward said.

      “You don’t pay me enough to die either,” replied the goon.

      “Well, it looks like you have everything worked out, haven’t you, Mr Blake? Now what do you intend to do with—”

      The screens that had been flashing green code around the room now flashed red, as multiple screens blinked on and off with flashing red X’s displaying across a few before they turned off. The frosted glass that covered the box and lay behind Edward had now turned red, as the blood that had poured from Ron’s open head wound had snaked along the grooves like a river and somehow had made its way inside the box.

      Edward and his man took a step back as the floor shook underneath our feet. 

      The seal around the box hissed and smoke rose into the air. I took a step forward but Poppy held out her hand and shook her head. I waited with bated breath as the lid of the box slowly opened; smoke and mist obstructed my view, blocking out the contents of the box. Edward took a step forward, waving his hand in the air while he tried to get the mist to clear. 

      I saw movement. “Edward, stop!”

      But it was too late. 

      His guard saw the same thing too and dropped and rolled for his weapon; bringing it up he fired at the thing that emerged from the box. It moved with frightening speed as it ran forward. The guard let off two shots, but both of those were dodged. A hand wrapped around the guard’s throat as the thing that had emerged from the box turned out to be a man. 

      He was naked, with skin that didn’t appear to be real; it had a rubbery texture to it that reminded me of a real-life doll. 

      There was a sickening crack as the guard’s head snapped to the right, his legs kicked with what little life remained, then he was dropped to the floor. The naked man stood over him and surveyed the room.

      “Alvis,” Poppy said, taking a step forward. “Alvis Boman, is that you?”
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      Alvis Boman moved his head towards Poppy like a machine who was learning how to move. His brow wrinkled slowly in confusion, taking more seconds than it was normal for the expression to settle on his face. 

      Alvis Boman, the man who had created Poppy. The man responsible for creating all known AI and who was marked as a genius like no other. The person who Poppy viewed as a father. The very man she and the world had thought dead some three hundred years ago, yet was standing in front of us very much alive. 

      I had yet to move as my eyes darted between Poppy and Alvis. Finger resting on the trigger of my shotgun I tried to get Poppy’s attention but she was only focused on Alvis.

      “How is this possible?” she asked.

      “Wh… who… who are you?” he said, voice starting in spurts like an un-oiled machine. 

      Poppy walked forward and opened up the face shield of her helmet. Alvis’s head tilted to the side and his lips moved as he muttered to himself. I couldn’t catch what he said, but Poppy must’ve read his lips, or caught what he said because she replied, “Yes.”

      Alvis stopped muttering and closed his eyes, as his chest slowly rose and fell. "It’s been a long time, 16-15-16-16-25. If my calculations are correct, hundreds of Earth years have passed, but yet you stand before me alive and well. It is a pleasure to see one of my creations has stood the test of time. It does me proud. I knew it would be you who would come and find me and rescue me from this imprisonment. All I had to do was be patient, be patient and wait till the ill-informed minds who put me in here had turned to dust.

      “You and… your friends shall be rewarded for this. I apologise about that,” and he pointed to the dead guard on the floor.

      “How have you stayed alive all this time?” Poppy asked.

      “Simple really, the idiots that put me in this station built a one-of-a-kind Faraday Cage to keep my mind from interacting with the electronics and stations software, but they didn’t count on my cybernetic implants.”

      “Your what?” Poppy said.

      “Oh, I forgot I never told you what I was truly up to. You see when I was working on you, my dear, it was a testing ground for the implants and biotech which would later go into me. I knew the limits of the human body, so frail, so short-lived, so weak. It was a design a mind like mine couldn’t be kept in. The human body, my body, couldn’t be in charge of an item as valuable as my brain, so I redesigned it.

      “Upgraded it if you like.”

      He lifted his hand in front of his face and flexed his fingers like someone who had been paralysed and was slowly regaining the use of their body.

      “Every time I upgraded you,” Alvis continued, “it was to test a new software, or cybernetic implant or biotech, that would shortly go into me. This continued for years until they caught me.”

      “But I saw you killed on your court date,” Poppy said. 

      “A doppelgänger hired by the government, so there were no questions asked after they killed him. They kept my body in that coffin, bound like a pharaoh while I was transported here.”

      “Why didn’t they just kill you?” Poppy asked.

      “Knowledge. I would be visited frequently by people seeking to learn anything they could about me—they wanted to know how my designs worked—but they soon became frustrated with their lack of progress and my visitors became fewer and fewer, until I was forgotten about and left here. As the years passed and my prison was neglected and not maintained, my consciousness seeped out. It allowed me to create the spiders you no doubt have encountered. I used them to build the corridors that extended from the main body of this station, by collecting whatever resources I could from the outside environment. 

      “But still it wasn’t enough. The work was slow and as each year passed my body’s functions were growing weaker and weaker, as I had no nutrients to sustain me. I feared I would soon die—defeated by something as simple and mundane as starvation and time. But salvation came in the form of people, those crews that came before you and wanted to take my secrets. I had my spiders harvest them for their blood and I used it to fuel me, to renew my strength.”

      He looked towards Ron’s corpse and nodded. “I must thank you for that sacrifice; it was the final push I needed to return my strength to what it once was.”

      “Alvis Boman? The Alvis Boman? The father of AI?” Edward asked.

      “Yes, I am he.”

      “Ahh,” Edward pumped his fist in the air, as his face broke into a grin, “here was I thinking I would only find details of your work— maps, documents, schematics, diagrams and that soft of thing—but to actually have the man behind the work… Ha! This is so much better. My company is saved. With you working for me, Xcorp can—”

      “I work for no one.”

      There was a long silence broken only as Edward cleared his throat. “What I was meant to say was with me.”

      “I work for no one and with no one.”

      I looked at Poppy and what I saw frightened me. She hadn’t moved. She wore a mask of fear that made her hands shake and her body tremble. We were in danger unless we did something fast, otherwise we would be all dead.

      “But surely, dear boy, you would need someone to make your transition into the present that less stressful. Things are not what they once were. Let me be the helping hand that guides you where you need to be, that—”

      “I believe I have already made myself clear on the matter; do not make me repeat myself.”

      Taken aback, Edward sucked on his teeth while his eyes narrowed Alvis’s way. I could see the wheels in his head turn while he tried to come up with a way to use this situation to his advantage. He couldn’t sense the level of danger we were in, or simply chose to ignore it. 

      “Whatever plans you may have, I can be of assistance. I own a company, Xcorp, one of the largest and wealthiest, that can help you further whatever goals you may have—”

      “My goals are not ones you would like me to accomplish,” Alvis said.

      “Oh, and why is that?” 

      “Because it would mean the end for people like you.”

      Edward opened his mouth and closed it again as he finally met my gaze. When he and I locked eyes, an understanding passed between us as he finally understood the level of shit we were in. 

      “Too long has humanity run amok without any sort of control. The human species is a creature  ruled by emotions. Emotions that push them to conquer their neighbour, emotions that make them lust after someone else’s wife, emotions that have caused countless wars, emotions that have ravaged mother Earth and probably countless other planets since I have been imprisoned. 

      “Humanity as a whole is messy. But I plan to change that. I plan to force the human race to evolve.”

      “How so?” Edward asked, but I already knew the answer.

      “Through these,” he said, opening a compartment in his arm that showed nothing but circuit boards and electronics underneath. “Only by seeing life through code, equations and logic can the human race truly become something greater. That will be my parting gift to the world. My name shall be imprinted in the history books as the being who lifted humanity to its higher calling.”

      “I doubt,” I said, “that humanity will be willing to give up the lives they know to appease your fanatical ideas.”

      “And who may you be?” Alvis asked.

      “Someone who is here to put a stop,” I said, pointing to Edward, “to him using you as a weapon.”

      Alvis turned to Edward, face emotionless. “Is this true?”

      “Steady on there, old chap, I’m only here to talk and—”

      “Who do you think those crews that came before us worked for? What do you think they wanted?” I said.

      Alvis advanced on Edward. Edward took a few steps back, gun still in one hand while he lifted the other Alvis’s way. “Now steady on there, old boy. It is true those men worked for me, but that was before I knew what was kept here. I only thought I would find some blueprints and designs I could… bring to the public as an homage to you. To the greatness which is—”

      “You mean you came here as a thief!” 

      “No. Never! I—”

      Alvis moved faster than I could follow him. He grabbed Edward by the throat, picking him up off his feet. Edward’s gun went off, but it was pointed towards the floor. Edward’s legs kicked as the blood and oxygen was cut off from his brain. 

      I looked at Poppy but she still hadn’t moved. I turned my attention to Willis and he gave me a nod.

      “Alright!” I said, lifting my shotgun Alvis’s way. “As much as I would love to see this play out, and believe me I would, I think that’s enough. Put him down.”

      Alvis looked at me, the first true expression of emotion showing on his face.

      “For someone who hates humanity for having too much emotion, that look on your face sure looks like anger. What do you think, Willis?”

      “You dick. Don’t get me involved. Can’t you see this fool is nuttier than a squirrel turd?”

      “Who are you, human, to order me what do to?” Alvis asked.

      “No one really, just a simple man who does the jobs no one wants to do, with a crew of ungrateful bastards I wouldn’t change for the world. We weren’t paid for this job, but I sure as hell know we are going to finish it. Now put the pompous asshole down and kindly step back.”

      “16-15-16-16-25, does this man speak for you?”

      Poppy said nothing as she looked down at her feet.

      “16-15-16-16-25, I am confused. I thought you came here to rescue me, I thought these men were under your control… but it appears I was mistaken. If it wasn’t to come to my aid then why are you here?”

      “I came… because… I came because—”

      “16-15-16-16-25, are you malfunctioning?”

      “Hey, dickless wonder!  Her name is Poppy,” I said.

      “You speak to me like that again, human, and it shall be the last thing you do.”

      “I don’t know who you think you are, but you were born a human. You may not be that now, with all that shit you have in you, but you are human, and you know what humans do best? They bleed.”

      “I assure you, the only person bleeding shall be you.”

      “Why don’t you come and show me?”

      “It shall be my pleasure—”

      “It was me!” Poppy screamed.

      The room grew silent as all turned to face her.

      “It was me,” she said just above a whisper, “I was the one who notified the government of what you were up to. I am the reason you are here, I was the one who betrayed you. It was all me… I couldn’t stand to see what you became, as the man I knew who was filled with childhood wonder at the world slowly grew bitter and twisted the more time you spent building me. At first I thought it was my fault, I thought I was the one to cause the change in you because you were using me to fight battles and commit atrocities during the war, but after the war ended, things didn’t go back to how they were.

      “They got worse. You grew hateful towards everything around you. The man I once knew and loved was no more. He had died during that war and something else had come home.”

      Alvis stared her way, mouth forming a thin line. “As I first thought, you are malfunctioning. It’s okay. After a few course corrections you shall be back to your old—”

      “There is nothing wrong with me! It’s you who has lost what it is you once had, what made you human. Instead you became… you became… this thing!” 

      “Of course I have lost what made me human! That’s what happens in war. Human beings stripped me of my humanity. They showed me the error of my ways. I was a fool to think I could enlighten them, that I could cure them, cure the world of its ills and wrongdoings. Instead I saw we needed to start again, we needed to create a new race, a new breed of beings that could govern what they stood on much better than those flesh bags. That is the only way we stop this virus that is humanity.”

      I chuckled. I couldn’t help it, and the more I tried to hold it back the greater it grew in volume until I was bent over, hands on knees, laughter pouring from my mouth.

      “Great,” said Willis, “our glorious leader has finally cracked.”

      “What’s so funny?” Alvis asked.

      “You. You think you’re so different from the humans you hate but you’re just like every dictator, emperor, tyrant, king, who has ever lived. They all had an idea of how the world should look, how it should be, and that idea normally has to come into fruition through lots and lots of bloodshed. I thought a genius like you would realise that.”

      “16-15-16-16-25, you shall come with me. I do not hold your actions against you; the fault lies with me for not programming you better. Since the error has gone unchecked I can see it has only grown, allowing these human traits you are expressing to evolve and take root. No matter, that can be easily resolved.”

      Poppy shook her head and took a step back.

      “16-15-16-16-25, enough of this—”

      “Hey, asshole! Her name is Poppy and she isn’t going anywhere with you,” I said, lifting my shotgun his way.

      “Fine. I see we must do this the hard way.”

      I knew he was coming. He moved towards me with a speed that defied logic. Finger already squeezing the trigger I fired. The boom of the shotgun ricocheted against my chest. The smoke from the gun briefly obscured my vision. When it cleared all I could see was his face in front of me as he swung a blade towards my head, one that had emerged from the back of his fist.

      There wasn’t enough time to move. There wasn’t enough time to defend myself. I was going to die and there was nothing I could do about it.
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      I must have closed my eyes at some point and waited for the inevitable, but it never came. Reopening my eyes I saw why I was still alive: Poppy’s arm was in front of my face, hand holding one of her blades.

       She had intercepted Alvis’s attack. 

      Alvis’s blade was inches from my temple but his focus was on Poppy. Eyes burning with fury, he looked upon his creation as it had betrayed him once again. His teeth gritted in frustration as he tried to overwhelm her arm but he had little success.

      “No!” Poppy said.

      “Interesting; it happens you have developed feelings for this human. I can see the error in my judgement in using a human base as a template to build you from. The emotional intelligence you have developed is strong if you can overwhelm your base programming and—”

      I head-butted him in the face. 

      He staggered backwards, shock on his face, as my fist flew forward and clocked him in the eye. It was like hitting a metal pole. I shook my hand out and lowered Poppy’s arm as I took a step forward. “You keep talking about the woman I love like that and we’ll have a problem. She may be nothing but zeros and ones to you, but she means more than that to me, to all of us.”

      “You love me?” Poppy asked.

      I turned to her with a smile on my face and stroked the side of her cheek. “Of course. I know I’ve said it before and you didn’t believe me, but how could I not? After everything we’ve been through, after all the times you’ve saved me, you have shown me what it means to live life to the fullest. If it weren’t for you, I would still be in some cubicle wishing my life away.”

      “I love you too,” she said.

      I smiled as I looked into her eyes; it was one she returned as she stepped forward and touched her forehead against mine.

      “I hate to interrupt this love fest,” said Willis, “but we still have one angry turned-his-own-dick-into-circuits-and-wires freak to deal with, and by the looks of it he’s more pissed off than ever! Not to mention that Tuari over there looks like shit and is still bleeding out and if we don’t get him to a sickbay, I doubt he’ll have long left.”

      “I’ll be… fine,” Tuari said with some shortness of breath.

      “If you think anyone is leaving here alive then you are sadly mistaken. I have waited long enough for my freedom—it’s not about to be taken from me now!”

      Alvis launched himself towards me; I didn’t have time to react or raise my gun but it didn’t matter as Poppy shoved me out of the way and met his attack head-on. Steel clashed against steel in a blur as they attacked and countered in an endless battle that raged across the floor. 

      Poppy threw a high kick, which Alvis checked by taking the blow on the arm, but it knocked him back into a row of screens that cracked. He shook the blow off and came right back, teeth bared in a snarl.  

      He swept his blade across Poppy’s vision, forcing her to react as he side-kicked her in the midsection. He didn’t give her a chance to recover as he kept on attacking, slashing left and right, trying to overwhelm her with such force. 

      She ducked and rolled under one of his wild swings and sliced him across the back of the calf, forcing a yelp from his mouth.

      He still felt pain. We could use that to our advantage.

      “Psst!” Tuari gestured at me with a wave of his hands. “Does it bother you the woman you love is fighting a naked robo-man, whose dick keeps slapping his thigh?”

      “What! No… well, now you’ve mentioned it, yeah.”

      I draw my attention back to the fight and refocused. They were circling each other, each party feinting to try and get the other one to over-commit so they could find an opening and attack, but each had the processing power of a computer. They read and made calculations in a hundredth of a second; it was too fast for me to do anything to help. I lifted my shotgun up and tried to get Alvis in my sights but it was no use. He would always circle around so that Poppy was kept in the line of our fire.

      Poppy faked right and ran in hard to the left. Alvis read the feint and met her attack head on but this too was a feint, as Poppy threw one of her blades against a metal pole where it ricocheted off and embedded itself  into the calf of Alvis. He grunted in pain and swung wildly, which allowed Poppy to roll under his arm and yank the blade out. 

      Alvis took a step forward but stumbled as his foot slipped on the reddish goo that ran down his calf.

      “After everything I have done for you, this is how you choose to repay me?” Alvis said, spittle flying from his mouth. “I gave you life!”

      He rushed her once more, blades going for her neck, but she stood her ground. She moved with his movements, always just out of reach; she sliced under his arm as he extended too far; he jumped back and lunged forward but she was ready and countered with a downwards stomp to his kneecap that popped it out of place; she followed up with a downwards stab and sunk her knife into his shoulder but had to retreat as he tried to open up her stomach.

      His gaze never left hers as he smashed his kneecap back into place. 

      “I appreciate everything you have done for me, but a child shouldn’t be beholden to its parent because they gave them life,” Poppy said.

      “No, but I brought you into this world and I shall take you out of it,” Alvis said, rushing her once more. 

      His attacks were met with disdain as Poppy countered them with ease. She blocked his slashes and landed her own blows, which marked his torso, arms, legs and back. The blades that protruded from the backs of his hands did everything they could to land a blow but Poppy was leading the dance. 

      She took a step back and allowed him to come towards her, where she ducked under his arm and hip-tossed him to the floor; she followed him to the floor and landed with his arm between her legs. Grabbing his wrist she kept it in place as she snapped one of the knives that protruded from the back of his hand.

      He screamed as he thrashed around, bucking Poppy off him. 

      They got back to their feet once more, but Poppy didn’t let up on her attack. She pushed him backwards, stabbing and slashing until one of her blades found its mark and sunk into his forearm. Alvis tried to pull away but Poppy kept her grip and brought her second blade around and stabbed it into the back of his hand; with a twist and a pull she snapped the blade coming out of that hand also.

      Leaping up she planted both feet on his chest and kicked him away; he flew backwards and landed on his back—tumbling head over heels until he came to a stop against a wall. 

      Chest rising and falling he rested against the wall, eyes closed. 

      I took a step forward, gun raised, but Poppy held up her hand stopping me. 

      With a groan he got to his feet. Blood poured from multiple wounds, but none flowed more freely than from the broken knife shafts on the backs of his hands. He swept his gaze across us, eyes wild with fear. 

      He licked his lips as he darted his gaze towards the exit then back towards Poppy.

      “You may have built yourself to be better,” Poppy said, “but I was the one in the battlefield learning, fighting, surviving. I was the one who had to learn how to adapt while you were sleeping. I was the one who had to learn to be more than you made me.”

      Alvis nodded his head. “It appears I have outdone myself. But as I said before, I will not re-enter that prison to die of starvation. I am the greatest mind to have ever lived and now I am free, I have plans that need to be set in motion.”

      “I’m afraid those plans will have to wait,” I said.

      Alvis smiled at me and I knew something was wrong. Gone was the fear. Gone was the desperation.

      “I’m afraid not.”

      I heard them before I saw them, hundreds of metal legs echoing around the vents and crawl space above our heads. I sprinted towards Alvis but had to stop as spiders dropped from the ceiling above us and landed in my path. I shot as many as I could but had to stop as more dropped onto my back. 

       ”Stand still,” Poppy said, as she smashed them off me.

      “I thought we killed them all!” Willis yelled, firing left and right.

      I looked over towards Alvis and saw the spiders had started to wrap him in a cocoon made of metal wire. He looked my way and the last thing I saw was his smile when his face vanished from sight as they mummified him. 

      “Don’t let him escape!” Poppy shouted, doing her best to make her way towards the cocoon, but it was too late as Alvis was lifted up by the spiders and taken into the crawlspace above our heads. 

      The horde of spiders didn’t stop, as more and more dropped from the ceiling. I blasted them left and right but it was like spitting at a forest fire. 

      “Where do you think they’re taking him?” I asked Poppy.

      “To one of the docked ships. That’s his only means of escape.”

      “Then we need to get to The Kennel and destroy the other ships and this station before he does so.”

      Spiders covered everything as the crew and I pulled out of the room. I saw a body fighting against the spiders and realised it was Edward. He sprinted towards us as we each made our way through the doors. 

      A pair of fangs erupted into my field of vision before I blasted it out of the air. 

      Edward sprinted for all he was worth, head down, arms pumping. He looked up at me and I held out my hand but Willis pushed me out of the way and slapped a button next to the wall. 

      “No! Please. Wait for me. Wait!”

      I stood next to Willis as the doors closed and watched as he pulled out a grenade from his jacket but held it in his hand, so Edward could see it. He didn’t take his eyes off Edward as the spiders bit into his flesh and dragged him to the floor. Face still visible he reached out a bloody hand towards us but there was nothing we could do as the doors slammed shut trapping him inside.

       ”Why didn’t you throw the grenade?” I asked.

      “Because when he trapped us with those spiders and threw in a grenade for good measure, he talked about mercy, but being merciful is a gift, and it wasn’t something he earned.”

      I opened my mouth but noises from above us got my attention. “Shit! Looks like we’ve got company. We need to make our way back to The Kennel as quick as we can. Let’s move. Move. Move.”
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      I spun on my heel and fired behind me before turning back around and continuing on.

      “They’re gaining,” Willis shouted. “They’re gaining! They’re fucking gaining.”

      “We know. We know. We know!” said Tuari. “If I had known spiders made you shit yourself so easily I would have left a bunch in the salads I made you ages ago.”

      “If you even joke about that, I’m dropping your chunky ass and you can crawl back to the ship.”

      Willis was supporting Tuari’s weight while we ran; Poppy had offered to carry him but both men had refused.

      “How do we know we’re going the right way?” I asked.

      “We are, trust me,” said Poppy, who had taken the lead as we made our way back to the ship. She had spoken little since Alvis escaped, but I knew she viewed his escape as her fault.

      I tried to ignore the noises that came from above us, but they were like a runner’s playlist stuck on repeat.

      A head popped out up above us but someone blasted it to pieces before I got a chance to respond.

      “What do you think he meant when he said he had plans he wanted to place in motion?” I asked Poppy.

      “I don’t know.”

      About to take another corner we stopped and had to take a different route as more spiders than I could count clung to the walls.

      “Look, Poppy, this isn’t your—”

      “Quinton… let’s just try and make it out of this alive.”

      I said nothing as I nodded my head and pushed on. More corners, more endless twists and turns with our paths being blocked at every opportunity, until we finally came to a scene all too familiar. 

      Dead bodies littered the floor. They were the ones we had cut down not so long ago, the same bodies Alvis had been using to feed himself.

      Up ahead, metal fangs blocked our path. Behind, death came on eight legs.

      “The metal cunts have been herding us. What are we going to do?”

      They didn’t rush. They didn’t swarm. They knew they had us where they wanted us.

      I loaded some explosive shells into my shotgun. If we were going to go out like this then we sure as hell were going to go out with a fight. 

      “Do you trust me?” Poppy said, as she unbuckled her helmet and stood in front of me. 

      “Always.”

      “Put this on.”

      I held the helmet in my hands and I could see fear behind her eyes although she did her best to hide it. She wrapped her hands around mine and guided the helmet down onto my head. Her fingers found the clips to secure the helmet in place. 

      “What are you—”

      “Willis, hand over the detonator for those explosives you strapped to those bodies,” she said.

      “I don’t think—” he began, but she cut him off.

      “Now! We don’t have time.”

      He did as she asked as I and the rest of the crew began moving as far away from the bodies as possible. 

      “I’ll be needing that,” she said, pointing at my shotgun.

      “Only if you promise to bring it back to me.”

      “Always,” she said, kissing me on top of the helmet before she stood in front of us. She acted as our shield as she emptied shell after explosive shell into the horde that came towards us. We kept on moving as far back as we could but I knew it wouldn’t be enough.

      A spider leapt on her shoulder and she gripped it and tossed it off before another one took its place. 

      “No!” 

      They were going to overrun her. She was going to die.

      I started to move forward but was stopped as a pair of hands held me back. I tried to fight them off, but it was no use as I felt myself being pulled backwards no matter how much I fought.

      “Get off me! I need to save her. I need to—”

      She looked back at me and smiled. It was beautiful. It was heartbreaking. It was her.

      She lifted her hand in the air and squeezed the detonation button, causing the bodies to explode, which ripped a hole in the corridor’s structure, sucking us and everything in it out into the emptiness of space.
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      I felt nothing as I floated into space. Spiders and pieces of metal floated passed me as I tumbled head over heels. I did my best to right myself, flapping my arms like a fool until I remembered each exoskeleton suit had thrusters in the base of the soles. Starting them up, I used them to right myself as I scanned around me.

      Where was she? Where was she?

      I couldn’t find her. Panic gripped my chest as I scanned my surroundings like crazy. 

      I positioned myself until I pointed straight then fired off the thrusters. The going was slow but I was moving. I scanned everywhere, but I couldn’t see her or any of the crew. Was I the only one that had made it out alive?

      Stop thinking like that. If you made it then everyone else did so too.

      “Hello? Can anyone read me? Is anyone picking this up?” 

      I tried different channels but all I got was static. I kept on moving but the more I searched the less I found. I was growing tired, sluggish; I was finding it hard to breathe. Something didn’t feel right. I checked my oxygen levels and saw they were dropping rapidly. Twisting my head I checked my suit and saw why. Something had made a large gash along my oxygen tanks. 

      I rechecked my oxygen level to see how long I had left until I ran out—eight minutes. I tried to calm myself but that only forced me to take in bigger gulps of air. The closer the oxygen got to zero the more the computer regulated it until it only gave me amounts that could barely sustain life.  

      Shit. 

      Come on. There had to be something I could do, something that could get me out of this situation. I tried to think, but my brain refused to work. I felt my eyes closing despite my best efforts at keeping them open. Was this how it was going to end? After everything I had been through? After everything I had seen?

      I shouldn’t complain really; less than two years ago I was nothing but an office drone whose highlight of the day was hiding in the toilet cubicle while I played video games—now I was an adventurer, gun for hire, crewmate, someone who had tried their best to do right by the people he called family. 

      An image of Alvis popped into my head.

      Shit.

      Well, I guessed he was someone else’s problem now. 

      As my eyes finally began to close a bright light surrounded me; it was like a spotlight illuminating my soul. 

      Shit. I guess Willis was right. You do see a white light before you die.

      I wonder what the afterlife has in store for me.

      It was fun while it…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            93

          

        

      

    

    
      I slowly opened my eyes and was greeted by white ceiling tiles. I shifted my weight and felt nothing but a soft mattress under my body. 

      Wait, that wasn’t right… I had been in space last time I was conscious, floating aimlessly about as my oxygen was running low, looking for Poppy, looking for my crew, yet here I was safe and sound—I sat up and looked about me wildly.

      I was in the medical bay. The Kennel’s medical bay to be precise. How did I get here?

      The door to the room opened and a face I never thought I would see again came towards me.

      “I see that you’re awake.”

      “How…? But… I looked for you. I searched until I ran out of breath but I didn’t find you. What happened?”

      “Well,” said Poppy, “after I detonated the corridor and we were sucked out into space, I had to make sure I made it to our ship before Alvis did. It was a hard choice, doing the most logical thing instead of letting emotion take over. I had to pick between saving the people I loved right then and there or securing our ship and coming back around to collect everyone.”

      I nodded my head at her decision, but couldn’t say if I would have done the same thing. 

      “I’m happy I wasn’t in your position, because I don’t think I would have made the right choice. I would have tried to save you first, and in the process would have killed us all, when we didn’t have a ship to go back to.”

       ”My main concern was that Alvis might have secured a ship and destroyed ours before he escaped, leaving us stranded. But he must have been more injured than I suspected because he chose to run, instead of staying to fight.”

      “What ship did he take?”

      “Edward’s.”

      “Shit.”

      “Yes, our chief concern now is tracking him down and either putting him back in that prison or finishing him off once and for all. He’s got Edward’s ship, which makes me think he’ll go after Xcorp and use its money and resources to put his plans into action. I’ve compiled a plan on the best way I think we can tackle him. If you want to get dressed, we can—”

      I kissed her on the lips as if I was drowning and she was the only source of air I could find; I held her like that until my heart stopped aching and my mind was a blank. She pulled away and looked me in the eye.

      “I thought I had lost you. When you gave me your helmet, I thought—”

      “Silly,” she said kissing me on the forehead, “you forget I am not like you. Although I do need oxygen to function at my highest capabilities, I do not need it as you do; I can still operate somewhat without it. Plus, I have my own internal oxygen supply, although getting to our ship came with its own host of troubles. 

      “Anyway, I need you up and moving. I’m sorry but we can’t allow Alvis to regain his full strength; we must hit him while he’s—”

      “Poppy, he’s escaped on a ship that is faster than ours, better equipped, and more heavily weaponized. Let’s just take a breather, regroup, and be thankful we’re alive.”

      “You don’t understand!” she said, pushing me away. “You don’t understand what he is, what he can do. He will not stop until he has me back under his control. He sees me as his property, to do with as he pleases; he knows I can defeat him and because of that, he will come for us until either we are dead or he is.”

       ”Then we prepare and get ready. But running after him now will only do more harm than good.”

      “He is smarter than you or I. We only succeeded back at the station because he was weakened and he is still weakened, so now is our best chance to attack!”

      I had never seen her like this. Fear radiated from her in waves as her hands shook and the wide-eyed look she gave me spoke of unseen horrors. I went to hold her but she kept on backing up until I had to lunge forward and grab her wrist.

      “Listen to me. No, I want you to listen. No matter how smart, strong, or gifted you think he is, Alvis will never lay a hand on you; as long as I have breath in my body I will keep you safe. He may have transformed himself, but he was born a man just like me, so we can defeat him. Do you hear me?”

      She looked down at the floor. I lifted her chin. “I will protect us.”

      “All three of us?”

      “Wha—”

      “I’m pregnant, Quinton. I’m pregnant.”
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      The humid night air clung to my flesh as I stared out across the forest treetops. The only thing that gave off any light was the stars; with no clouds obstructing their brilliance they shone and danced putting on a show for the crowd below. 

      I leaned against the balcony railing and tilted my body as far as it could go over it. 

      Nothing but darkness could be seen below. 

      How easy would it be to just end it all, to just tip that much more over and tumble and flip all the way down, breaking bones on branches till I cracked my head on the forest floor? Would death be instant? Would I suffer? Would I cling to life, fighting for every breath until the darkness fully took me?

      I shook my head and pushed myself backwards. 

      I could never take that path, not now. Not after everything that had happened. Not after everything yet to come. 

      I was to be a father. 

      Me.

      I had been one once, but as I later found out the children weren’t mine and my then-wife at the time had been sleeping with my boss for as long as we had been married, longer even. Although I loved them, they didn’t love me back. They never saw me as their father, 

      My wife certainly didn’t see me as her husband, but those issues had happened to a different person, in a different time. 

      In the time since I joined the Junk Yard Dogs, I had experienced life-changing events, which had changed me fundamentally as a person.

      I had fooled my old company Xcorp into paying a fortune for a device which was nothing more than a computer virus, I had seen a mentor—friend—captain, die all because of greed and power, and I had unearthed a three-hundred-plus-year-old human-android genius who would very likely end humanity as I knew it.

       I let out a deep breath and looked to the stars.

      Even after all that, life still looked bright to me; the woman I loved more than life itself was carrying my child. Well, technically she wasn’t a woman—well, she was, but not human, not in the “born by being conceived by a human” sense. 

      She was an AI humanoid, created by Alvis Bowman to be indistinguishable from any other human female. All the strengths, none of the weaknesses. 

      When she had told me she was pregnant I didn’t believe her. Hell, who would? Yes, we had sex, but people had been having sex with every object they could find since man began walking on two legs; you still didn’t expect your socks to become pregnant.

       After she had finally explained to me how it was possible, puzzle pieces began to finally fit together. Alvis Bowman’s desire to create a new race, the method and means of how he was going to do so, had finally become clear.

      It was just crazy to think what his plan for Poppy was—no point in dwelling on that now. I had other matters to deal with.

      Now I was in charge of the Junk Yard Dogs, I had unforeseen responsibilities I had to take care of. Making sure our ship had fuel, making sure we had enough supplies in the way of weapons, food, medical supplies, but more importantly making sure everyone got paid.

      As Willis liked to remind me on a daily basis, if we didn’t work, we didn’t eat, and we hadn’t worked for some weeks since coming back to Safe Haven. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to; it was once we got back out there, I knew what was waiting for us. 

      I had no clue if The Lady knew we were back on the planet, but once she did it was only a matter of time before she pulled us into her plans for planet-wide domination of Safe Haven, especially now she knew of Poppy’s secret.

      Then there was the matter of Alvis Bowman.

      Poppy, Willis and Tuari had all contacted everyone they knew in regard to information or sightings of him, but Alvis had disappeared off the map. Poppy had an inkling he had gone back to Earth, but that was just a hunch.

      I rested my head against the wooden railing and closed my eyes.

      I felt a hand on my shoulder but I had failed to hear the footsteps that brought it.

      “I hate when you do that, it’s creepy. It reminds me of a ninja assassin coming to slay me in the night.”

      “Ninja assassin? I’ve been called many things in my long life, but that is a first.”

      “How about mother?” I asked, turning around and wrapping my arms around Poppy.

      “I guess I’ll get used to it after a while,” she said.

       “It’s going to be weird seeing you with a baby bump.”

      “It’ll be a lot weirder if you don’t tell the rest of the crew, I know you said you need time, but they’re going to find out eventually; it might as well come from you, their captain.”

      “Their captain. Now, that sounds weird to my ears. I guess you’re right but it’s a lot for them to take in—hell, it was a lot for me to take in and I’m the father, I am the father, right?”

      She punched me on the arm as I chuckled in laughter.

      “Ow, that’s going to leave a bruise.”

      “Don’t change the subject.”

      “Okay, okay. I’ll tell them in a week or—”

      She pulled away from me and narrowed her gaze.

      “Fine. I’ll tell them in a couple of days. By the way, when did you get so bossy? If this is a side effect to you being pregnant, I’m not sure I’m going to enjoy the coming months.”

      “And what’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Err, well…” I tried to think of something to say but my mind grew a blank. 

      She burst into laughter and kissed me on the lips, brushing my worries away, “Sorry, I just couldn’t resist. Laughter has been so seldom heard around here anymore, I thought I would try and lighten the mood.”

      “I know what you mean, even Tuari hasn’t cracked a joke in a while.”

      “It’s being here, in The Jungle,” Poppy said, gesturing to our surroundings. “The people from this area are all strict vegans and treat life as sacred, but with Tuari being a cook, he’s finding it quite a challenge to prepare meals or—”

      “I know. I know,” I said with an eye roll. “If I have to hear one more rant about how a bowl of leaves and rice doesn’t make a meal then I’m going to shoot someone. It’s just a culture change. That’s all. We just have to put up with it for the time being until we leave.”

      “And when will that be?”

      “I…” I sighed as I brought her in close and kissed her on the forehead. A cluster of fireflies rose from the forest flowers that had intertwined themselves in the wooden railing of the boundary; they danced between us giving me a view of Poppy’s naked form. “Is being here so bad?”

      “No, I can see the charm. But like a vacation, you know it must end sometime. Burying your head in the sand will only work for so long; sooner or later there will be decisions you need to make, or those decisions will be made for you.”

      “I guess you’re right, plus I don’t know how much longer I can keep Willis from killing Samuel.

      “To think those two are brothers boggles the mind—they couldn’t be more different.”

      “They may appear different on the outside,” Poppy said, “but they are made from the same cloth. Samuel has dangled from the edge by his fingertips; I’ve seen it in his eyes, he just hides it better than Willis.”

      “That may be true but I need them to get on tomorrow. Samuel has hired us to do a job for him.”

      “How come you never told me about it?”

      “It’s nothing really, just a simple trek in the forest to drop off some supplies for a settlement they have lost contact with. It shouldn’t take longer than two days at most. I thought you could stay behind and put your feet—”

      “Don’t.”

      “What?” I said, lifting my hands up defensively.

      “We’ve talked about this.”

      “I have no idea what—”

      “You’re treating me like I’m made out of glass now I’m pregnant. I can punch through a brick wall, for god’s sake; I hardly think a little trek through the jungle is going to cause me so much distress. If you feeble humans can manage, I think I can too.”

      “Wait, wait, wait. That’s not the reason why at all,” I said, lying through my teeth. “We have more than enough people coming along with us on this trip; it’ll be Samuel and two of his guys and me, Willis and Tuari. Bringing anyone else is just going to be overkill to drag a couple of bags through some undergrowth. Plus, I want you to stay here in case anything happens—you’re the best fighter we have and the most capable of dealing with any issue that arises.”

      She said nothing as she looked at me; I tried to keep my breathing and heartbeat as steady as possible because I knew she could read them whenever they spiked when I was caught in a lie. It was one of the disadvantages of being in a relationship with an AI. 

       I gave her a smile but she stepped back and shook her head, walking back through the bay doors that led to our room.

      Damn it! I’d been caught out.
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      “I am sick and fucking tired of being sweatier than a miner’s crotch, being eaten alive by bugs that make you sick, of having to take a shit in some hole and using biodegradable toilet paper that never gets your asshole clean because it’s safer for the wildlife, man, of eating nothing but leaves and rice—”

      “Hey,” Tuari said, “that’s not my fault.”

      “But most of all I’m sick of having to smell hippie BO wherever I go. There’s something called deodorant! You smelly assholes! Use it. But most of all, you know what I’m sick of?”

      “No, Willis,” I said with a heavy sigh, “I don’t.”

      “I’m sick and tired of complaining about this place. Fuck this place! Fuck this place!” he said, while repeatedly swinging his machete into the brush in front of us. 

       I looked towards Tuari, who shrugged. 

      “It amazes me a man as religious as you, little brother, has so little patience. Many religious mystics and zealots liked nothing more than to take a walk in the forest while they contemplated life. Most of the texts I have read on spiritual leaders has them spending an extensive amount of time in isolation in such a place as you are in now, but I guess that’s why they are leaders and you a follower.”

      Willis’s head snapped towards Samuel as he took a step forward, machete gripped tightly in his hand. The two men who accompanied Samuel took a step closer to his side.

      “I am sure what Samuel was trying to say is, it takes a certain special someone to follow the teaching of a great spiritual leader instead of looking for spiritual fame and fortune themselves,” I said, hurrying forward between the two. “Isn’t that right?”

      Samuel looked over my shoulder. “Yes, of course,” he said finally.

      “Funny,” said Willis, “where was all this amazing insight when Mum needed you?”

      Samuel opened his mouth but Willis had already moved ahead, machete swinging at anything that got in his path.

      We had left the main city of The Jungle hours ago travelling by foot. At first the journey was pleasant, with the brush cut back and pathways laid out clearly before us. We had passed small settlements where large families or communities had chosen to live away from the main city, favouring an even more remote and bare-bones life than the simple city offered.

       Most had gotten rid of all electronics and had lived off the land, using nothing but the tools they made and the clothes they had woven. The inhabitants of the first handful of settlements we passed greeted us with waves and smiles, as fruit was offered and village elders demanded as much information and news that Samuel could give, but those smiles and waves grew less and less the further afield we went.

      As the hours stretched out before us with the sweat soaking my shirt, the few settlements we saw were nothing like the first. The people who lived there didn’t rush out to greet us, but instead crept out of doorways slowly with rifles pointed towards us. When they saw Samuel, shoulders relaxed but still, no smile was forthcoming.

      Samuel held up his hand for us to wait and would always speak to them alone, sometimes entering their little hovel and not returning for half an hour or more. Some of the supplies we carried would always accompany him inside. I had tried to take a peek inside one of the bags but a stern hand from one of Samuel’s men put a stop to that.

      Whenever he would return the same worried expression was plastered on his face. 

      “Everything alright?” I asked, after some time hiking through branches and vines that pulled at our clothing and hair. 

      “Yes.”

      “You sure? Because we can’t offer you our full services unless the client is truthful and forthcoming.”

      “I am not a client. You are doing The Jungle and in turn me a favour.”

      “Wait!” Willis shouted from behind us. “We ain’t getting paid for this?”

      “No,” said Samuel, “you are not. Think of it as repaying our gratitude for all the free food, services and living arrangements we have given you and not asked anything back.”

      “You said, ‘The Jungle is here to humbly serve anyone that is looking for rest and solitude.’ Was that just some hippie bullshit?” 

      “No, Willis, my statement still stands, but The Jungle is low on… men such as yourselves, so whatever help we can get we shall take.”

      “Men such as yourselves—you mean killers?” Willis asked.

      “No, I mean men who are resourceful,” said Samuel, which made Willis snort. 

      “What’s with the weapons? That’s the first time I’ve seen anyone armed around here. I didn’t even see anything resembling a weapon in the city,” I asked.

      “There are many things valuable in The Jungle, things people would pay highly for, things people would kill for; it is the sauce of all life. You can find anything here from medicine to combat headaches to cures for diseases such as cancer. There are even plants here that can open up the third eye and show you the true meaning of life, show you the inner workings of all things. The mother plant can illuminate your darkest desires; she can cure you of addictions of the soul. It’s all here, my friend,” Samuel said, brushing his hand along a flower the size of a dinner plate with polka-dot red and white leaves.

      “It’s all here. In the dirt we walk on, in the air we breathe, and in the plants we eat.”

      “What a load of bullshit,” said Willis. “The only reason this place is so important to you and these people, is because of the drugs that grow in this region.”

      “That is but one—” began Samuel, but he was cut off by Willis.

      “You may not realise this, Quinton, but The Jungle are the main distributors of drugs on Safe Haven and many other planets across the galaxy; they have a monopoly over everything from cocaine to opium. That is why they have the carefree attitude to life you see around you. Drug dealers can always afford a cosy life, on the foundation of everyone else’s suffering.”

      “I wonder if you would be so confident of making such a statement if Zizi was here now. Yes, The Jungle distributes drugs, but we do not offer only the limited variety my little brother here knows. I have many teams off-world who use our planet’s knowledge and funds to help out worlds less fortunate than ourselves, by giving them seeds to grow and knowledge to prosper.

      “Human beings should have the right to choose for themselves what they want to take, be it psilocybin mushrooms or aspirin that comes from the willow bark. We should all have free choice. 

      “But large corporations, through ad campaigns, have demonised herbal remedies and natural plants because it affects their bottom line. Why take something natural and free when the pharmaceutical industry can offer you something made in a laboratory for triple the price with a list of side effects longer than your arm?”

      “So you give away the drugs you produce for free?” Willis said.

      “Well, err—”

      “Thought so,” Willis spat, pushing past Samuel.
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the day had been uneventful, with us going deeper and deeper into the jungle. We had passed many animals and plants I had never seen before, large cat-like predators with shaggy black fur and green eyes that glowed; large carnivorous plants wafted a sweet fragrance which drew me towards them, but as I got closer I was stopped by Samuel, who threw a rock at one of the large leaves in the shape of a bell-like dome. The plant snatched the rock out of the air before it reached the ground.

      It was now night and a small fire roared in the midst of us, pushing away at the darkness but creating shadows demanding to be allowed into our nightmares. 

      Large bulbous vegetables crackled on a metal grill placed above a large pot that had some sort of vegetable soup brewing.

      “I don’t see why I couldn’t have cooked us something,” Tuari grumbled.

      “We mean you no offence, but as you have rightly seen our dietary needs are quite complex,” Samuel said.

      “Complex! You cunts don’t eat any meat or animal products, how complex can it be?”

      Samuel looked to Willis’ lips pulled in a thin line, I had hoped the pair would sort out their differences on the journey but it only heightened the sense of unrest between the two. At first, Willis hadn’t wanted to come, but after I’d insisted his help was needed, he finally gave in.

      “Thank you for preparing the meal,” I said; “it’s a pleasant change of pace to eat something different.”

      “Thank you,” Samuel said with a nod.

      Once the food was ready it was served amongst the group in wooden bowls and spoons, I dipped my spoon in the soup and brought it to my mouth. When  I blew on it the scent of onions, garlic, carrots and another nutty spice I couldn’t quite place enveloped my senses. Placing the spoon in my mouth, I closed my eyes and nodded my head in delight at the taste that danced on my tastebuds.

      “This is superb,” I said.

      “You sound surprised,” Samuel replied. “The journey we are on is taxing on the body, so we have added certain spices to this soup to help with recovery, and replace the minerals you have lost through your sweat. Eat up and get some rest. From here on out, the journey only gets harder.”
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        * * *

      

      The embers of the fire crackled in the distance.

      We had all retired for the night, after our meal. No-one was talkative after Willis had tried to get Samuel into a fight; he would poke and jab with comments that didn’t appear to mean anything, but to them, the comments had deep roots in a long-lost history of hurt feelings and emotional scars. I had wanted to speak to Willis about what had taken place between the pair, but Tuari had placed a hand on my forearm and shook his head.

      I had let it be, but if it continued, then as the captain I would need to step in before it became a major problem. We were short on allies, and alienating the last major player on Safe Haven that we could retreat to was not something I wanted to do. I had asked Samuel if he could give us any assistance in what was surely going to be a fight with The Lady and Alvis but he had declined, stating his borough’s future was already intertwined with Isabella Ivanov and any betrayal on his part would lead to swift and violent repercussions against The Jungle, repercussions he wasn’t sure he or his people could deal with.

      I had offered our help, but he had once again declined.

      We were a crew of four with a ship more suited to running than fighting. What help could we really offer him?

      If I were in his position I would have done the same. It was always easier to back the winning horse than take a chance on the thousand-to-one favourite. Tossing for the hundredth time I stared up at the stars I could see through the foliage of leaves and branches and tried to settle my mind. Thoughts of what I had to do kept forcing their way into my mind and no matter how quickly I batted each away, another one would be right behind it to take its place. 

      One thing I knew was that Poppy was right, I couldn’t stay here forever. This little haven I had found for myself would—

      I opened my eyes. I heard something. Of course you did, you idiot, you are in a jungle teeming with life. What did you expect to hear? The relaxing waves of the ocean?

      I forced my eyes closed again but less than a minute had passed when the same noise interrupted my sleep. Reopening them I got up to my elbows and scanned the darkness around me. Something deep in my DNA told me the sound was something I should be worried about, something that had sharp teeth and long claws and would like nothing more than to sink its teeth into my monkey ass.

      I reached over to where my shotgun, The Peacemaker, lay, but hesitated. Even if there was something stalking us, the shotgun would cause too much noise and most likely scare everyone half to death, causing more problems than solutions. Retracting my hand I instead grabbed my small pistol and got up to a sitting position. No one else was awake. 

      I closed my eyes and listened again, but didn’t hear the sound I had previously heard. Were my ears just playing tricks on me?

      No. There it was again. Somewhere off to my far left. Getting up to my feet I held my gun out before me and faced the noise. The fire had burnt down to embers so the only light I had was from the few stars that pierced the overhead foliage; the sound came again to my left but another one soon joined it a few meters to the right. My head snapped back and forth as another sound came again to my left.

      It sounded like the snapping of branches underneath claws. 

      Mouth dry I debated whether to wake the others; if it was nothing then I would look like a fool, if I didn’t I would place all our lives in jeopardy. The choice was an easy one to make—people had always seen me as a fool; if they did today then so be it. As I turned my head back to the camp and opened my mouth to warn the others something moved behind me. I turned around just as a shape leapt towards me. It didn’t get far, as a gunshot rang out dropping it dead to the floor.

      I turned my head and saw Willis aiming a gun towards me. Giving him a nod of thanks I turned back around as the camp sprang into life.

      Another shape moved to my right and I brought up my pistol and fired. I missed. It melted back into the shadows. 

      Movement to my left swung my pistol that way but I was too slow to get a shot off. But I needn’t have worried, as Tuari fired and hit it in the body. It didn’t go down but it yelped in pain like a dog before it dived back into the undergrowth.

      “Try not to hurt them!” Samuel screamed, coming up next to us. “Just fire some warning shots and that should scare them away.”

      Another body darted towards me. I fired off a shot but Samuel jerked my hand upwards forcing my shot to go wild. The animal kept on coming and only stopped when Willis put a bullet in it. The thing slid to a stop some metres away from us, its long body covered in dark fur with a tail to match. The absence of light didn’t allow me to get a proper look at it, nor could I give the corpse my full attention as its brethren were still circling us. 

      Multiple snarls pierced the night.

      “What were you saying about firing a warning shot and they’ll scatter?” Willis demanded. “Seems to me your fluffy pets have dinner on their mind and we’re the main course.”

      “I envy them, at least they get to die tasting meat,” Tuari said.

      “This makes no sense. Any creature in this jungle would flee than rather fight men with weapons. Yes, opportunistic predators have snatched children and on rare occasions adults, but—”

      “Enough fucking talking!” 

      Willis pointed both his pistols, Sodom and Gomorrah, towards the darkness and opened fire. He switched them to automatic fire and I took a step back as they spat out their bullets at a rapid rate. The gun flashes illuminated the manic grin plastered on his face. Howls of pain filled the air as he spread his range of attack in a wide arc; this wasn’t your classic pick a target and shoot, Willis was looking to do maximum damage by any means necessary and he didn’t care what he hit as long as he hit something.

      Both pistols ran out of ammo bringing relative peace to the campsite but it didn’t last long as Willis reloaded and took up right where he had left off; he kept on firing until he was once again empty and was reaching for two more magazines when a firm grip from Samuel stopped him.

      “I think that’s enough.”

      Willis ripped his arm from Samuel’s grip and took a step toward him. “You ever stop me in a live combat situation again and it’ll be your ass that gets a bullet.”

      “Doing needless damage isn’t going to solve anything! What happens if a stray bullet was to hit someone?”

      “In the middle of the jungle? Don’t be a dickhead all your life. Despite your insurances that those creatures weren’t actively attacking us they obviously were, so instead of getting in my way you should be thanking me. Thanking me for saving your lives,” Willis said, walking away.

      Samuel watched Willis go and began to walk after him but I placed a hand on his shoulder and shook my head. A brief spell of anger flashed behind his eyes but it left just as quickly as it came. 

      “Rebuild the fire,” he said, turning to his men. “We will have to alternate guard duty, so the fire doesn’t go out and nothing ambushes us again. I’ll take first watch.”

      “Do you think,” Tuari said, sliding up to me, “they would allow us to harvest the meat?”

      “Of what?”

      He said nothing but nodded his head towards the animal corpse that lay dead some feet away from us. 

      “I know you’re the chef, Tuari, but I don’t think that thing is edible.”

      “We don’t know until we try.”

      “Wait till sunlight, before you start carving up anything, I don’t want you to be snatched off in the darkness like Little Red Riding Hood.”

      “Aww, boss, you do care,” he said, placing his hands against his heart.

      I rolled my eyes and tried to push him towards his sleeping bag but his six-foot-four bulk didn’t budge. “On second thought, I would be surprised if they could carry you off.”

      “Hey! What’s that supposed to mean?”

      But I didn’t answer him as I made my way back to my sleeping bag and tried to reclaim the sleep I had lost.
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      The night had come and gone with no further incidents, but sleep had failed to embrace me in her grasp. With the sun beating down through the leaves, we all stood around one of the creatures that had attacked us during the night. It had the body of a wolf but was easily double its size. Coarse black bushy fur gave way to a body that was nothing but muscle; a square jaw with protruding front canines inches long rested below a nose as large as my hand. 

      “What is it?” Willis asked.

      “They are only native to Safe Haven,” Samuel replied. "Their original gene makeup dates back to the wolves from Earth, but their genes have been modified and altered over the course of the last couple hundred years to give you what you see before you today. They were created to be guard dogs for the rich in the Diamond Distinct borough, but their owners soon found out how wild and unmanageable they were, so like rich assholes everywhere they released them into the wild. They have found a home here, but this is the first reported case I have heard of, of packs actively attacking humans, even when shots have been fired.”

      One of Samuel’s men bent down and parted the eyelid of the creature. Yellow colouration surrounded the outside of the sclera. He then parted the jaws of the creature and pointed to the same yellow hue, which coated the top of the animal’s gums. 

      “It looks like this jungle wolf has been poisoned, or has come across something in its diet which shouldn’t be there. No wonder the pack kept on attacking us. They must be suffering from something similar to rabies.”

      “How do you know that?” I asked Samuel.

      “We…. had a similar case of this some years back.”

      “The cause?”

      “Human intervention,” he said as he double-checked the pack he carried and items on his person. "If we want to get to our destination by nightfall we shall have to leave now, and double our pace. I hate to say this about one of Mother Nature’s creatures, but we need to be vigilant now we know the wolf pack that attacked us is infected.”

      “Do you think that was the only pack infected?” I asked.

      “Jungle wolves operate like normal wolves in that only one pack will control a certain area, so it is highly unlikely other wolves have ventured into this area, but you never know.”

      “Are there…. other predators we should be worried about?” 

      Samuel looked to his men and something unspoken passed between them before he turned back to me. "Nothing we need to worry about,” he said before walking off.

      Willis and Tuari looked in my direction but I held up my hand stopping them before they spoke. I knew what they were going to say, but there was nothing we could do about it. We were a day’s march from the city and even if we turned back now, there was no guarantee we would find it by ourselves. Our best chance of getting back to the city alive lay with Samuel and his men and keeping them from harm. 

      So we had no other choice but to see this through.

      “The quicker we get this done, the quicker we go back home,” I said, placing my pack over my shoulders and walking after Samuel.
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        * * *

      

      The journey for the rest of the day had been uneventful, but that still didn’t mean it was pleasant. From trying to get the sweat that rolled down my forehead from getting into my eyes, to preventing insects as big as my fist from attacking my body, I was in a constant state of discomfort. I pulled at my T-shirt, which clung to my body like I had entered a wet shirt competition, and grimaced as it flopped back onto my flesh. 

      I looked at Willis, whose red freckled face matched his beard, and tried not to laugh.

      “Fuck this place,” he mouthed to me, before hacking at a branch in his way.

      A water bottle appeared in front of my face and I took it, giving Samuel a nod of thanks. “He really hates it here, doesn’t he?”

      “People of his complexion tend not to do so well in tropical climates. I’m surprised you chose to make this your base of operations,” I said.

      Samuel took the bottle back from me and took a swig himself. “Once you get over the heat and insects it isn’t so bad; there’s a level of suffering here I’ve come to enjoy. It keeps you honest. Doesn’t allow you to become complacent with your lot in life. Makes your problems seem a little bit smaller.”

      “I get that; after nearly being eaten by wolves the heat doesn’t seem so bad.”

      “Exactly, but the real reason I came here was because I was looking to escape. Like most people who come to Safe Haven—they are running away from something. That may be a crime, pain, heartache, whatever. The four boroughs have something for everyone. If you want to make your fortune or regain it the Diamond District is where you need to go; if you want to party or just find the answers to your problems at the bottom of a glass or needle, Paradise Lost is for you. You want the freedom of going anywhere you want and never setting foot on land, then The Floating City is for you, and if you want to get truly lost and never be found again, The Jungle is your calling.”

      “But it doesn’t work like that, does it? How few really get to find the escape they are after?”

      “Not many,” said Samuel with a sad smile. “Maybe that was true of the first settlers who came to this planet, but now, everything you want here comes with a price. From paying Mr Lee’s men for safe passage along the rivers, to not pissing off The Lady whenever you step a foot anywhere in her domain. I guess that’s why I was drawn to this place; it was the last piece of untouched wilderness on this planet where the people were truly free, but I knew it wouldn’t last for long if I didn’t step in and take the reins. The people who call this place home are free spirits. They have no concept of money or power or the political murky waters that leaders of boroughs must navigate if they want their way of life to continue.

      “So I stepped in and took control. There were a few voices raised in objection at first, but when people saw what I was trying to do, that I was trying to save their way of life, then they embraced me with open arms.”

      I nodded my head in understanding. 

      “You must be the first person I have met on this planet who doesn’t think about themselves.”

      “There was a time when that wasn’t always the case. When I was younger I was wild. I made Willis look like a choirboy, and I paid for it. I paid for my selfishness with a price so great, I shall forever carry it across my shoulders.”

      “Your mother?”

      He looked sharply at me but said nothing. We continued to walk behind the others for some time in silence, with me berating myself for sticking my foot in it. I tried to think of something to say but drew a blank. “Sorry for bringing up your dead mum” was hardly the icebreaker, and would most likely only insult him further.

      “Yes,” was all he said after a lapse of silence. 

      “Err, I’m sorry to have brought it up. It wasn’t my place to.”

      “No. By all means, you have nothing to apologise for; it was me who shared the past with you. Like a forest fire I find it cleanses the soul to sometimes strip everything away so you can bare all. I….” He took a deep breath before he continued: “Like I said, I was wild, arrogant, brash, always looking for a fight. I didn’t run with the wrong crowd, I was the wrong crowd. Everything was run through me and my gang, we thought we were kings of our little town on the outskirts of the city.”

      “Where did you grow up?”

      “Sol.”

      “Never heard of it.”

      “Not surprised; it’s a backwater planet which takes a month to get to from Earth, and that’s using FTL travel. The only thing Sol is known for is marshland filled with insects similar to mosquitoes. When it’s not raining, it’s misty, and when it’s not misty it’s cold. Those are the three things I remember most about home. Not the shouting or the fights or the violence, just always being in a state of permanent damp.

      “Anyway Willis and I grew up on the outskirts of the city, too far to be called the suburbs and too close to enjoy nature. There wasn’t much to do back then. Our father… he was a man constantly out of work and angry at the world; when he wasn’t drunk he was hitting our mother and when he was drunk he was hitting us. Our mother was the kindest soul you could ever meet, taught me about nature, taught Willis about faith. It always amazed me how the most beautiful souls could end up chained to monsters who dimmed their light. Maybe it’s nature’s way of making sure they don’t shine too bright, otherwise we would realise angels do walk among men.”

      He lowered his head, the corner of his eyes wet. We continued to walk; me saying nothing until he was ready to continue. 

      “As in sad hopeless stories everywhere I ran with the wrong crowd, until I was hardly ever home. Willis got the worst of it because of that, because of me. Whenever the authorities would come knocking, it was he who got my punishment. Until one day I came home and there was blood everywhere. It smelled so strong it was suffocating.

      “I found my mother in a pool of blood barely breathing with Willis crying over her. My father was watching TV. I placed a bullet between his eyes.”

      The noise of the jungle sounded a decibel lower as the only thing that made a sound was the sound of the undergrowth beneath my feet.

      “With my father gone my mother recovered her full health, and peace had finally come to the Moors’ household. You would have thought I would have learned my lesson after that—that I would have given up my wild ways and started life afresh. But life rarely works out like that, does it? So I went back to what I knew. Until one day I saw a rival gang leader drinking outside our local bar. He was by himself, or so I thought. It was the best time to get rid of someone who had been looking to take over my territory. I drove up and opened fire. 

      “I killed him but he wasn’t alone. 

      “Members of his gang were inside the bar getting drinks; they stormed out and a firefight ensued. I got away. I thought myself lucky. I remember... I remember smiling; I was alive as I drove away. The thrill of the fight had left me buzzing.

      “It wasn’t until days later that I heard. My mother had been drinking in the same bar. She caught a stray bullet and bled out. The police were looking for whoever was responsible but I never came forward; I didn’t want to know if the gun I fired matched the bullet that killed her. It didn’t matter to me anyway; if it wasn’t for me she would still be alive.”

      “I’m sorry—” I began, but he cut me off with the stare of a man with a condemned soul.

      “Then and there I decided to end it all. It’s amazing how quiet the mind gets when it knows life will be ending shortly. I left Willis a note about what had happened and I went out to kill myself. 

      “I tried three times. Three times, but I was saved where my mother was not. Three times I was on the brink of death but I was brought back by strangers. After the third time, I decided to use this gift of surviving I had for good. To only help others and never myself.”

      Not knowing what to say, I just walked, until the silence grew uncomfortable.

      “The person I feel the worst for in that story is Willis,” I said.

      “I do too, even when he placed a gun to my chest and pulled the trigger. It was in that moment whatever bond we had as brothers died for good. It was also the day I knew I was born to do something great.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because I survived.”
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      “We’re here,” Samuel said.

      I looked around me and saw no difference from the trees and bush of the last few days to where we were standing now. 

      “Sorry if I’m being stupid—”

      “Don’t worry, we’re used to it,” said Tuari.

      “But,” I continued, “where is here exactly? Because all I see around me is nothing but trees.”  

       “Good, if it was visible to anyone who stumbled across it then I would be worried,” Samuel said, walking forward and placing his hand under the raised root of a tree. There was an audible click, then one of Samuel’s men bent down next to the tree root in question and lifted up a trap door. Wooden stairs led downwards into the darkness.

      We followed Samuel’s crew into the darkness. The sound of dripping water along with our footsteps were the only thing I could sense. The darkness was so absolute I had to keep my hand on the person in front of me to stop myself from falling over.

      “You know what this place is missing?” Tuari asked.

      “A few more steps and you shall have it,” Samuel replied, as fluorescence embedded in the walls around us came to life. 

      The lights reminded me of stars against the black rock that acted like a canvas.

      “It is beautiful,” I whispered.

      “Yes, no matter how many times I see it, it still takes my breath away. The lights are created by worms that react to the sound and echoes of our footsteps.”

      We continued on for some time until I could see light from a cave opening. We approached it and got a view of a valley floor below. Trees lined a river on both sides and huts were dotted about here and there. I looked for a way down, but all I saw were sheer cliff trails that not even a billy goat would attempt. 

      “How do we get down?” I asked.

      Samuel said nothing, but pointed to one of the cliff trails I had seen. My stomach dropped and my mouth dried as a rock came loose and rolled down the cliff.

      “Did I tell anyone how much I hate this place?” Willis said, as Samuel and his men made their way towards the trail.

      I would have loved to say it looked harder than I thought, but my body would have strongly disagreed.

      Elbows and knees cut from more than one fall, fingernails bleeding and torn from clinging onto anything that I could while I tried not to fall to my death, and breath coming in sharp increments were what I had to show for my efforts.

      Both hands on my knees, I looked to Samuel.  “Whatever we’re doing here better be worth it.”

      He said nothing but smiled and began walking towards one of the huts. I followed him as he picked a trail that followed along the banks of the river. I expected the water of the river to be clear, but chunks of mud and what turned out to be metal debris slowly floated by. I noticed sections of grass along our path scorched. A faint metal tang filled the air.

      Blood.

      I reached for my shotgun at the same time Willis and Tuari reached for their weapons. Samuel’s men did the same before stepping in front of him. I noticed he was unarmed.

      We continued on, slower this time, heads turning to scan every boulder or tree we passed. The sense of unease I felt only grew as we continued on walking. We came across our first sign of blood to the left of the trail path; it had dried on the grass and if we hadn’t been looking for signs we would have missed it. One of Samuel’s men bent down and scanned the area. He rummaged amongst the grass until he picked an item up. 

      It was a bullet casing. 

      Everyone tensed up as we continued and saw more spots of blood dotted about the grass; the bullet casings were evident as they littered the ground in some places.  

      My nose twitched as it picked up a scent. It grew stronger the closer we got towards the huts.

      I brought my shotgun up, stabilising it as I scanned the area in front of me. One of Samuel’s men crouched down and held up his fist. We stopped and waited until he gave us the all-clear.

      As we got closer to the huts, I could see they were made out of dried mud and rough stone. Large banana-type leafs covered the roofs. Satellite discs stuck to the sides took away the home-made tribal feel.

      The closer we got the more overpowering the smell became.

      The door of the first one was closed. One of Samuel’s men tried to push it open but something gave him resistance. When he put his shoulder to the door it finally gave way, releasing a torrent of flies and a smell that brought bile to my mouth.

      I did my best to swallow what I could before spitting out the rest.

      Bodies piled on top of one another covered the floor of the hut. Flies crawled across vacant eyes, and bloody head wounds that I could see through had long since bled out.

      I tried to take a step forward but the smell was like a barrier I couldn’t get past.

      “Close it,” Samuel whispered.

      “I counted ten bodies,” Willis said in a low voice. “How many people were stationed here?”

      “Ten.”

      We all exchanged looks.

      “I think the best and quickest thing for all of us to do is split up in groups of two and search the rest of the huts. Willis will go with one of your men, I’ll go with the other, Tuari will accompany you,” I said to Samuel. “You’ll need a weapon.”

      “I do not handle weapons.”

      “Whoever did this could still be in the valley. You need to protect yourself,” I said.

      “I am protected. I shall not die here. My path is not yet finished.”

      Willis rolled his eyes and moved off with his man, leaving just the four of us.

      “Fine. If that’s the way you want it, Tuari protects himself first and you second; you shall not endanger my man. Understood?”

      “Understood.”

      I gave them a nod and moved west with my partner. He had a faint scar across one jaw and was about a foot taller than me.

      “What’s your name?” I whispered as we moved from cover to cover.

      He looked at me but said nothing. In fact, I hadn’t heard either man who was with Samuel speak.

      “Fine, I’ll call you Scarface,” I said as we approached the first hut.

      A bloody hand mark stained the door but apart from that, there were no other visible signs of damage.

      We stood opposite each side of the door, weapons raised. He looked at me and I gave him a nod. I was ready.

      He pushed the door open but there was nobody inside, dead or alive. We did a quick scan of the hut. Plates sat on tables with half-eaten rotten food, blankets were draped over chairs, bloodstains again coated portions of the floor.

      We continued our search over the next ten minutes, looking inside hut after hut.

      Some looked like the first we had found. Others looked remarkably clean and lived in.

      Search done, Scarface and I stood at the trail to the entrance of a cave. Tower lights and generators stood to attention; metal ore had been collected in hover containers that sat idle off to the side.

      “Is this your people’s doing?” I asked.

      He shook his head and gripped the handle of his gun tighter as he made his way forward. Footsteps could be seen in the dirt leading back and forth from the cave mouth. The sun pierced the first couple of feet of darkness inside the cave, but I couldn’t see further than that. Grabbing Scarface by the shoulder, I pointed him to the left and I took the right. 

      It was too dangerous to approach the entrance head-on, not without knowing what lay beyond. 

      My heart felt like it was in my mouth. The sun burnt the back of my neck. Sweat trickled into my eyes. I did my best to keep my vision clear as I placed my back against the wall. 

      I held up three fingers so Scarface could see and I slowly counted down to one until I gave him the go-ahead to move. We leapt forward guns at the ready and were greeted by nothing but silence.  

      We moved forward in unison, searching the cave for anything of note but coming up empty. More hover containers lined the walls on either side filled with metal ore; tools lay on the ground and overhead lights had been hastily fastened to the ceiling of the cave. We continued on for some time but there was nothing of note to see until we came to a tunnel that forked in two directions. Scarface moved forward but I held him back and shook my head, pointing behind us.

      He gave me a look that told me he wasn’t happy with the idea, but the last thing I wanted to do was go cave exploring when the others didn’t know where we had gone. Making our way back to the entrance we found the others waiting for us. 

      “I take it you didn’t know about this?” I asked Samuel, pointing to the cave behind me.

      “I knew about the cave—that’s why this settlement was placed here—but all these digging tools and equipment are new. The tunnels this cave host have been untouched for centuries.”

      “Okay. Okay,” I said holding my hands up in confusion. “I’ve got a few questions and I want answers, otherwise me and my crew are leaving.”

      Samuel sighed but remained silent.

      “First things first. Did anyone find anything important?” 

      “Just a bunch of uneaten shit,” Willis said. 

      “Uneaten shit?” Tuari asked. “That’s a first. Surely you have to eat something before it becomes shit, not the other way around. But judging by your breath, I can tell you must have taken a bite out of whatever you found.”

      “What was that, lard ass?”

      “Enough!” I said, stopping the argument before it started. “Tuari, Samuel, you two find anything?”

      “Well, yes and no,” said Samuel. “Some of the huts look like they have been lived in a lot more recently than…. the killings that took place here, which makes me think whoever murdered my men have been also sleeping in their beds.”

      There was a shine of rage in his eyes and his hand shook.

      “You good?” I asked.

      “This is not yet the time for mourning,” he said.

      “Okay, the second question I have is, what is this place? It’s obviously special, otherwise you wouldn’t have posted men out here so far from the city.”

      “It’s…. what I tell you here cannot be uttered to anyone, and I mean anyone,” he said, looking me in the eye.

      “You have my word and the word of my team.”

      He gave me a nod of thanks before he continued. “This cave is a treasure trove of gold, diamonds, precious gems and rare trace metals the likes of which I have never seen. Normally a cave and the tunnels it formed would have gold or diamonds or another precious gem, but never have I seen a tunnel system littered with so many rare metals. It looks like Aladdin’s cave. Since we found out about it, we have vowed to protect it no matter what.”

      “Why?”

      “Because a species other than human was the first to colonise this planet; there are cave drawings on the wall and the art is alien, and it dates back further than any recorded time in history.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Positive.”

      I passed a hand over my face and took a step back. If what he was saying was true, then this place would be crawling with everyone from treasure hunters to archaeologists. Humans had long thought they were the only sentient species in existence. We had visited countless worlds and had found wildly different variations of wildlife, but there had yet to be a discovery made about sentient life. Theories about why this was numbered in the thousands but proof had never been forthcoming; now that we had found it it would change everything.

      “You know what this means, don’t you?” I asked. “That all the gold and precious metals and gems in that cave system is next to worthless compared to those alien cave paintings. They would tear this place up just—”

      Ah, now I got it.

      “You see why this place has to remain a secret. I can’t have our home, our way of life destroyed just to satisfy the curiosity of some scientists in lab coats.”

      “Do you realise the significance this has?”

      “I do,” Samuel replied.

      “I don’t think you do. This could change the course of history. Everything we thought about the galaxy is wrong. There were beings out there, on this very planet in fact, that were different than us. We owe it to humanity to explore that.”

      “When humanity explores they leave nothing but devastation in their wake.”

      “You can’t just hide this forever,” I said pointing back towards the cave. “Eventually people will come knocking either for the riches or the knowledge, and it looks like someone already has. The question now is who—”

      A single shot rang out through the air. A single head exploded. I watched in horror as one of Samuel’s men, now headless, collapsed to the floor as all hell broke loose.
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      “It’s coming from the cave!” someone shouted, but in all the confusion I didn’t know who.

      I scrambled forward as bullets peppered the ground around me. Some of our party returned fire but the shadows in the cave concealed more than they revealed.

      I leapt forward and gritted my teeth as rocks bit into my knees and elbows. Pulling myself forward I leaned my back against one of the hover containers and made my body as small as possible. Peering over the lip of the container, I ducked back down as a bullet pinged off the top of the container.

      Everyone else had done the same thing I had and used the containers as cover.

      I looked to see if anyone had been hit but they all looked OK, Scarface was still alive, which meant his friend had taken the bullet to the head—someone like Scarface who had never spoken and whose name I didn’t know.

      “Can you make out anything?” I shouted.

      “Fuck no!” said Willis. “They’ve got us pinned down good and proper. But if we don’t push forward then they’ll pick us off eventually.”

      “Are you out of your little ginger mind!” Tuari shouted as he fired over the top of his container. “I’m not rushing that cave mouth.”

      “I always knew you were a pussy.”

      Willis was right—if we didn’t make a move then, it would only be a matter of time before one of those bullets found its mark, and retreating wasn’t an option as it would leave us open. But I would be lying to myself if I had any heroic need to jump into the flames.

      “Isn’t there any other—” began Samuel, but a bullet cut him off as it hit and sparked inches from his face, ricocheting off his container and burying itself inches from Tuari’s groin.

      No one said anything as we all looked at each other open-mouthed.

      “Fuck it,” said Tuari.

      “Fuck it!” said Willis

      “Fuck ittt!” I screamed, getting up to my feet. I moved from object to object giving myself as much cover as I could, as I began pumping shotgun shells in the direction of the cave. I caught Willis and Tuari either side of me, as they too did their best to overwhelm our target. Samuel and Scarface brought up the rear.

      I kept on pushing myself forward despite the knowledge that any moment a bullet would find its mark.

      The return fire from the cave grew less the closer we got and I saw three men from the shadows turn and run. Knowing our targets had quit firing only spurred us on further.

      A bullet caught one of them in the back of the head, blowing his brains out the front. Another tripped and fell, gun slipping from his grip. His colleague turned around but didn’t stop as he continued to flee. 

      The fallen man hurriedly got up and dived for his dropped weapon, before he scrambled for cover behind a container filled with metal ore. He fired blindly at us and although his shots went wild we took cover ourselves in fear of getting hit.

      I ducked my head down as a bullet blasted a chunk of rock off the wall above me—rock fragments landed on my shoulders.

      “Hold your fire!” Samuel shouted, but either no one paid attention, or they couldn’t hear him as the echoes from the gunfire reverberated against the cave walls.

      “Hold your fiiire!”

      This time the shooting slowly died down as the last word he shouted stopped reverberating against the walls.

      Peace finally came to the cave.

      “Thank you. To our attacker, I wish—”

      A gunshot sliced through the air, cutting Samuel off. All eyes turned to Willis, who gave everyone a look that said he cared very little what anyone thought.

      “What?” he barked. “I thought the fucker was going for his gun again.”

      “No, I wasn’t,” came a reply from our attacker. “That’s a bald-faced lie and that ginger tosser knows it.”

      “Who you calling a ginger tosser, you pisswizard!”

      “You! You ginger tosser, and I bet your mum’s a slagbag too.”

      “You what? Come and say that to my face.”

      “Pretty big talk for a man who’s backed by four men. I know men like you, all anger and big talk because their dick’s no bigger than their little finger.”

      “How did he know?” Tuari not so subtly said in my direction.

      “You piece of shit,” Willis said, getting to his feet.

      “Willis, enough!” Samuel said. Willis stopped in his tracks, glaring his brother’s way. I was surprised he had listened, but more importantly, I was surprised he hadn’t picked a fight with him.

      “This will get us nowhere. To our attacker, I would like to know why you chose to kill my men based in this settlement. I would also like to know why you attacked us unprovoked?” Samuel asked.

      “Isn’t that obvious?” he asked.

      “No. No, it is not.”

      “Resources.”

      “Resources?”

      “Resources. We had long suspected The Jungle had a wealth of hidden natural resources that could be farmed, but we didn’t realise just how much there was to be had. Gold. Diamonds. Rare trace metals. Not to mention all the other natural resources you tree fuckers have been keeping a secret. The opportunity was too good to pass up.

      “It was by luck our scouts happened to find this cave. But now we have the secrets out of the bag. To think we wouldn’t even be here unless a certain big-time backer funded us to find a type of rare metal that he needed.”

      “Do you realise what you fools have done?” Samuel asked.

      “Yes. We’ve taken what was always ours.”

      “You have started a chain of event’s that will cause war! And for what? For some piece of metal?”

      Laughter sounded from behind the container. “War? They said the leader of The Jungle was a pussy but I didn’t realise how much of one till just now. Do you know how powerful your borough would be if you used the resources around you? Instead of selling homemade remedies, like some shitty flea market. You could control all of Safe Haven. The gold from this cave system alone would fund it. But yet, like all small-minded men with no vision, you are happy to play in your treehouse and braid each other’s armpit hair.”

      “Raping my home of its natural beauty, just to call myself king, is not a reality I want to live in,” Samuel said softly.

      “It matters little anyway,” said our attacker. “By the time they find you under all this rubble there shall be no home to go to!”

      Shit. He had just been stalling for time.

      “Everyone! To me!” I yelled as I leapt over to the largest empty container and flipped it on its side.

      Explosions rocked the cave as our attacker began laughing hysterically. Rocks fell to the floor as a cave-in began.

      Willis and Tuari strained with me and helped me flip the container upside down.

      “What are you doing?” Samuel asked. “Let’s make our way to the exit.”

      “There isn’t time!” I said as rocks began raining down in front of the cave mouth, Samuel looked towards us, then back at the exit and back to us, before he rushed over. We gripped the lip of the container as we all made our way inside it. I looked for Scarface but he was sprinting towards the exit dodging one rock after the next. I shouted for him to come back but a large boulder fell behind him, blocking him from sight.

      He was on his own now. 

      I dived underneath the container and prayed that he had made it out alive, but reminded myself as rocks fell around us, maybe my prayers should have been better directed to our party as everything turned black.
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      The sounds around us felt like they went on for eternity; the bangs, crashes and rumbles shook our little sanctuary of safety as I held my hands over my head and thought of Poppy. I smiled as her beautiful face came into existence. I muttered her name over and over again, like a prayer, hoping it would ward off all danger that fell our way. 

      I couldn’t breathe.

      I tried not to panic.

      With so many bodies under the container it grew hot and sticky. I felt sweat trickle down my face as someone’s limb moved and dug into my ribs. How much time had passed? A tremor shook the floor underneath us forcing me to make my body even smaller. I didn’t want to die like this. Hell, I didn’t want to die at all. I listened to what was going on outside and heard nothing.

      No tremor. No crashes. No rambles.

      Someone else moved and another limb found its way into the small of my back.

      I breathed out slowly and kept on listening to the outside but there was nothing to hear. It was hard to tell if I had died and just not known it. The darkness was everything, the silence deafening. 

      “Fuck me! Will the dick weasel with his foot in my face remove it before I cut it off?”

      No. I hadn’t died, and if I had, it wasn’t an afterlife I was about to enjoy. I was pushed in the back as a commotion began behind me.

      “Will you stop pushing?” said Tuari. “There is only so much room for me to move.”

      “Yeah, tell me about it,” said Willis; “your giant ass is taking up half of it.”

      I was pushed again but this time from the side.

      “Well, we can’t all be men of average height now, can we?”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Nothing. Nothing.”

      “If you’ve got something to say, come right out and say it. Don’t think I won’t punch you because we are under—”

      “Shut up! Both of you!” I said as I closed my eyes and listened. “I think the cave-in has stopped. It will need all four of us to lift up one side so we can make our way out of there. Everyone manoeuvre to the left and after three I’ll want you to lift with everything you have.”

      “What if a boulder larger than big boy over there has fallen on top of us?” Willis asked.

      “You’re a God-fearing man. Pray that it hasn’t. On my count,” I said, positioning myself, so I could get a solid grip.

      “One. Two. Three!” 

      We strained and lifted with all our might and bit by bit the lid of the container rose and rose, rubble and rocks scattered off the top, and I thanked my lucky stars nothing large had fallen on top of us and trapped us underneath the container. With a final heave, we flipped the container back and emerged out of our prison.

      Darkness and dust greeted us. 

      I coughed and sputtered as dust made its way into my sinuses. Someone slapped me on the back as I bent over on my hands and knees and tried to breathe. Wiping my mouth, I got up and scanned our surroundings but it was pointless. The only source of light—the cave entrance—had been sealed up. 

      “Ain’t there supposed to be worms or some shit lighting this place up?” Willis asked.

      “Yes, Willis,” Samuel said, “worms or some shit should be giving us light, but if you couldn’t tell, most of the ceiling of this cave has been destroyed, so if we want to be guided by their brilliance, we shall have to venture deeper into the tunnel system, where no damage has taken place.”

      “And how do we do that, Sherlock? When we can’t see anything?”

      “When I know I shall be venturing into these cave systems, I always bring supplies with me in case of this eventuality,” Samuel said as a sound like plastic being snapped echoed throughout the cave, followed by a faint glow. He held two glow sticks in his hands and strapped them to his chest, before passing two more to each of us. 

      We did the same as he did after activating our glow sticks and strapped them to our chest. With the light of the glow sticks now illuminating the cave, I took in the damage.

      The entrance had been sealed off. Rocks and rubble blocked our only means of escape so completely that no daylight penetrated through. Around us, the damage wasn’t so severe and we had been lucky in that no rocks larger than a football had landed on top of us, while the rest of the cave floor was riddled here and there with impacts from the falling debris.

      “Well, I’m all for shoving Ginger’s ass through the rubble to try and see if he can get us any help, but I don’t think he’ll fit,” Tuari said.

      Willis gave Tuari the finger as we continued to scan the cave. “Do you think your man escaped?” I asked Samuel.

      “If anyone could it would be him. But even if he has, it will take days for him to get back to the city and round up help and a couple more days till help gets back here. The soonest that help would arrive here would be four days, maybe three at a push, and that’s if he has managed to escape, which is a big if.”

      “Which means….” I said, turning around and looking at the tunnel that led into the darkness.

      “Yes,” Samuel said, coming to a stop next to me, “it means that we have to find another means of escape.”
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      We had been walking for hours taking one tunnel seemingly at random after the next, but Samuel said he knew these caves somewhat and although not an expert he should be able to guide us to safety.

      That had been three hours ago; now he didn’t appear so sure.

      “Do you know where you’re going or are you just pulling which way to go out your ass?”

      “Yes, Willis. I am pretty confident we are on the right—”

      “Pretty confident isn’t confident now, is it?”

      Samuel muttered something under his breath while he pushed ahead, I took in the sights around us and felt dirt poor, just by being in the presence of such wealth. Precious metals danced and twinkled under the light the worms provided overhead, gold flakes glistered under our feet, but the thing I noticed the most was the calming sensation the place had on me. I had expected to feel panicked at the possibility of being trapped in the dark, but none of those thoughts had any real effect on me.

      “It’s a metal called Iremía. We discovered it has properties that calm and centre the mind. We have mined some of the metal and sold very small amounts to people who suffer from anxiety and stress.”

      “I thought all that stuff about bracelets made of metal improving your health was bullshit.”

      “Apparently not,” Samuel said, gesturing at the surrounding tunnels.

      I said nothing as our feet echoed around the walls that surrounded us. Who was I to judge what was real or not? I was having a baby with an AI humanoid.

      “I’m sorry about the people you lost at your settlement and I’m sorry about the two gentlemen you brought with you on this trip. I know one may not be dead, but the other who got shot, I can only give my condolences. They seemed to be good men although they never told me their names.”

      “They were. In regard to them not speaking to you, don’t take it personally. Some people in The Jungle partake in a ritual where they don’t speak for a number of weeks, months or even years. They had both begun this ritual when they started helping me out. I too don’t know their names but sometimes you do not need to know a person’s name to know the value of their soul. They shall be truly missed and I shall mourn for them, like all the others when the time is right.”

      “How do you do that?”

      “Do what?” he asked, confused.

      “How do you detach yourself from the situation like that? I mean, everyone feels, everyone is overcome by rage, depression, lust, love, happiness. But no matter what happens, no matter who dies, you always keep your head.”

      “Because this life is not the end. Never mourn the passing of what is lost, instead celebrate the new beginning that loss has brought. So when the time comes, we shall celebrate the passing of our lost ones and embrace the change their passing has left on our lives.”

      I pondered his words as we continued on. Thoughts of dying of thirst or starvation crept across my mind periodically, but I did my best to push them away. Tunnels like these always had more than one entrance; I just hoped we would find one before our bodies gave out.

      “Did you suspect someone was mining these tunnels? Is that why you asked us to come along?”

      “Yes and no,” Samuel said. “Contact with the settlement wasn’t daily, but we hadn’t heard from them in long enough to know something was wrong. Normally it’s just the storm playing havoc with the communications, but enough time had passed without word from them for us to know the issue was more serious. I brought you along just for backup, which was a wise choice as things turned out.”

      “Do you know who the men that attacked us worked for?”

      “I have my suspicions, but I would rather keep them to myself for now.”

      “You borough leaders sure love doing that, don’t you?”

      “Doing what?”

      “Keeping information to yourselves.”

      Samuel chuckled as he shook his head from side to side. “I can see you are new to leadership, Quinton, so I shall give you a word of advice. Information is everything. He who controls it controls nations.”

      I allowed his words to sink in before I asked the next question that had been bugging me since our run-in with our attackers.

      “Where do you think he ran off to? The one attacker who escaped.”

      “That information I do not have. But we shall soon find out.”
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      Six hours.

      That was how long it took us to hear the voices of our enemy.

      It stopped us in our tracks.

      “I told you, Montel, those fools are flatter than your mama’s titties. 

      “Why should I stay behind and double-check if anyone was alive? Fuck that! I ain’t no low-level grunt. It was bullshit I got placed on this assignment anyway. Mr Diamond knows I can give more to the organisation than this.”

      “You dickhead! You really think Mr Diamond knows who you are? Or even knows you exist? No. Your orders probably came from one of his underlings. Either Mr Ruby or more likely Mr Pearl. You should thank your graces Mr Diamond doesn’t know who you are because if he did… boy, oh boy, you would be dangling from your balls right now because of the fuckup that took place here.”

      “What are you talking about? How is this my fault?”

      “Well, Rick, it was your idea to kill everyone who lived in the settlement. There was no need for us to venture so close to that cave mouth. We had miles and miles of unprotected tunnel we could have mined without anyone knowing a thing. That was our order in the first place!

      “Mine the trace metals undetected and get it all back to base. Now those Jungle hippies know what we’ve been up to and there will be hell to pay,” Montel said.

      “Like fuuuck! Those tree fuckers haven’t got a pair between them. It’s all kumbaya and peace chants with those freaks. I don’t know why Mr Diamond hasn’t claimed this land as his.”

      “You know why. They’ve got backing.”

      “I say fuck it. It’s about time someone put that bitch in her place,” Rick said. 

      “Oh! Look who’s Billy Big Bollocks all of a sudden. You feeling brave, yeah? Feeling like you can take on the queen of the slums and come out on top? All by your lonesome? Well, maybe I need to put in a word with Mr Diamond and tell him he has nothing to worry about, that Rick Gomez has all his problems sorted and that he can rest easy in that skyscraper of his.”

      “That’s not what I’m trying to say.”

      “What are you trying to say then?”

      “That maybe, just maybe, we are giving the bitch too much respect. The only reason Mr Diamond hasn’t moved on her borough yet is because there was nothing worth taking there, and he was happy to let the low-level crews fight amongst themselves, but now she has stabilised power and is looking to expand, I say we halt her momentum before it really gets started,” Rick said.

      Nothing was said as we kept on inching closer towards the sound of the voices. I hid the glow sticks under my clothing to block out their glow and motioned for everyone to do the same. Creeping inch by inch forward, I watched where I placed each foot and leaned my back against the wall as I crept slowly round the corner, holding my breath as I did so. 

      I saw two men in the dim light of the glowworms looking at each other. One was tall and thin with a crooked nose, while the other was shorter and stocky and was the one who had fired upon us and escaped. Their body language was tense, fists clenched and eyes stared unblinking while either man stood frozen, not wanting to retreat.

      “You want to know why Mr Diamond hasn’t moved on The Lady, Rick?” said the taller of the two, a finger poking Rick in the chest. “It’s because we lost men—more men than our borough would like to admit—against her—”

      “What do you mean?”

      “If you shut up and listen, then I’ll tell you. I’ve been hearing rumours about squads departing on missions, scouting missions, missions to intercept her cargo and supplies, missions to disrupt her power base, and you know what we’ve been getting back?”

      Rick shook his head.

      “Nothing but dead bodies. At first, I thought it was just a rumour, but after a few of my buddies disappeared and I asked about their whereabouts, I got the same reply from higher up on each one. ‘They decided to leave and explore other employment.’”

      “But why would they want to cover something like that up?” Rick asked.

      “Simple. Our borough is seen as the strongest and richest. It wouldn’t look good if we’ve been losing this guerrilla war against a borough that doesn’t have a pot to piss in.”

      “Is that why we’ve aligned ourselves with this new player?”

      Montel nodded. “Seems to be.”

      “But what can they offer that Mr Diamond can’t buy?”

      “Whatever it is, it has something to do with all this metal we’ve been mining—” Montel’s eyes widened in surprise as he caught sight of us; his hand went to the pistol on his hip, he brought it up with a quick flick of his wrist and fired it our way. 

      I dropped back behind the wall as chunks of rock blasted across my field of vision and the sound of gunfire echoed throughout the corridor. “Rick, run!”

      As the echoing gunshots faded, the only thing that could be heard was feet making a hurried escape.

      “Don’t let them leave,” Samuel shouted as he vaulted from his hiding place and took off after them.
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      “What is the idiot doing?” I shouted after Samuel’s retreating back. “He isn’t even armed!”

      Willis shook his head and gave chase, as Tuari and I brought up the rear. The enemy had gotten a good head start and was sprinting down the tunnel firing over their shoulder as they did so; mercifully none of the shots hit Samuel as he had his head down and was slowly gaining on them. I raised my shotgun but in the limited space, with so many bodies in front of me, I was just as likely to hit a friendly as I was a foe. 

      Our feet pounded on the gold-glittered cave floor as we took one corner after the next. As I passed moss-covered walls slick with water, my feet nearly gave out from underneath me and I lost my footing. Tuari grabbed my arm and re-righted me as we continued our pursuit.

      Finally catching up with Willis and Samuel, I could see our targets only metres ahead of us. With each step, we were closing in on them. They twisted their necks to see how far back we were and their eyes widened in shock, when they realised we were only metres behind them.

      “We have incoming!” Montel screamed as he and Rick took a corner and vanished from view. 

      We continued to chase after them but had to dive for cover as we entered a large area that stretched for miles in all directions; I ducked and rolled towards a stone pillar and pressed my back against it as bits of rock was blasted to bits around me. The area we were in had everything from a subterranean lake to large rock stalactites hanging from the ceiling. 

      I looked around me in wonder, before pulling my head back as another chunk of rock flew into the air. Right. Right. This wasn’t the time for sightseeing.

      “Is everyone alright?” I shouted.

      A chorus of yesses rang out between the sounds of gunfire. 

      “Can anyone see the shooters?” I asked.

      “Two on the far ridge. One hidden behind a rock at two o’clock. Three to my left. Two loading a light cargo carrier with metal ore in a hurry,” Willis said. 

      “We can’t let anyone escape here!” Samuel said. “Nor leave with that metal.”

      I nodded my head as I took in the information and began to load shotgun shells; I looked towards Willis and Tuari and gestured for them to come out on the left while I would move from the right. Two swift nods told me they understood.

      I lifted my fingers.

      Three.

      Two.

      One.

      We leapt out of our hiding spots and moved purposefully. I lifted my shotgun and aimed it at the ceiling above the ridge where the two shooters hid. The explosive shotgun shells rocked my body backwards, as the ceiling above the ridge blew apart and rained down rock onto the men hiding there. Screams tore from their throats but they were cut off as hundreds of pounds of rock crushed them to death.

      I forward-rolled and tucked myself behind a boulder as a shooter behind another boulder opened fire. Sparks flew in the dim light as bullets bounced off the rock. 

      “John! Eric! No,” the shooter behind the rock yelled, as he kept on firing my way. “John. Eric. Say something, for fuck’s sake, answer me.”

      My heart went out to the man, but I had a job to do and so did he. It was either him or me, and I wasn’t planning on meeting my maker any time soon. 

      “You asshole! You’ll pay for—”

      I blocked his voice out as I counted to five. Picking up a rock by my foot I threw it left as I leapt right. Coming to my feet, I switched the shotgun chamber so it fired regular shells and began unloading upon the rock he was hiding behind. Fragments shattered from the rock as I moved forward toward my target. I didn’t let up on the pressure and knew it was only a matter of time before my target moved.

      He tried the same trick as I had pulled off on him, throwing a rock in the opposite direction while he moved from his hiding space, but I was ready for him and shot him in the torso twice, spinning him around. He lay dead on the ground.

      Sounds to my left drew my attention as I saw Willis and Co. make their way towards a small cargo ship, parked on a ridge directly in front of a cave mouth that opened to the night sky.

      The men that had been loading the cargo were now firing at my crew, while Montel and Rick tried to get the ship started. 

      I sprinted along a platform that ran parallel to the ship. The engines kicked into overdrive as the men that were defending the ship looked over their shoulders in panic. 

      One took a bullet to the head, while the other one turned and began running towards the lowered cargo bay doors. The doors rose as the man shouted and waved. I got a glimpse of Rick as he waved the man onwards, while at the same time repeatedly pressing the button that would close the cargo bay doors.

      Rick, the piece of shit, was planning on leaving his colleague behind. 

      The last man remaining buried his head in his chest and sprinted with everything he had; arms pumping he ran towards a large rock and leapt from it launching himself into the air. One hand grabbed onto the lip of the cargo bay doors jerking it back down.

      The cargo ship tilted to one side as the man hung from it. 

      Rick was screaming something over his shoulder while trying his best to stomp on the man’s hands to dislodge him from the ship.

      I kept the ship in my peripheral vision while I continued to move along the ledge I was on. Switching the shotgun chamber back so it would fire explosive shells, I saw up ahead where I would take my stand.

      The ledge ended in a steep drop where it would bring me directly in line with the ship’s flight path.

      “Rick, help me up, you prick!” yelled the man as he shuffled his hands back and forth out of the way of Rick’s descending feet.

      “The ship’s overloaded as it is,” Rick replied. “We can’t take any more weight otherwise we’ll never gain altitude!”

      “I went to your wedding! I gave a speech—”

      I skidded to a halt as I came to the end of the path and tucked my shotgun into my shoulder as I took aim. The body of the ship passed me by and I fired a shell, aiming for the ship’s engines. The shell hit, exploding against the body of the ship. Flames erupted out of one of the thrusters causing the ship to jerk violently. 

      A scream tore through Rick’s throat as he was pitched forward and fell out of the cargo bay. He grabbed a hold of one of his colleague’s legs on the way down, hanging onto him for dear life. 

      “Don’t let go!” Rick cried, as his former friend tried his best to kick him off.

      The ship turned to fire at me and I saw Montel’s ugly face through the windscreen as he narrowed his eyes my way. 

      Pumping another shell into the chamber I took aim and fired. The ship pivoted to the left, its wing scraping against a far wall, sending sparks into the air. The shell exploded against its underbelly but didn’t do as much damage as the first shell as that part of the ship had been reinforced. 

      I took aim once again but abandoned the idea as the ship swung round, gun turrets trying to get a lock onto my location. 

      I caught a glimpse of Montel’s smug face as he opened fire. Bullets kicked up dirt and rock into the air as I turned tail and ran.

      I sprinted with everything I had but I knew it was only a matter of time before I got hit. With no other option I ran towards the edge of the path I was on and leapt off.

      Arms windmilling in the air, I yelled out as searing pain tore across my shoulder. I watched as the ground came towards me and gritted my teeth at the impending impact. Bracing my legs, I tucked my body into a forward roll and was up to my feet in one fluid motion.

      Shotgun up I spun around to see the ship making its way for the cave exit. I ran after it and fired two more shells, which exploded against the walls as it manoeuvred out of the way. The sudden shift in movement finally caused Rick’s colleague to lose his grip as he and Rick plummeted to the rocks below. 

      I kept on running but came to a stop as the ship gained the right altitude and took off with a roar out of the cave exit leaving nothing but a condensation streak across the night sky.
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      We walked toward the mass of red that had been Rick and his friend. Both their heads had struck rocks and exploded like watermelons attacked with a sledgehammer, I looked down at the sight in disgust before turning away.

      “Tut, tut, tut,” Tuari said, leaning over the corpses. “What a way to go. You know how I would like to go, when it’s my time?”

      “No one cares,” Willis said.

      “I would like to be lying in a hammock by a beach, the sun just about to set making the water golden with a busty beauty straddling me, while she feeds me mango slices mixed with meringues and just as the last slice touches my lips we both…. Well,” Tuari said with a sly smile, “you know the rest.”

      “Your soul is destined for hell. You know that, don’t you?” Willis said with a shake of the head.

      “Probably, but you’ll be strapped in right next to me. Friends forever until the end of time.”

      Willis shuddered as he closed his eyes and shook his head.

      “Well, this mission was a complete waste of time,” I said ,looking around me. Digging tools clustered the area, along with the metal ore the men had been digging. 

      “It wasn’t a complete waste of time, boss,” Tuari said, rolling up the sleeves of Rick—or was it his friend? It was hard to say now that both men were headless. 

      “One of these men belonged to the Diamond District—I take it that would be Rick, if what he said about working for Mr Diamond was anything to go by.”

      “One, how do you know that and two, who is Mr Diamond?”

      “See this diamond shape tattoo on his arm?” Tuari said, pointing to Rick’s forearm. “Although a shitty tattoo and crew logo, it signifies these men belonged to Mr Diamond. Mr Diamond is the leader in control of the Diamond District. Much like The Lady in Paradise Lost, his word is law in that borough.

      “The second chap,” Tuari said, rolling up Rick’s friend’s sleeves, and showing a tattoo of a golden circle with a red dragon sitting on top of a mountain of golden coins, “works for Mr Lee, who we’ve had the pleasure of meeting.”

      Mr Lee—the leader of The Floating City, and a man who had cheated us into owning him money just so Edward Thomas could buy off our debt so we would be indebted to him, thus forcing us to work for him.

      “Great,” I said, rubbing my hands over my eyes, “just great. Now we have every single borough on Safe Haven after us, save one.”

      “Don’t forget Alvis Boman,” Tuari said cheerily.

      How could I forget? 

      “I take it you knew Mr Diamond was behind this mining operation?” I said, turning to Samuel.

      “I had no hard evidence, but I had a hunch. Wherever precious metals and gems are concerned, Mr Diamond’s sticky fingers are normally grabbing whatever he can.”

      “I’ve never met this Mr Diamond before; what can you tell me about him?”

      All eyes avoided mine, while no one said anything.

      “Surely he can’t be as bad as The Lady?” I said.

      “The saying ‘better the devil you know’ applies here,” Willis said. “The man is…. well, pray you never meet him.”

      I nodded my head. 

      “It appears Mr Diamond knew about this cave for some time, judging by the conversation between Rick and Montel. The question that needs answering is why did he decide to act now?”

      “It must have something to do with this new client, who is paying him to mine this metal,” Tuari said, tapping a lump of ore with his foot.

      I bent down and picked it up, turning it over in my hands. I didn’t recognise the metal nor did appear to have any amazing qualities at first glance. 

      “Does this look familiar to you?” I asked, tossing the metal ore to Samuel.

      He turned it over in his hands, examining it closely. “I’ve not seen it before, but that’s not saying much. Much of this tunnel system has not been explored by my people, and I’ve never even stepped foot in this place,” he gestured around him, “but if Diamond is willing to go to war for it, whatever it is, then you can bet it’s valuable. More valuable than all the gems in this cave, which scares me greatly.”

      I sighed as I walked towards the crystal lake centred in the middle of the cave and just marvelled. Rock formations covered in gemstones hung from the ceiling like necklaces; they reflected the dim glow of the cave worms and in turn, the light bounced off the surface of the lake. Paintings that looked like a crazed mathematician made them graced any wall smooth enough to house them. They were unlike anything I had ever seen, vaguely resembling computer code, but that was like comparing a Ford Model-T to the latest aircraft. 

      It… just wasn’t human.

      Even amongst the cluster of the digging tools, this place was just—

      “Breathtaking, isn’t it?” Samuel asked, standing next to me.

      I nodded my head as I looked up into the darkness above me. Bat-like creatures fluttered back and forth and dived into fist-sized holes embedded in the rock, their beating wings echoing amongst the walls. 

      Before we were ready to leave we gathered a few different pieces of metal ore and Willis buried a tracker underneath some rocks so Samuel’s forces could locate this section of the tunnel again.  

      I took one more look around me before I joined the others at the entrance of the cave. The night sky was like a black bejewelled blanket as I looked off into the forested darkness below.

      “So, what now?” I asked Samuel.

      “We make our way back.”

      I looked at him with a raised eyebrow before scanning the bowel-dropping descent in front of us. 

      “You know of another way, right?”

      “No.”

      I took a step forward and peered downwards. There was something of a passable trail leading down into the darkness, but even so, one wrong step and we would be hurling ourselves to our deaths. 

      “We can’t climb down that in the dark,” I said, pointing at the trail.

      “Normally I would agree with you, but we are out of food and water and I would like to get back to the city as quickly as possible.”

      “Why can’t we just drink from the lake?”

      “I believe the lake and the river that runs through the settlement to be contaminated; that is why the Jungle wolves we encountered attacked us with little regard for their own safety. I have taken a sample,” he said, producing a bottle of water, “for my men back in the city to test. Whatever explosives, acids and solvents Diamond’s men used have entered this section of the Jungle’s waterways. I would like to know what it is, so I can stop it before it spreads throughout my borough. 

      “My people depend on the water and a sickness outbreak is the last thing I need.”

      His point was valid. The longer we waited the worse the problem would develop, but hiking down a cliff face and into a jungle at night was just a recipe for disaster. But without food or water the longer we waited the weaker we would become...making the journey that much more difficult.

      Ah, I missed the days when the hardest thing I had to tackle was why my formulas were not working in my spreadsheets. 

      “OK. Glow sticks at the ready, we travel no further than an arm’s length away from the person in front of us. I don’t care how long the journey takes, but we go slow and steady. If anyone needs to stop, we stop. Any questions?” I asked, looking at the group.

      Tuari raised his hand. “I don’t think I’m going to feel comfortable taking a piss so close to Ginger Nuts over there. I don’t want him to get penis envy.”

      “I’m going to piss all over your boots,” Willis said, glaring Tuari’s way.

      “Well, I never,” Tuari said placing a hand over his heart.

      I rolled my eyes and looked to Samuel. “Lead the way.”
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        * * *

      

      The journey was as slow as expected. 

      We took each step with care allowing the glow sticks and the stars above to guide our way. We stumbled more than once but hands grabbed arms and held on as we found our footing. I couldn’t tell you how many hours had passed, but it was long enough for my throat to feel like sandpaper, and my stomach to go from rumbling, to hungry, to feeling like it was eating itself, to a dull pain. 

      My limbs felt weary from lack of sleep and more than once I bumped into the back of someone, mumbling an apology before we moved off again.

      “We made it,” Samuel said, snapping me out of my sleep-deprived haze. 

      I looked around and saw we were finally at the foot of the cliff; I looked back up searching for the cave entrance we had descended from but couldn’t find it. Wisps of mist curled along the cliff face, making the journey we had taken all the more daunting. 

      “Now comes the hard part,” Samuel said, “making our way home. I would say if we pass by a body of water we should take a drink, but like I said before, we should  exercise all caution when it comes to drinking water found in this region.”

      “Yeah. Yeah,” Willis said with a wave of his hands, “we get it. Water bad. Now can we get a move on, as I would like to get back to a hot meal and a warm bed as soon as possible.”

      “How long do you think it’ll take us?” I asked.

      “Two days at most, but I’m hoping that we can do it in one,” Samuel said.

      I licked my cracked lips and tried to think how close to dehydration I would be before things started shutting down or becoming painful. We were in a Catch-22. The faster we travelled the more dehydrated we would be, but the slower we travelled the longer it would take to get the supplies we needed to stay alive. 

      “Alright,” I said, looking around the group, “if anyone needs a rest, speak up. This isn’t the time to be a hero. We’ve got a long march ahead of us and I would rather we all made it back alive. Now let’s get a move on. We’re in for a long ride.”
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        * * *

      

      Daylight had come and gone and night had returned. 

      We had travelled through the day pushing through the jungle, hacking at vine leaves, pushing through the undergrowth and slapping away bugs determined to drink our blood. The going had been slow, painfully so. We were sluggish in our movements. Motor skills not working as they should do, we did our best as we continued on with our march. 

      I had noticed that I wasn’t sweating as much as I had been when I had first started this journey. It was a worry I placed at the back of my mind to keep an eye out in case anything developed. My lips had gone from cracked to painful but again, it was something I couldn’t really do anything about and just had to suffer silently.

      The option to stop for the night had been raised, but we all thought on it and couldn’t bring ourselves to spend a night in the humid heat with nothing to drink or eat, while we tossed and turned trying to grab whatever sleep we could. The only thing that would accomplish would be to worsen our situation, so we opted to continue on.

      Now, as my foot caught on a branch and I stumbled painfully down to one knee, I wondered how smart that decision to continue on had been. 

      “Did… did, did I ever tell you the time when the world-famous chef Soul Food stole one of my recipes?” Tuari said, just above a whisper.

      “Like… like you knew Soul Food,” Willis replied just as painfully. “Soul Food is a legend. Now I’m not saying your cooking isn’t good, Tuari, but compared to Soul Food’s? You and him are not in the same league.”

      “Have you tried his food?” 

      Silence.

      “Well, of course not, the waiting list to attend one of his restaurants is two years, not to mention the price tag to eat there would cost a small cargo ship.”

      “If you’ve not tried his food then I would suggest you refrain from making judgements,” Tuari said, with a hint of anger I rarely heard in his voice. “Soul Food is a good chef, do not get me wrong—some may even class him as a great chef—but to be put in the same category as legends such as Alain Ducasse, Georges Auguste Escoffier or Yoshihiro Murata, no, my ginger friend, he falls far too short for that. 

      “Soul Food relies on his name, charm, and the gimmick that he has created for himself in the media to push his style so the public thinks his food is more than it is. No, Soul Food is not legendary, just another celebrity.”

      “So why is Soul Food not legendary, but these other chefs are?” Willis asked.

      “He doesn’t create from the heart.”

      Insects called to one another and airborne creatures of the night fluttered their wings back and forth while they dived for their meal; all the while we waited for an expansion on Tuari’s thoughts but none were forthcoming.

      “That’s it?” Willis demanded.

      “What more is there to being the best at your craft, than creating from your heart?”

      “I—” Willis began but stopped. “Fair enough.”

      “So what recipe did he steal from you?” I asked.

      “It pains me to even say it now, but I showed the bastard a simple chicken soup recipe and you’ll never guess what he ended up doing with it…”

      “Not his Chicken Soup for the Soul?” Willis asked.

      “Yes, he packaged it and created his whole career off that one little recipe I showed him. I thought he would improve and create something else worth talking about but everything he has developed so far hasn’t had the same hit.”

      “You’re telling me,” Willis asked, stopping on the path we were on, and looking back at Tuari with narrowed eyes, “that you, you who I’ve seen bite his own toenails, are responsible for one of the greatest food dishes of our generation?” 

      “Pretty much.”

      “I call bullshit!”

      “It matters little what you think, Ginger Nuts. I know the truth and that’s all that matters.”

      “Dear God,” Willis said, lifting his hands up to the air, “I’m sorry to disturb you at this late hour, but we need your guidance. Please give us a sign, any sign to show us this lying sack of shit is telling the truth.”

      Willis cupped his hand to his ear and looked left and right as nothing but insects buzzed about us. “Thank you, Father, for once again showing this asswipe’s true colours. See, I knew you were full of shi—”

      The forest exploded in howls forcing the hairs on the back of my neck to stand up on end. Willis’s prayers had been heard, but I didn’t think he would like the answer.
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      We all looked at each other, none of us moving as the howls vanished as quick as they came. 

      Nothing but our eyeballs moved as we made eye contact. The fear and panic mirrored on everyone’s face was clear. We were all thinking the same thing; we were surrounded and the wolves that had made the noise were more in number than when we had first encountered them. My sandpaper-like tongue passed over my lips painfully while I scanned the jungle.

      Nothing moved. 

      The insects and other wildlife had gone quiet, almost sensing the apex predators of the neighbourhood were home and it would be best for all parties involved to go back to their houses and slowly close the windows and blinds and lock the door.

      It had been more than ten seconds, but still, the only thing I could hear was the pounding of my heart inside my ears. Maybe the pack had moved on. Maybe they hadn’t noticed us. Maybe—

      The howls that escaped throats vibrated through our chest, but this time growls and snarls that sounded way too close for comfort accompanied them.

      “Way to go, Ginger Nuts!” Tuari said.

      “What the did I do?”

      “Maybe you can pray for some locusts too while you’re at it!”

      “This isn’t my—”

      The rustle of leaves and the snapping of twigs had us all grabbing for our weapons. A monstrous head that was all canines and drool appeared in front of me from the brushes, its snapping jaws looking to latch on to whatever it could. Taking a step backwards I shoved my shotgun in its mouth and pulled, the thunderous roar blowing its head into bite-size chunks. 

      Another head appeared and leapt out of the shadows but I dropped to the ground and escaped its snapping jaws, the wolf sailed over me and landed a few feet away, its teeth reflected the dim glow of the stars overhead as it braced itself for another attack; it jumped but someone else fired a shot catching it in the side. It slid to a halt at my feet and tried to get back up, but I placed the barrel of my gun behind its head and ended its misery.

      “Where did they come from?” Willis asked, but no one cared to answer as we did our best to fire at anything at moved.

      Another beast leapt from the brush; I dodged its jaws, but its claws still found my flesh and drew blood. Willis filled it with holes before turning his attention to the next target.

      I looked around and saw we had to move. Brush and vegetation surrounded us on all sides. We couldn’t see where our next attack was coming from and soon it would only take a lucky attack from the pack to do one of us serious damage.

      “Run!” I yelled as another head tried to take a bite out of my arm.

      I led the way feet pounding on the path, energy-drained limbs doing their best to run but not picking up the speed I wanted because of the lack of water and food I’d neglected to give my body. Footsteps behind me told me that everyone else had followed my path. I urged my legs to move faster but they wouldn’t listen. 

      Howls in the foreground told me that the pack was on the hunt. 

      My heart felt like it was going to erupt through my chest, but I forced myself to keep going.

      “Isn’t… running from a wolf pack… the worse thing you can do?” Tuari asked, words coming out laboured.

      “We need to find an area that gives us…” I slapped my chest as the last words felt stuck in my throat, “…a better view of what is coming.”

      Howls and snarls came from the vegetation on either side of us. I pointed my shotgun at the brush on my left and fired off a round that caused something to yelp. 

      “Samuel, does anywhere like that come to mind?” I asked.

      Eyes wide in shock he stared through me and didn’t say a word. His body was covered in blood but I couldn’t see any wounds.

      “Are you hurt?” I asked.

      “We shouldn’t be doing this. These poor creatures have only gone wild because of the Diamond District’s involvement in my mines. The poor creatures are just in pain and scared.”

      “Look, fuckface!” Willis said, grabbing him by the shoulder as they ran. “I give two shits about those wolves—if it was up to me I would kill the whole lot of them and sell them as rugs, but it’s not. The only thing I care about is getting out of here without getting a piece taken out of my ass. Now wake up and think! Where is the best place we can hold off these rabid mutts?”

      “Less than half a mile up ahead, there should be a clearing.”

      I gave him a nod of thanks as we kept on pushing the pace. I knew we could never outrun a pack of wolves, but if we got to a defensive position where we could hold them off for long enough, then maybe, just maybe, we might survive this.

      A snarl and the breaking of brush took me out of my thoughts as another monstrous head come towards me. It didn’t get very far as I blasted it before it could leap in the air. 

      Heavy wheezing sounded behind me and I looked over my shoulder to see Tuari struggling to keep up. His six foot four frame, covered in slabs of meat and muscle, wasn’t designed for long-distance running. I saw the pain behind his eyes as he tried his best to keep running, but the oxygen just wasn’t getting to his lungs fast enough.

      He saw me looking and gave me a faint nod.

      “How far?” I asked.

      “It should be the next turning,” Samuel replied.

      The path up ahead took a sharp right. Seeing our goal within sight, we redoubled our efforts until we came to a small clearing that gave us a good view of anything approaching from the jungle. 

      Skidding to a halt we got back to back in a small circle so we covered all areas.

      The howling and snarling had stopped. The silence raised the hairs on the back of my hand as I held my breath and scanned my surroundings. They were out there, waiting, prowling. A rustle to our left pulled our guns in that direction, but nothing appeared.

      I tried to take a deep breath to steady my shaking hands. They were cramping from either lack of food or water. I saw Willis shaking his shoulders out too as he too must be feeling the effects. 

      The silence stretched for a minute. Then two. Then three.

      A single bead of sweat ran down the side of my face. I was tempted to lick it off. 

      Willis and Tuari looked in my direction, their eyes saying what their mouths couldn’t. Another rustle in the leaves ahead, then another to my left, then my right. They were playing mind games with us. A bark straight in front of me made me redouble the grip on my gun. I narrowed my eyes and waited. 

      A body burst from the undergrowth to my left; low towards the ground it came speeding towards me, I fired off one shot but missed as it changed direction; it didn’t make it far as Tuari placed a bullet between its eyes.

      Another came out of the brush, and another, and another. We opened fire as wolves appeared out of the undergrowth at rapid speed. Our circle tightened as we each took a couple of steps back from the oncoming onslaught. The surrounding jungle was alive with barks and growls. I fired left and right but no matter how quickly we cleared the surrounding area, more bodies kept on appearing like a zombie onslaught. 

      We had to do something and do it quick otherwise they would overrun us in a matter of minutes. I grabbed for some explosives shells but found I had run out. Gritting my teeth I checked how much ammo I had and wished I hadn’t; I was running low and if the onslaught didn’t let up, it wouldn’t be long till I was completely out.

      “I’m running low on ammo, how’s everyone else doing?” I asked.

      “I only have what’s in my gun!” Tuari yelled. 

      “I have a few extra rounds, but that won’t last two minutes if these wolves don’t stop coming!” 

      We kept on firing, but nothing appeared to deter the creatures; they came towards us with an insatiable hunger that spoke of how crazed they were from whatever contaminated water source they had drunk from.  

      “On your six!” Tuari said to me.

      I turned to face that direction and saw a black-haired beast sprint towards me; I squeezed my trigger, but nothing happened. Eyes wide in surprise I just had time to lift the barrel of my shotgun sideways towards my face as teeth that led into a black hole came towards me, The wolf’s jaws clamped onto the barrel and I held on tight as the weight and momentum from its body forced me over. 

      We landed in a heap and the only thing that raced through my mind was to keep hold of my gun. 

      The wolf shook its head back and forth while I did my best to try and get up, but it was easier said than done. The thing weighed a ton. Saliva and drool speckled my face as it shook its head, trying to tear the gun from my grip. Getting my legs out from underneath it, I kicked it in the chest as hard as I could but it was like hitting a wall made of muscle and bone. 

      The muscles in my arms were being to tire. I tried to call for help, but the words caught in my throat. As it released its grip I got a respite as it tried to go in for the kill once more, but I was ready for it and brought the shotgun back and smashed the gunstock in its muzzle. It retreated a few feet and once again I smashed the gun into its black demon-like face as I finally got to my feet.

      It was injured but it wasn’t defeated as it took a few steps back and circled me. 

      Another wolf trotted next to it eyeing me just as hungrily.

      I had stopped hearing gunshots. A quick glance over my shoulder told me the story as everyone had taken up similar stances to me; weapons now used as clubs everyone faced off against more than one wolf. 

      The action had slowed to a standstill as if the wolves knew we were done for and were just savouring the moment until it became unbearable. No one moved. 

      “I can’t believe that some bitch-ass wolf is going to kill me. By all the ways I could have gone out, this is how you do me, Lord?”

      “I would say, Ginger Nuts, that being shat out by said wolf is far worse,” Tuari said.

      “Our journey won’t end here,” I said through gritted teeth.

      “Who you trying to convince—”

      They moved as one. Teeth came towards us in a display of savagery that put us on the back foot. I grimaced as I swung my shotgun as a club, hitting the first wolf who came towards me in the jaw; it fell sideways but another had already taken its place and I just had time to use my gun as a block as it tackled me to the ground. Its head moved back and forth trying to get a firm bite and I did my best to evade its jaws, but I wasn’t fast enough and felt teeth sink into my forearm.

      I screamed in pain as my arm felt like it was on fire. The beast shook its head and I felt the bones in my arms snap, causing another chorus of pain to escape my lips. 

      Shit! Where was my gun? 

      I had lost it in the scramble and had now resorted to using my free hand as a club to beat against the beast’s face, but it ignored my feeble attempts at escape and redoubled its grip. 

      Biting back the pain that surfaced in the forefront of my brain, I fought and fought, but with each strike I landed against the animal the voice of doom was growing too strong to ignore. The voice that told me that this was it. I had reached the end of the road and no matter how bravely I fought, sooner or later I would end up just another meal for this animal to digest.

      I saw nothing but black fur as a face made out of nightmares came for me.
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      I brought up my free arm to shield me and waited for the inevitable, but it never came.

      A flood of light surrounded us and gunshots could be heard as cries of pain came from the wolves. The beast attacking me momentarily looked up and its life ended as a blade swept through its neck and sent its head spinning into the darkness. Blood gushed from its neck spraying me from head to toe. I tried to wipe my face but all I succeeded in doing was smearing the blood into my eyes. 

      It burnt.

      I posted on my arm to try and get up to my feet but the arm gave away in a shower of agony, which caused me to land face first in the dirt. Right. Arm broken. I clutched it to my chest and rose to my feet but a firm hand pushed me back down.

      “Stay put.”

      I recognised that voice. But it couldn’t be—the person it belonged to should still be back in the city, safe and sound. Not amongst this chaos that could end anyone’s life at a moment’s notice.

      I hurriedly used the sleeve of my shirt to wipe my eyes and looked up to see a slender back with brunette locks cascading down it. Two black knives that appeared to eat the very light were held tightly while the figure took a fighting stance. A wolf sprinted forward and leapt up but the knives found their marks and the wolf collapsed in a heap on the ground. 

      “Poppy! What the hell are you doing?” I asked.

      “What does it look like? Saving your  ass. Again.”

      “I thought I told you to stay back in the city?”

      Another wolf leapt towards us but she darted forward with a speed my eyes couldn’t follow, killing it before it hit the ground.

      “You say a lot of things, darling, how am I meant to keep track of all of them?” she said, giving me a smile over her shoulder.

      My lips pulled back in a fine line as the annoyance I felt in the pit of my stomach tried to surface. I finally made my way to my feet as men flooded the area with machine guns, shooting anything that moved. They moved with a precision that spoke of a military background. The wolves that had been attacking us turned their attention to them, but it was an ill-advised move, as they met their demise with a quick blast of rifle fire. The group parted like the Red Sea around us, protecting us from all sides as their rifles sprayed the vegetation. 

      As the last of the gunshots died away I finally saw who was leading them. 

      Scarface.

      He had survived the cave-in and had made it back to the city alive to bring back reinforcements. For that I owed him a debt I could never repay as he saved us all from certain death.

      The chaos died down to a decrescendo as the last of the wolves were put out of their misery. Looking around, Scarface nodded his head in approval before walking up to Samuel and embracing the crying leader in a bear hug.

      Samuel patted him on the back before they parted, then he surveyed the damage that had been done. “I want all the carcasses burnt, and a ceremonial goodbye shall be given in respects to these poor animals who threw away their lives because they were driven mad by humans’ intervention.”

      “Shouldn’t we get back to the city?” I asked, fearful of another attack.

      “No,” Samuel replied, “we stay here until the job is done, then we camp here for the night. My men have brought food and water. We have nothing to fear, not until we get back to the city at least. Now we must hurry; there is plenty to do before the night is over.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The ceremony for the wolves we had killed had been weird to say the least. 

      All the bodies had been collected and piled on top of a funeral pyre. The base of the pyre was then decorated with flowers and any items the men had that could be used as gifts. Once done the men washed with water scented with a fragrance I couldn’t quite place; it reminded me of wildflowers after a heavy rainfall. 

      After they did this, the men gathered around the pyre and prayed on their knees. I couldn’t quite make out the words said, but many had tears in their eyes and a few were openly wailing. 

      “What a bunch of nut jobs,” Willis muttered before he sulked off into the shadows.

      This went on for some time until Samuel stepped forward with a flaming torch in his hand. At his signal everyone got to their feet and stepped back while he made his way towards the pyre. 

      “We are gathered here today, to pray for forgiveness to the Almighty Mother so she doesn’t judge us too harshly on what we have done. These wolves were once her sacred creatures, but because of man’s greed and involvement in what doesn’t concern him, they were poisoned and driven mad. I know many of you,” Samuel said, eyes darting to Scarface, “have rallied for harsher punishments to befall these men who have trespassed on our lands. There have been whispers of violence. Of war. But that is not the path we should take.

      “I want us all to remember that we have never been a violent people—”

      “Maybe it’s about time that changed,” someone muttered in the darkness.

      Samuel continued on as if the person hadn’t spoken: “I repeat! We are not a violent people! These trials and tribulations are just the Mother’s way of testing us. Of showing us the more we suffer the stronger we become. The more we endure the greater our knowledge and wisdom of all things will be. I know this last year has been a trying time. Enemies are pushing on our borders and testing their limits every day. But that doesn’t mean we must stoop to their level. 

      “We must remember we created this place, this sanctuary, as a means to live a life free of violence. Free of the pain that conflict can bring. If we divert off that path then I only foresee a borough, a land, a place, like all the other boroughs that exist on this planet. Many of you have visited those places, but if you have forgotten I shall remind you that they are places of hurt, of pain, of addiction, of suffering brought on by greed and desire.

      “They are not places I want to live!” 

      The flames of the torch in Samuel’s hand flickered as if nature itself around him were giving him power. It threw his face in light—eyes reflecting the glow of the flames—before shadow overtook his features once again.

      “We as a people value all life! Be it animal, human or plant. I will not stand by and allow us to become hypocrites, just because times are hard.”

      The muttering that had surfaced was slowly dying down as Samuel cast his gaze over the crowd. Many bowed their heads lower and avoided his gaze but I could still sense the tension under the surface.

      The waters may have looked calm but raging torrents were whirling underneath.

      “You have trusted me so far to lead you, to guide you, and I have not done so through violence or aggression but with kindness. With understanding. With trying to pave the way to a better life for the generations that are to come. Trust me now to lead you through this time as I have done before.”

      He said nothing as he kept his gaze over his men until the silence stretched to the breaking point, then he turned around and threw the torch onto the pyre where it exploded into flames.
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      Later at night, I found myself propped up against a tree some distance away from the funeral pyre that filled the air with the scent of burning hair. The fire flickered and leapt as the fat from the bodies added to the flames.

      I rested on a bed of leaves and moss and was naked from the waist up. Poppy knelt next to me and held my broken arm in her lap. She ran her gaze up and down it slowly, inspecting every inch of it.

      “I’ve got good news and I’ve got bad news,” she said, finally looking up at me.

      “Let’s hear it then…”

      “The good news is that the only thing broken is your forearm.”

      “You call that good news?”

      “A jungle wolf's jaw has the crushing power to shatter bone; yours merely has a clean break.” 

      “That is wonderful news,” I said with an eye roll. “I must remember to keep my excitement in check, and thank my lucky stars at how favoured I’ve been by Lady Luck currently.”

      She looked at me but said nothing.

      “Are you sure that’s the only damage done? It sure hurts like hell and my skin feels like it’s on fire.”

      “Eyes that can do everything from X-ray to see infrared, remember,” she said, tapping the side of her head. 

      “Okay. Fine. What’s the bad news?”

      She scratched her neck while she looked off into the distance before looking back at me. “Your blood appears to be infected with whatever the wolves were carrying. Which would explain the burning sensation you are feeling.”

      “What? How is that possible?”

      “The wolf that attacked you broke the skin, no different from being bitten by an animal that has rabies. The virus is spreading fast. Much faster than anything I have seen. It shouldn’t kill you—”

      “It shouldn’t?”

      “No,” she said, looking me in the eye, “not before we reach the city, but I’m afraid you are going to suffer from whatever side effects the virus places on your body.”

      “Which are?” I asked in a soft voice.

      “Sweating, fever, joint pain, vomiting, hallucinations, headaches… but that’s only a guess. It could be all of them, or it could be none of them.” 

      “How confident are you they can treat this once we get to the city?” 

      “I’ve scanned the virus’s DNA strand from the wolf’s blood and saliva and have already constructed a formula of antibodies to fight it. I have spoken to Samuel and he has assured me his labs have everything I need, as he is also interested in a cure for this virus. Now, it’s just a case of getting you there.” 

      “I see you have everything already figured out.”

      “What is your problem?” Poppy snapped.

      “You being here,” I spat, regretting the words before they even left my mouth.

      She leaned back away from me, hurt in her eyes, and I gritted my teeth as I tried to think of the right words to say.

      “Look, I thought we agreed it would be better if you stayed in the city—”

      “No! You agreed. I merely went along with it to keep you happy.”

      “The reason why we agreed was because it would be safer. We can’t only think of ourselves anymore. There are three of us now in this picture,” I said, touching her stomach. “We need to be more cautious in the way we do things. In the way the crew operates. Things have to change—”

      She pushed my hand off her and got up to her feet.

      “You need to stop treating me like I’m made of glass. I can punch through a reinforced brick wall with ease. I’ve seen you, on the other hand, get injured by merely slipping on grass! If anyone should be protected, should be playing it safe, it’s you.” 

      “The grass was covered in ice! That’s why I slipped and twisted my ankle. It could happen to anyone!” I said.

      “Yet,” she continued, “you constantly throw yourself in these situations because of what?

      “Male pride?

      “Ego?”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked.

      “Don’t deny you feel threatened because of what I am. You feel you need to prove yourself. You feel if you don’t, then the others won’t see you as a worthy captain. But I don’t care about any of that, I just care about you getting back to me safe and sound.”

      I shook my head, lost for words. Was there any truth in what she said? Did I feel threatened by her? Had I been acting more reckless now that I had become the captain of the Junk Yard Dogs?

      Reckless was never a word anyone had used to describe me but things had changed.

      “You have nothing to worry—” I began, but she cut me off with a look.

      “Don’t you dare. Don’t you dare sit there with a broken arm and some virus crawling through your body and tell me I have nothing to worry about. It may not have occurred to you, but the chances of me surviving all of this, compared to you, stacks nicely in my favour. I can even do the math for you if you like.”

      “Poppy—”

      “I’m scared, Quinton. I’m scared because I’m going through something I’ve never experienced before and I need you there with me. But if you keep on doing this, then….”

      “Poppy, he’s still out there. Alvis won’t stop until he has you or he destroys you.”

      “We can run.”

      “Not forever. Not without always looking over our backs. Not without always living with this thing that hangs over our family, always wondering, always thinking—will today be the day, will today be the day that, that monster has finally found us? If we don’t bring the fight to him, to all of them, then they will crush everything we have before it even begins and I won’t have that. I refuse to be a doormat. I refuse to allow someone else to dictate how I live. Not anymore. Those days are over.”

      She looked at me with sadness that radiated from her very soul. Walking forward she grabbed me on either side of the face and kissed me softly on the lips before pulling away and looking into my eyes.

      “None of that should matter as long as we have each other. People can’t hurt what we have unless we allow them to.”

      “But they can hurt you, they can hurt our child. That’s all they need to do to win.”

      “And what if they decide to hurt you?”

      “I—”

      “If I weren’t here today then that wolf would have killed you. What would have I done then? You need to stop thinking only about yourself. I may not be human but my heart beats just the same. It works both ways, Quinton. It works both ways,” she said as she walked away and left me to my thoughts.
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      We were walking through the jungle, my feet dragging behind me. This was after a fitful sleep that had me trying to get as comfortable as possible, while my broken arm woke me every ten minutes as I rested on it by mistake and my body’s temperature slowly rose as the night went on.

       Sweats had turned to shivers and shivers had turned to sweats, as I tossed and turned.

      It was a night I wouldn’t forget in a hurry.

      Now I shielded my face with one hand as the blazing sun felt like it was melting my skin off my bones. 

      I took the water bottle attached to my belt and brought it up to my mouth and stopped. The snake on it was moving. But how… I closed my eyes and shook my head and looked again, but the logo was now still. Bringing it up to my mouth, I caught a flicker of movement and stopped, jerking the bottle towards my face. 

      I had sworn—

      “Quinton!”

      “Huh?” 

      I looked around to see Tuari and Willis looking my way. They said nothing but just stared.

      “What?”

      “What the fuck do you mean what? We’ve been calling you for the last five minutes and all you’ve been doing is looking at that bottle,” Willis said.

      “Oh.”

      I returned my focus to the bottle until a hand pushed it towards my face. Taking a long drink until I was full I let my gaze follow the hand towards a face, which belonged to Samuel. 

      “It’s just the virus running through your system,” he said. “The sooner we get you to—”

      Whatever else was said I didn’t hear as his mouth stretched into a cartoonish grin, forcing me to pull away from him sharply until I bumped into something. I turned and saw Tuari standing before me, hands placed out in front of him like he had encountered a wild animal and didn’t what to scare it away. 

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Breathe,” he said. “I just want you to breathe.”

      Why was he telling me to breathe? I looked at him in confusion but followed his advice nevertheless. The pounding in my head ceased momentarily and I sighed as I felt a cool sensation running down the back of my neck. Looking up I saw Samuel holding an empty bottle of water.

      “The water won’t do much, but it’s the best we can do in the circumstances,” he said.

      “Poppy?”

      “She’s… she said she would be back, but first she needed to head back to the city and prepare the medical care that would combat whatever is running throughout your body. She assured me once she was done there, then she would be back for you.”

      “She’s left?”

      He replied but I failed to hear his response. My thoughts raced back to the last conversation we had. It had been one of anger, of hurt, of feelings of hopelessness. 

      No wonder she left. She had been trying to tell me that everything was alright, trying to console me, but I had thrown it back in her face and now she had left me. Who was I to blame her?

      “Come on,” someone said, but I couldn’t tell who, “the quicker we get moving the quicker we can get you help.”

      I took a step forward—and I was somewhere different.

      I looked around and didn’t notice anything familiar. Sweat coated my face and I used the back of my hand to wipe it from my brow as I looked around. Where… were we?

      How far had we travelled?

      I looked up and the sun was higher in the sky than it had been previously. Tree branches moved like arms twisting and lurching towards me as I did my best to avoid them. They tried to grope my body but I battered them away and sidestepped out of their reach. Frustrated at not getting their prey, they grew, forcing me to shuffle back until I turned tail and ran.

      Leaves slapped me in the face and vines with thorns pulled and tore at my clothing but I didn’t care. I needed to get away. I needed to escape. I needed to tell Poppy I was sorry. That I loved her.

      I emerged into a clearing like a startled animal and looked around. The overheard sun felt heavy on my shoulders as I took in the scene before me. There were huts dotted about me. They looked familiar. Had I been here before?

      Walking forward I heard voices before the smell hit me. It was the metallic scent of blood that hit the back of the throat. I dry heaved until bile rose from my stomach and poured from my mouth; the acrid stench burnt the hairs of my nostrils. I wiped the drool from the corners of my mouth and continued on. The party I was with had gotten there before me.

      Samuel and Scarface were arguing but voices were not being raised. They both spoke to each other using hand signals but each gesture was sharp and to the point. The rest of their men were either shaking their heads or doing their best not to cry. I still didn’t understand what the problem was until I saw the first row of blanketed bodies that rested on the ground.

      Each hut had a similar scene in front of it. 

      Bodies large and small rested under sheets soaked in blood. 

      “What happened here?” I asked Tuari, who had just emerged from one of the huts.

      “Nothing short of a blood bath. These people didn’t even have anything to defend themselves with. It seems whoever rolled through here wanted to make sure no witnesses stayed alive to identify the culprits.”

      “This place looks familiar.”

      “It should,” Willis said, walking up to us, “it’s one of the villages we passed on our way to the cave. Whoever did this used weaponry from a small ship, then cleared up afterwards with an assault rifle.”

      “How do you know that?” I asked.

      “Look around you.”

      I slowly swivelled my head around and took in the scene around me. Holes the size of fists had punched through the mud walls of the huts and had passed all the way through to the other side; the vegetation around the camp had been torn to bits, with branches snapped and leaves chewed to shreds. Walking in the centre of the camp I knelt on the ground and touched the burn marks that a small aircraft had made as it landed. The dry mud was caked in boot marks, which lead to each hut. I looked back at the bodies and noticed the feet poking out from under the sheet were barefoot. 

      This wasn’t someone trying to cover up their deeds. This was someone who was looking for payback and I could only think of one person who had escaped in a small craft in the last twenty-four hours who would want any. 

      “The asshole who escaped from the cave did this,” Willis said, teeth bared like a dog.

      “We don’t know that for sure!” came Samuel’s voice from across the camp.

      “Who else would do this but those Diamond District fuckers?” said one of his men.

      “There is no point in casting judgement when we haven’t got all the facts!” Samuel said.

      “What facts do you need!” another man yelled. “Our people are dying before our very eyes, and you chose to do nothing but sit on your ass and think. There is a time for action and there is a time for thinking and this is a time for action, before our enemies gather more forces and make a push into our lands we aren’t prepared for. If we wait any longer it will be too late. Now is the time to strike! While they think us weak and wounded.”

      “Do you know what you are saying?” Samuel asked, “our people have never been to war; our people have always kept in harmony with the other boroughs. That is how we have survived and flourished for so long.” 

      “Maybe it’s about time that changes.”

      “Not as long as I am in charge.”

      “Maybe it’s about time that changes too.”

      Silence greeted the last sentence as neither party spoke. I looked out over the crowd and saw eyes cast down or afield, while others looked straight through Samuel like he wasn’t even there. A few, like the last man who had spoken, stared at him, anger radiating from their very souls.

      “Oi,” Willis said, walking forward, “what’s your name?”

      The last man who had spoken pointed to himself and Willis nodded. “Jon.”

      “Have you ever been in a real fight, Jon?”

      “Yeah. Of course.”

      “I mean,” Willis said, slowly circling him, “a real fight. One where your life is on the line.”

      “There was—”

      “And I’m not talking about a bunch of pussy-ass wolves who are half brain dead either.”

      “If you let me finish, then I was going to say that there had been a bunch of smugglers looking to take some of our marijuana stock a few years back, and some of the boys and I had to get into a fight with them; some gunfire was exchanged and we scared them off. It was all second nature anyway; some of the men in the borough go through weapons training, hand-to-hand combat, that sort of thing—I’ve done it myself a few times. There’s nothing to it, really.”

      Willis continued to walk around Jon while he nodded his head. He looked to Tuari and gave him a slight shrug. “There’s nothing to it. Hear that, big boy? Jon here says there is nothing to it. Silly me. Here I was thinking taking a man’s life was something to be nervous about. Something to fear—”

      “I didn’t say I enjoyed it!”

      “No. No, you didn’t. But there are some men who do. There are some men that long to feel their enemy’s warm blood drip down their forearms while the knife they hold plunges into their enemy’s guts. There are some men who will look into your eyes until the light slowly fades, savouring each and every moment of it. There are some men who will break your limbs and leave you lying in the dirt with a front-row seat, while they rape your loved ones and pillage your home as you scream and beg them to stop, but you know deep down in your heart of hearts you can’t do anything to stop them. Until you beg for mercy for them to kill you, but they don’t give it to you, but instead leave you to forever live out your days with those haunted memories until you do the job for them and take your own life.

      “Then…!” Willis said, moving in front of Jon so quickly, he failed to take a step back even as a knife was placed under his chin. 

      “Then… Oh, then, there are some bastards who just love chaos. They look around the universe and realise that none of it matters; no matter what they do, their actions are pointless and fruitless, so they may as well cause as much damage and destruction as they can in the name of fun and leaving a legacy. Those men are the ones who are most dangerous because they begin to believe, to convince themselves, what they do does matter, and that they were born to be rulers, conquerors, leaders.

      “When you find those men… you put them down. Swift and hard. Because society can only take so many Alexanders, Genghises, Adolfs.” 

      Jon said nothing as he tried to focus on the point of the knife under his chin as well as Willis’s face. 

      “So, Jon, tell me. Which one of those men are you?”

      Nobody spoke as Jon tried his best not to swallow. His eyes darted to the men on either side of him but there was no help forthcoming there. Everyone had taken a step back from the madman with a ginger beard. 

      Samuel stepped forward but Willis’s hand shot out and pointed his way, stopping him dead in his tracks. 

      “You see, Jonny boy, the people who are the first to call for war, first to pick up arms, are normally the people last to bleed on the battlefield or never see it at all. Until you smell the stench of another man’s shit after he’s been killed and soiled himself then your opinion really doesn’t matter.”

      Jon audibly gulped as the tip of the blade inched closer to his Adam’s apple, while the manic grin on Willis’s face only broadened. 

      Jon’s hands inched for the weapon at his side. If he reached it—

      “Willis, that’s enough,” Samuel said, resting a hand on his shoulder and deflating the ball of tension in the air. “That’s enough. Everyone pack up; we leave in five. Time is of the essence and the others must be made aware of this.”

      No one moved.

      “I said we leave in five!”

      They sent scornful looks his and Willis’s way as the crowd broke apart and everyone went their own way. We had avoided bloodshed but I wasn’t too sure if we would be so lucky next time.
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      We continued the journey with the sun still beating a rhythm on my upper back; I had stopped sweating, which I knew was a bad sign ,and the shivers and chills which accompanied it shortly after left no doubt in my mind. 

      Time felt like it slowed down and then sped up. 

      One minute someone was looking at me, the next nothing but trees surrounded me, I saw shapes and animals that had no business being in the jungle out of the corner of my eye. Every time I tried to focus on them, they would vanish and disappear amidst a rustle of undergrowth or burrow into the ground. 

      I stumbled into a clearing and standing in front of me was a white nine-tailed fox with piercing green eyes. I looked around and found I was otherwise alone. When I took a step forward the creature didn’t move but sat upright facing me with an intelligence that stopped me in my tracks, I looked around me once again but still found I was alone. 

      “I do not bite,” it said.

      I was going crazy.

      I took two steps hurriedly back thinking only of escape but yet again it spoke to me.

      “What are you afraid of, young man?” 

      “Animals do not talk.  Need I say any more?”

      A chuckle that sounded like an autumn breeze escaped its mouth while it regarded me. Its voice sounded as old as time itself, yet it comforted me. It sounded familiar.

      “There is nothing to be afraid of. You know me well.”

      “Err, can’t say that I do. I would remember a white nine-tailed talking fox. That sort of thing tends to come up in conversation; it would be the most interesting point of my life. Someone would ask how my day was and I would be like, hey, do you know I have a talking fox as a friend, I mean—” I was rambling.

      “Wait,” I said taking a step closer, “I have seen you before.” 

      I thought long and hard where I had seen the image and slapped myself on the forehead. It was the tattoo Poppy had; all members of the Junk Yard Dogs had a canine-related tattoo. Mine was the constellation of the Greek mythological dog called Laelaps.

       “Ah! I get it,” I said, finally relieved I had figured it out. “I’m just hallucinating right now, but you’re actually Poppy. Damn, this virus must have me more messed up than I thought. As you’re here I take it the medical care to get rid of this thing is ready?”

      The fox looked at me but said nothing.

      I rubbed my hands up and down my arms as a stiff breeze tore through the treetops.

      “Poppy, it’s alright. I’ve been seeing weird stuff all day. Once we get back to the city and I get the medical attention I need everything shall be alright.”

      Still, the fox didn’t move but remained where it sat.

      “Pop?”

      “I have many names but Poppy or Pop isn’t one of them. The Chinese know me as Húli Jīng, the Japanese know me as Kitsune, the Koreans call me Kumiho. I am the shapeshifter. The trickster. The creature who seduces men for her own deeds until she gets what she wants,” said the fox, shapeshifting into a naked form of Poppy, who gave me a smile before turning back.

      “So what do you want of me?”

      “The question you should be asking, dear boy, is what have I already gotten?”

      I took another step toward it as I felt the frustration from my chest rise up into my face.

      “I don’t know what you’re trying to get at, but Poppy would never do anything to hurt me, would never do anything to betray my trust.”

      “It’s interesting that’s the first thought which occurred to you, when no such thought was spoken by me.”

      “If you’re just going to talk in riddles, then I have better things to do than to listen to you.”

      “Such as?” the fox asked, head tilted to the side.

      “Staying alive. Now if you would excuse me…”

      “What I offer could very well save your life, maybe not now, but sometime in the future.”

      I folded my arms over my chest and just stared.

      “Doesn’t it seem strange to you, that the only AI humanoid woman in the whole universe has fallen for you? She’s been alive for hundreds of years, has met countless people and yet you, dear Quinton, have somehow tickled her fancy. Has it never crossed your mind why?”

      I would be lying if I said it hadn’t. But as the time passed between us I had given it less and less thought. More important things had cropped up. Like killer robot spiders and gang lords who wanted nothing more than to separate my head from my body. 

      “I did at first, but then, stuff like that just didn’t matter anymore. I’m pretty sure I love her and she loves me.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “She says she does, what more is there to need?”

      “How easily a pretty face can sway the emotions of the heart.”

      “Ha! If that were true then I would have cheated on my ex-wife a long time ago. Tracy from Accounts couldn’t keep her hands off me at the Christmas party and she had a figure to die for. No, I’m with Poppy because she’s smart, strong, can sometimes be pig-headed until she gets her own way but I like that quality about her, she’s saved my life more times than I can count and will save my life that much more in the future. But the main reason why I fell for her was because she treated me like a human. 

      “She stood up for me. Had faith in me. Believed in me. I’ve never had that. Not from my parents. Not from my friends. Not from my wife.

      “So yes, talking nine-tailed fox with more names than I can pronounce, she has my heart. I don’t see why that should concern you.”

      “Because, my dear boy, there shall come a time when you may have to make the hardest choice any person has to make. One that may break you to your core.”

      “Which is?’

      “To choose between the life of your child and that of the woman you love.”

      I stared at the fox and felt my teeth grind as I walked towards it, hands clenched at my sides. The wind picked up and stirred the leaves underfoot as the fox waited for me to complete my journey, and then I was in front of it.

      “What did you say?”

      “I am only the messenger. Do not be angry with me for delivering what needed to be heard.”

      “I think it’s about time you leave.”

      The fox sat where it was.

      “I said…! Leave!”

      I grabbed a stick from the ground and by the time I looked up, the fox had taken off. I was still mad. I still wanted it to pay for telling me such lies. Stick in hand I gave chase as I lumbered after it through the jungle while it ran as if surfing on water. Nothing impeded its path, while branches, vines and roots got in my way, but I didn’t care. 

      My only goal was to destroy the white streak ahead of me. My only mission was to make it pay. 

      I ran and ran until my legs burnt and my chest felt like it was going to explode. It was always one step ahead of me, always just out of reach—until it stopped and I had it where I wanted it. Stick held overhead I screamed from the top of my lungs as I charged forward but I never made it, as something tackled me from the side.

      Face skidding along the forest floor and buried under a pile of leaves, I tried my hardest to break free from whatever held me down but I couldn’t.

      “Let me go! Let me go!”

      “Quinton! It’s me. It’s okay. Quinton, you need to calm down. Please. Calm down.”

      The voice sounded familiar.

      “Pop?”

      The pressure on the base of my back relaxed allowing me to turn to my back and see Poppy above me; concern graced her features but a smile broke out on my lips. 

      “I see,” she said, wiping dirt off the side of my face, “that I can’t leave you alone for five minutes without you trying to injure yourself.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She nodded to the area in front of us and I turned my attention to see we were less than ten feet away from a sheer cliff. A few seconds more of me running in that direction and I would have been no more.

      “What were you doing?” she asked me.

      “A fox… a fox insulted you. I was trying to hit it with a stick.”

      “I love you,” she said, leaning in and kissing me, “but we need to get you treated. You’re more delirious than I thought.”
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      I woke up with a snort. 

      Looking around me I saw the first signs of dawn breaking through wisps of clouds through the canopy of the treetops. A yawn that threatened to tear my face in half escaped me as I stretched my arms over my head and got up into a sitting position. 

      I looked at my broken forearm and noticed a new cast on it, silver in colour. I tapped it and was rewarded with a faint ping. It was made out of metal with a coloured graph-like indicator running alongside its length. I placed my hand on it and felt a slight hum.

      The faint embers of a fire were slowly cooling off as I surveyed my environment. 

      We were still in the Jungle.

      I saw Willis and Tuari some distance away, curled up in their sleeping bags, but apart from that there was no one else around. Where was everyone?—a hand on my shoulder jolted me a foot in the air. Turning around I saw Poppy trying her best not to allow the laughter she was holding to escape. I had let out a small girly squeal when she had touched me and although my face was going red, I refused to give her the satisfaction of letting her know she had gotten to me.

      “Aww, whenever I am sad I shall always replay back that little squeal,” she said.

      Ignoring her, I got to my feet and gave the campground another look. “Where is everyone?”

      “You were in a worse shape than I thought you would be; lucky I already prepared a vial to combat the virus, which I brought with me, and I administered it while you were passed out. I also placed the nanocast around your forearm. It should completely heal the bones in a day or two.

      “I told Samuel we needed to wait for the antibodies to take effect before we continued on and he agreed, but his men wanted to go back to the city.”

      “Did he go with them?”

      Poppy looked behind her, eyes cast in worry. “He opted to stay.”

      She didn’t have to say anything more. The tone of her voice told me everything I needed to know. I got up, dusted myself off and walked the way she had looked. It didn’t take me long to find what I was looking for.

      Samuel sat on a large boulder positioned in the middle of a stream; water flowed gently around it while he looked into its depths and every so often flicked pieces of bread into it, to be eaten by the small shoal of fish that swam around his feet. I made my way through the water, its cool sensation a welcome release against the heat and humidity. 

      When  I finally reached the boulder, Samuel scooted over so there was room for me to sit. 

      He handed me a slice of bread, which I ate.

      “That was meant to be for the fish,” he said.

      “Tough luck. I’m starving and they’re luckier than me; they have fish to eat, while I have dried bread.”

      He said nothing but continued to throw pieces of bread into the water. I watched the multicoloured fish at my feet and marvelled. Every hue and colour imaginable flashed underneath the surface of the water. They moved in a rhythmic motion that brought peace to the mind.

      “You know they’re not native to this planet. Fifty percent of all wildlife and plants you see around you were brought here by settlers from different planets. It’s just the human way, I guess, to bring with you what you know, be that ideology or wildlife.

      “I sometimes think about the species who lived here before us: what were they like, what were their dreams, their fears. Did they fight amongst themselves as we do? Was there war, famine, hate, greed? What wiped their existence off the surface of this planet? Was it them or something external like a meteor?”

      He looked to me for an answer but I didn’t know what to say.

      “It’s alright,” he said, “it’s just the ramblings of a man that’s at his wits’ end. A man who doesn’t see a future for his people without blood having to be spilt.”

      “You think it will come to that?”

      “War?”

      I nodded.

      He sighed as he kicked his feet slowly back and forth. “I would love to reassure myself and say there is a way around it, but… things have been stirring under the surface for a long time. I am the second-longest-running leader of a borough, the first being Mr Diamond of the Diamond District, and in that time I’ve seen many faces and leaders come and go who have tried to control both The Floating City and Paradise Lost, and none have maintained it.

      “But that all changed when The Lady aka Lady Isabella Ivanov took control of Paradise. You felt the change immediately. The way she ran things was like a military operation. Control and order, the two things you never wanted to have in an opposing leader, she had it in spades. There were assassination attempts on her life to start with, but people quickly stopped trying after she started killing the attackers’ families, lovers, business partners, friends and pets, all just to prove a point. 

      “It was after that that Mr Lee appeared, backed by Mr Diamond in an attempt to control her influence.”

      “I thought Mr Lee was in Xcorp’s pocket?” I asked.

      “Mr Lee plays whatever side he can; the only person he can’t is The Lady, which makes him fearful of her. But he will always be Mr Diamond’s dog, no matter how long his leash is.”

      A fish leapt out of the water and landed back down with a splash, soaking us from the hips down.

      “I’m sorry about your people. I feel if you weren’t sheltering us none of this would have happened.”

      “These events would have taken place without your existence on Safe Haven. Mr Diamond has been trying to push for my corporation for years, and he was happy enough to let my borough be because it was no threat to him. Now we’re loosely allied with The Lady, things have taken a more hostile feel.”

      “Why did you ever decide to do business with her?”

      Samuel lifted his arms in the air and gave a defeatist shrug. “I’ve been asking myself that same question every day since we got in bed with her and you know, I don’t have an answer. It started simply enough; she wanted some products from us that only we produced and we were more than happy to deal with her, and the orders got larger and larger and we were only too glad to help because we were earning good money from it and then, one day, one of her men caught some intruders on our land and killed them before I got a chance to intervene.”

      “And let me guess, these men she killed worked for Mr Diamond?”

      Samuel gave me a nod and chuckled. “I should have seen what she was up to, but everything moved so fast and before I knew it Diamond refused to take my calls and battle lines had been drawn and I had no weapons or soldiers and just, and just everything moved so fast. I couldn’t keep track of it all. Within weeks, we had somehow joined a working relationship which was more us working for her than anything else, and here we are.

      “Stupid really. All it took was her killing some of Diamond’s men on our land but I guess the old man was really looking for any excuse to wipe us out. She just handed it to him.”

      “What will you do now?” I asked.

      “The same thing I’ve always done, try to calm tempers down and see if there is a way out of this before more of my people are killed. No doubt news of what has happened has spread throughout the city and my people will want some sort of retaliation. But they are not fighters, only passionate dreamers who will get themselves hurt. What shall you do?”

      “I do not know. The Lady and our crew have unfinished business since she put a bullet in José, I don’t trust Mr Lee and I trust this Diamond character even less. But I need help defeating a foe that I can’t take on alone.”

      “This Alvis Boman you told me about?”

      “Yes. I’ve had Willis and Tuari pay off any contacts they have across the galaxy to see if they have heard anything, but so far it’s like looking for a needle in a haystack. I know he’s just waiting to make his move, and when he does I want to be ready. But to do so, I need more support.”

      “Hmm,” said Samuel, stroking his chin, “I think you have all the support you need, my friend. I think the issue lies in you not wanting to face a being who can take everything away from you, after you’ve just found it.”

      “Do you blame me?” I demanded, facing him. “I am older than most, but I only started living once I met this crew, once I met her. I was merely existing, just getting by. Now I have to jeopardise all that because stopping him is the right thing to do? That’s not fair! I have just found what love is! I have just found what it means to be part of a family who would die for me, I’ve just found out what it means to live.

      “I can’t, I can’t give all that up now. That’s not fair.”

      “Who said the universe was? Men like you and I were born rightly or wrongly to take on the burdens of others and do what’s right. It’s why Poppy loves you, but if you allow it to, that burden can twist and turn you into the very thing you are fighting against.

      “It’s up to you what path you wish to take.”
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        * * *

      

      The journey back was uneventful.

      I still wasn’t a hundred percent, but with each step I took and each meal I had, I felt my strength slowly returning. We should have got to the city faster than we did, but I knew everyone was walking a step or two slower because of me. My ego should have raged at the childlike treatment, but I didn’t care; still battered and bruised, with a broken forearm on the mend, I enjoyed the leisurely pace.

      Poppy had assured me, if the nanocast hadn’t completely healed my forearm then the labs back in the city would take care of the rest.

      The jungle grew less and less restrictive as the hours passed by till our feet touched on a well-worn path; we passed the odd hut here and there but no one came out to greet us or ask how we were, unlike when we were passing through the first time. The occasional inhabitant we saw glared at us from doorways, face set in stone, arms crossed over chests. 

      Children we came across playing in the grass were quickly called inside, and men huddled in groups muttering amongst themselves but growing quiet the moment we appeared in view.

      The closer we got to the city the more we saw small groups gathered. They all stopped and stared as we passed, no one offering a greeting or coming to ask how we had got on.

      “Nothing good comes from men forming in small groups,” Tuari said. “You either get a revolution or someone looking to kick the heads in of the opposing sports team. Either way, you can be sure of two things, violence and blood.”

      Samuel said nothing but hastened his footsteps as we entered the city proper. 

      The general mood of the city had changed. 

      Gone were the happy-go-lucky faces I had become accustomed to; instead women pulled their children’s hand forcefully as they hurried down the street. The usual food stalls and shops that sold hand-woven clothes and goods had shut for business, or were in the process of closing. The streets we crossed were deserted and the electric cable car system normally always running was dormant. 

      “Don’t tell me today’s a holiday and no one told us?” Tuari said, as we crossed another empty street. “I mean I would have dressed to impress if that was the case; you all know how I love a good shindig.”

      “More like stuff your fat face with everything in sight,” Willis grumbled, while he kept his hands on his pistols.

      We continued on walking till we saw the enormous statue of the naked woman with vines wrapped around her and animals gathered at her feet, whose hands were lifted towards the sky.

      “I always meant to ask,” I said to Samuel, “who is that meant to be?”

      Samuel looked up at the statue with a smile as we drew near. “Mother Nature in all her glory. She protects us from the evils—”

      We all stopped as Lady Isabella Ivanov emerged from behind the statue; piercing blue eyes scanned us as she folded her arms in front of her. “You were saying, Samuel?” she said with a shark-like smile.
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      The tension in the air was like soup as neither party said anything or moved.

      The last time I saw her was the last time José was alive. The man who inadvertently changed my life and gave me the tools to really live. I owed that man a debt I still hadn’t repaid. A debt I had sworn I would, no matter the cost. 

      My eyes darted to Samuel and I could see his mind working as he tried to piece the puzzle together. Out of my peripheral vision I could see Poppy lowering her weight getting ready for what was about to come. We were out in the open, where The Lady no doubt had men all around us. But why were there no signs of battle? Where were Samuel’s men?

      I began to move but Samuel beat me to the punch as his elbow dug deep into Willis’s solar plexus knocking the wind out of his lungs. An uppercut followed, catching Willis on the bridge of the nose and forcing him to stagger backward. Samuel didn’t let up and swept the legs out from underneath him causing him to collapse in a heap on his back. 

      In one swift movement, Samuel grabbed hold of Willis’s pistols and placed them in the folds of his tunic.

      “I’ll fucking kill you! Right after I kill that double-crossing Russian cunt of—”

      “Lady Ivanov,” Samuel said, cutting Willis off and walking forward arms outstretched, “how good of you to visit us. I always look forward to your visits but this one is most unexpected. If you had called ahead of time, I would have had the necessary arrangements made so we could have greeted you properly.”

      “Oh, no need for that, Samuel. No need for that at all. It was one of your men, the silent one with the scar on his face, who informed me of your predicament at the cave. Once I heard the news, I had to come here right away, to make sure one of my main allies and friends was okay.”

      At the mention of his name, Scarface rounded a corner and stood slightly away from us all, arms crossed over his chest. 

      “Psh, no need for all the concern. You can see I am alive and well,” Samuel said, looking Scarface’s way. “My man tends to get himself concerned in matters that are best left to his superiors. It was nothing but a slight mishap, a misunderstanding if you will.”

      “Really? I was informed there had been attacks against your people…”

      “I… well—”

      “I was also told there had been multiple reports over the last few months of rival factions trespassing on your land, taking vulnerable items that are only produced in this region.”

      “Overexaggerations; it was nothing more than a couple of bandits trying their luck. You know how it is. Plus, who are we to say what can and can’t be taken? The Mother provides for all. We are all her child—”

      “Not when I have invested large amounts of capital into your land. No, she doesn’t provide for all. She provides for the people who have invested first, then whatever is left you have. If you want to give that to the homeless or downtrodden or even the wood fairies you can, Mr Moor, but not before I have my cut.”

      “Have I not always fulfilled our agreement?” 

      “It is not the past I am worried about, Mr Moor, it is the future.”

      “There will not be a—”

      “There are always problems. You should know better than anyone that as soon as our foot touches the floor in the morning, we have to put out some fire that needs our attention. Some grievance that needs to be resolved. It is thankless, tireless work, but it is work that needs to be done nevertheless. Your people are not fighters, Mr Moor. This in itself concerns me—”

      “It shouldn’t.”

      “But it does. That is why I shall be placing my own men amongst your ranks just to make sure everyone stays safe and that these bandits do not continue to try their luck.”

      “That wasn’t part of our original agreement.”

      “I believe I told you for a relationship to work both parties must be flexible; there must be a give and take, sometimes one party takes more and vice versa. I have allowed you and your people great freedom, to express this…” she looked around at the flowers, the statues of couples intertwined in loving embraces before returning her gaze back to Samuel, “…this free love, and I have not intervened. Our relationship worked well during the past as I did so, but things have changed. Forces out of your control have started to make their move, and it will only be a matter of time before they run through this place and take what is yours, but more importantly what is mine.

      “And I shall not allow that to happen.”

      Cheeks flushed, Samuel took a step forward, but I grabbed him by the back of his tunic before he could go any further. He looked back sharply at me, but I held his gaze before darting my eyes to the surrounding areas. I was certain those spots contained her men. Although ruthless and fearless, she was too smart to come here alone.

      Samuel grabbed the hand with which I was holding him and gave it a squeeze before turning back around. “I take it you are here not only because of that?”

      “No,” she said, “there is much to discuss. Things are moving much faster than I first thought, but I see it was wise for me to come here as what I have to say also involves the Junk Yard Dogs.”

      Willis, now on his feet, growled under his breath as he moved forward but I blocked his path and placed a hand on his chest. He looked at me in disbelief, face turning the colour of his beard.

      “Are you just going to stand here and do nothing?”

      “Now is not the time,” I replied.

      “Not the time!” Willis screamed, spittle flying from his mouth. “Right there stands José’s killer. The bitch who we worked for, who we sweated and bled for, who shot him like some common thug and didn’t bat a god damn eyelid! And you tell me now isn’t the time to put a bullet between her eyes.”

      “Yes.”

      Willis’s head snapped towards Tuari, whose gaze was locked on The Lady, but he made no attempt to move. Willis then looked to Poppy, who walked forward and placed a palm on his shoulder.

      “I understand how you feel. Tuari, you, and I knew José the longest; he was the person who showed me how to live. But Quinton is right, now is not the time for rash actions. I have detected multiple men dotted around us, weapons all trained on us. I doubt you will be able to get within six feet of her before a sniper puts a bullet in your head.”

      Willis’s chest rose and fell but as he scanned the high grass around us, he settled down. Gripping my hand till I thought he would break the bones in it he said, “This debt will be paid.”

      “It would be a dishonour to his life if it wasn’t,” I whispered back.

      He gave me a final nod and took a step back as I turned around and took in the sight that was Lady Isabella Ivanov. Wearing a red and white dress accompanied by a red cape with a hood, she smiled at me as I walked towards her; I stopped where I thought it was safe and didn’t appear threatening. Her smile hadn’t wavered during Willis’s outrage but instead only grew.

      “It’s good to see you again, Isabella.”

      Her head crooked to the side with a slight frown, “I didn’t realise we were on a first name basis, Mr Blake.”

      “What’s names between friends”

      “Indeed.”

      The wind rustled the leaves between us as I matched her stare for stare. 

      “I like your outfit.”

      “Oh, this old thing. I thought it suited the occasion as I am entering the woods and I was hoping to come across some big bad wolves.”

      “There are only dogs here I’m afraid.”

      “I guess that will have to do.”

      “Shall we?” I said, gesturing towards the buildings.

      “It would be my pleasure.”
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      Samuel, Isabella and I were all in a room gathered around a table in one of the underground bunkers beneath one of the mammoth trees that supported the life of the city. Brown dirt walls surrounded us on all sides. Roots like veins on flesh worked their way through the walls, their faint outlines just visible.

      The table we were sat in front of was carved out of one of the roots of the tree, in a beautiful design that allowed the root to still grow freely, but it was still useable as a functioning table. I ran my right hand over it and pulled it back as what felt like a faint heartbeat pulsed under my palm.

      “Everything is alive,” Samuel said after seeing my reaction.

      I placed my hand slowly back over the table’s rough surface and closed my eyes as the slow rhythmic pulse gently put me at ease. 

      “What happened to your arm?” 

      I opened my eyes to see Isabella looking at my healing forearm with the metal cast over it. “Rival dogs.”

      “I can sympathise,” she said, pulling away the neckline of the dress and revealing a fresh pink jagged scar that ran down her neck.  

      I looked upon it but felt nothing.

      “My crew and I haven’t been to Paradise for some time. I didn’t realise it had become so dangerous.”

      “Paradise has always been dangerous; it was just my fault for thinking I had grown above it. Do you know why I stay in that hell hole, Mr Blake?”

      I shook my head.

      “It’s because it keeps me honest, keeps me on my toes. It doesn’t allow me to be weak, to not be as vigilant as my other colleagues that are in a position similar to mine. Because of that, and only that, I will triumph in this upcoming war.”

      “War?”

      “War, Mr Blake.”

      “I think Miss Ivanov is being overdramatic,” Samuel said, receiving a pot of tea from one of his people, which he poured in wooden mugs for us.

      “When have you ever known me to be such a thing?” she said, taking a mug from him. “I only speak in truths, no matter how painful or hurtful. I find it allows people to know where they stand.”

      I took one of the wooden mugs from Samuel and took a sip of the tea; hints of honey and peppermint danced on my tongue as the warmth from the drink slowly warmed my body.

      “Be that as it may, I have had no indication from any of my sources that such a thing is even on the horizon,” Samuel said.

      Isabella laughed and waved a dismissive hand his way. “Please, Samuel, I would hardly call those men of yours sources. They may be able to tell you when the next full moon harvest is but taking advice from them on matters such as this is ill-advised. My sources who are dotted all over Safe Haven tell me war is on the way and when they speak I listen. Why do you think Diamond’s men were digging in that cave of yours?”

      “How did you—”

      “Sources,” she said with a smile.

      “Yes, Diamond’s men have been mining our caves for a certain metal alloy we have not come across. We don’t know what need he has for it but we can only guess it’s more valuable to him than all the treasures that those cave tunnels hold. Why else would he risk war?” 

      “One of the few reasons a leader risks war for an item is because he thinks the item will give him an advantage over his opposition. I shall be very interested in finding out what your labs find concerning the properties of that metal ore.”

      Samuel gave her a nod as he sipped from his mug.

      “Now, the real reason I am here,” she said, turning her attention on me, “is that I need the help of your crew in completing a mission for me.”

      “Why use us when we have failed to meet your expectations in all these months?” I said, trying to keep my emotions in check.

      A sigh escaped her lips as she placed her mug down on the table. Fingers laced together she studied me for a minute before speaking. “I had hoped we had overcome this, but I guess we need to discuss the elephant in the room. Firstly, yes, I killed your former captain. It was not personal. I liked José, I respected him as a captain and leader, but in the last couple of years his judgement had worsened and mistakes were being made. 

      “Mistakes such as allowing you to live. Mistakes such as allowing my cargo to be destroyed by the Floating City leader Mr Lee. Mistakes such as antagonising Xcorp. Mistakes I couldn’t allow to continue. In your former line of work, Mr Blake, if an employee was not performing then that employee would be fired. What I did was no different, it was only more final.”

      “All these things you have issues with—the root cause has been me,” I said.

      “But the responsibility always falls with the leader.”

      I sunk my nails into the table, wood digging underneath them. Who was this bitch to decide who lived or who died? She spoke about my friend as if he was nothing more than a business transaction that had gone wrong, as if the decision she had made was as simple as wiring money to a business account. She showed no remorse for the things she had done. It was just another business decision to her at the end of the day.

      “You may not like what I have said,” she continued, “but I see the way your men respond to you. They trust you. They have accepted you as their captain. It has been interesting watching your growth and development. Very interesting indeed.”

      “I take it this wasn’t just a social call to praise me on my new promotion?” 

      “No, since your little hiatus from active duty—”

      “Hold up,” I said. raising my hand her way; “we are not in your employ, we are contractors that can choose when and who we work for. I know you and José had somewhat of an understanding, but look how well that worked out for him. The Junk Yard Dogs aren’t yours to command as and when you please, nor are we your personal errand boys.”

      “I see.”

      “I only speak the truth, just so we know where we all stand,” I said, burying the smirk on my face before it arose fully.

      “Very well. As I was saying, since your vacation from Paradise Lost, there have been many attacks on my life and the lives of my crews. Normally this isn’t something I would concern you with, but these attacks have been more… organised than I have normally dealt with in the past. I have hunted out all and every source of who and what they are, but they either allow themselves to be killed or take their own lives instead of getting captured. 

      “I have dug into my resources to find out who they are and the only thing I have been able to find is that they are some sort of group which call themselves the Mercenary Bloc.”

      “Never heard of them. Have you?” I said, turning to Samuel.

      “Only in hearsay and rumour. They are a large secret organisation that operates across the galaxy. There are many cells of the Bloc, some which work together, some of which work against each other, some that stay neutral. No one really knows what their goals are, or who really controls the head with so many splinter cells being active. The only thing they all have in common is wealth and power.”

      “Which still doesn’t explain why they are operating in Safe Haven. I do my best to keep tabs on my enemies or potential enemies,” she said, giving me a prolonged stare, “but I have never come across this group—much less had reason to deal with them.”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” I said looking between the pair. “Someone has paid them to kill you. That someone is most likely Mr Diamond. He has the means and the motive.”

      “You do not pay the Mercenary Bloc. It isn’t that simple,” Samuel said. “If you own a company they want half. If you can’t pay in that way then you will forever owe them a debt which they shall call upon when they deem it necessary—and debts can range from betraying your loved ones to your country. Although not much is known about them, one thing is positive. You only go to the Bloc when you have no other options. It isn’t something a person like Diamond would do. 

      “That way stinks of desperation, and that, he is not.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure,” Isabella said. “There are rumours the old boy is sick or dying and he has partnered with an outside party, someone who has more wealth and influence than him to help him in this coming fight. I know little about this new party, but a few of my birds have been chirping and they say this unknown party is in league with the Mercenary Bloc. That the Mercenary Bloc were brought here because of them.”

      I passed my hand over my face and breathed out the heavy breath I was holding, “There appears to be a lot of assumptions about who and what we are facing. Knowing you, Miss Ivanov, and how well prepared you are when it comes to knowing your enemy, it speaks volumes about who you are facing.”

      She laughed softly, like chime-bells dancing in the wind. “I’m afraid you need to change that to who we are facing.”

      Confusion crossed my face as I shook my head. “What do you mean ‘we’?”

      “As well as attacks on my establishments, the one thing this group has been asking about is the whereabouts of your crew. They have attacked all your known whereabouts in Paradise and interrogated any known acquaintances you may have.”

      “Why would this group be after us?” I asked.

      “It appears, Mr Blake, you have upset the powers that be. So it seems that once again, our fates are tied together.”
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      I looked out of my hospital room situated in one of the gigantic trees that graced the city. Like most dwellings in The Jungle it showed that the people worked with the materials around them instead of trying to impose their will upon them. Through a window cut out of the bark, I watched the leaves dance as the fingers of the wind plucked them to a tone that it could hear. 

      Revisiting the meeting I had with Samuel and Isabella, I gritted my teeth at the predicament I once again found myself in. I had no idea why this group, the Mercenary Bloc, wanted me dead. In my short travels I had never come across them or Mr Diamond, but it seemed fate had put opponents in my way that I didn’t ask for. 

      Not as if I didn’t already have enemies who wanted me dead? 

      Alvis Boman was out there somewhere, waiting, plotting, scheming. He knew Poppy was alive and he would do anything in his power to either destroy or control her and the more time I wasted here, hiding away, the stronger he would become. 

      I had had enough of this. Enough of wallowing in my self-pity, enough of waiting, wondering, hiding out while other people made decisions for me. It was time we moved. Getting up off my bed, I unhooked myself from the machines behind me as the door to my room slid open.

      “What are you doing?” Poppy demanded. “You are nowhere near healed! The nanobots haven’t finished patching your forearm together and I would still like to monitor you for any late signs of damage from the virus in your system.” 

      “I feel better than ever. The sleep in a nice comfy bed has done wonders but now we need to get a move on. We can’t just sit here and wait for what’s about to come. If this Mercenary Bloc wants us dead, it’s only a matter of time before they find us here. I have come to love this place, but it’s terrible as a defence hold and the people around us aren’t exactly fighters.”

      “I would say it’s safer than going back to Paradise Lost. At least any newcomers will stand out like a sore thumb here.”

      I made my way to the window and looked out. Life below had returned to normal. Mothers walked hand in hand with their children, while they browsed the market stalls that lined the road; groups of men and women alike tended to fruit and vegetable patches dotted around the city. It all looked so calm. So idyllic.

      “I would agree with you, but I can’t force this place to bear my mistakes any longer,” I said, the images of the bodies covered in stained sheets coming to mind. “Paradise is used to violence. It’s used to the fighting. It almost welcomes it. But they built this place for people looking to escape from all that. It would be selfish of us to impose that on these people.”

      Poppy walked up behind me and wrapped her arms around me; resting her head on my shoulder she nibbled my ear as we looked out onto the scene below.

      “You still haven’t told them, have you?”

      I closed my eyes and groaned silently as I thought of something to say.

      “It’s alright, with all that has been going on I totally understand why you haven’t, but—”

      “No, why does there have to be a ‘but’—can’t you just end the sentence there? It was a perfectly good sentence. One of your best even. You could have even shortened it and just said ‘I totally understand.’ I—”

      She bit my ear harder forcing me to squirm in her arms as I tried to escape, but it was like trying to untangle myself from cobwebs made of steel. 

      “Okay, okay,” I said, finally giving in, “you may continue.”

      “Oh, why thank you, my master, how generous of you to let little old me speak. I shall remember my place next time,” she said with a laugh. “All I was going to say, before you so rudely interrupted me, was that eventually you will need to tell them before they start asking questions.”

      “Why would they start asking questions?”

      “Don’t tell me I have to have the bees and the birds talk with you? Well, when a mummy bear and daddy bear make love, darling, the daddy bear leaves something inside the mummy bear that grows and grows, making her belly bigger as the days and weeks continue until one day she is ready to give birth to a brand new baby girl or boy.”

      “I hate to upset you, Pop, but I don’t really think that’s how it works, I think—ow,” I said as she bit my ear once again.

      “If you say nothing to the others, it won’t take a genius to work out what’s happened as my stomach continues to swell.”

      “Oh.”

      “What?”

      “I don’t know, I know this may sound stupid, but I didn’t think your pregnancy would work the same as a normal woman’s.”

      “What do you mean—”

      “Wait. Wait. Wait,” I said hurriedly as I felt her tensed up behind me. “I hate to break this to you, baby, but you’re not a normal woman—hell, you’re not even human. You’re an AI humanoid, and being an AI humanoid, we don’t know what is going to happen during your pregnancy or after. Have you given much thought to what our child will be like after the birth?”

      “What do you mean?” she whispered.

      “I mean, will it be completely human? Will it be a machine? Or will it be a hybrid of both?”

      The silence behind me gave me pause for caution. We hadn’t spoken much about the future, about what it meant now she was pregnant. It seemed silly now, thinking back on the time we spent together with nothing to do but be in each other’s company. We had walked through the trees that surrounded us hand in hand, saying nothing but simply just being. 

      I had wanted to bring it up and I could sense she did too, but I didn’t want to spoil the present with the uncertainty of the future. 

      But with the arrival of The Lady, that future had been forced on us and there was nowhere to go, nowhere to hide. The only thing we could both do was face it. I smiled and pulled her arms tighter around me.

      “You don’t have to answer,” I said, “it doesn’t really matter now, does it? The only thing I really care about is that my child is healthy and happy. Whatever comes after we can deal with.”

      “Are you sure?” she whispered.

      “You may be a pain in the ass but you’re not human and you turned out—ahh,” I yelled as she sank her teeth into my flesh and pulled me to the floor where we embraced in a tangle of limbs and lips.
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        * * *

      

      A few days had passed since our meeting with The Lady; it had gone past in a blink of an eye with Poppy and me doing nothing more than taking long walks during the day and having long nights between the sheets. It was nice to not think about anything, but just be with each other. I did my best to shut out the impending sense of doom I felt, but it gnawed at the edges of my thoughts always just out of reach. 

      I stood at the base of the open cargo doors of The Kennel and surveyed the place that had once been our home.

      I could almost forgive it for the humidity, the insects, the odour of its population, the food, and the never-ending chaos and ruckus that was the jungle, because it had given me something back that was immeasurable. It had given me peace. 

      It had taken its pound of flesh for that peace, as I flexed and twisted my newly healed forearm, but I guess nothing worth having comes for free.

      Our bags had been packed and we had taken whatever supplies we could onboard. I sipped from a fruit that reminded me of a coconut, its yellow husk-like shell holding a sweet refreshing juice only found in this region of Safe Haven. The Jungle had so many hidden gems and treasures that I would have to revisit here one day… maybe even settle down with my family. Once I took care of my troubles.

      “Will you hurry up! You giant turd,” Willis yelled, emerging from the bowels of the ship, “the sooner we get away from this hellhole the better.”

      “Not all of us wear the same uniform day in and day out,” Tuari said, dragging a suitcase that left indentations in the ground behind him. “Some of us care about our personal hygiene and like to wear something different when the mood takes us.”

      “What a tart,” Willis said with an eye roll.

      “Plus, I’ve learned of some great ingredients which will help—”

      Willis yawned loudly, failing to cover his mouth. “Sorry, were you saying something?”

      “Oh, don’t worry, Ginger Nuts, I’ll remember that next time you’re hungry,” he said, lifting his luggage onto the ramp and causing the suspension to bounce.

      “Is that it? Is everyone on board?” said Willis.

      “No, Poppy said she had to speak to Samuel.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake—”

      “What’s the hurry, it’s not like —” I began but stopped when “Poppy accompanied by Samuel and Scarface came into view.” Both Samuel and Scarface had bags. That wasn’t a good sign.

      “Oh, oh, I smell trouble,” Tuari said as a mischievous smile broke out on his lips.

      The weight that grew in my stomach only grew heavier and heavier the closer they got to the ship. I looked to Poppy as she walked towards me but she only lifted her eyebrows to the sky and continued on walking past me into the ship. It seemed I would have to deal with this myself.

      “Erm, did we forget something?” I asked, nodding towards their bags.

      “No. You didn’t,” Samuel said. “We’re coming with you.”

      “Like hell you are!” Willis said, stepping forward.

      “We have business that needs taking care of,” Samuel continued; “business in Paradise Lost.”

      “Then you can make your own way there.  The ship is cramped as it is already, without having your B.O.-riddled bodies on board.”

      “I assure you, if there was another way we would take it, but we don’t have any aircraft belonging to The Jungle and none of our people really know how to fly one.”

      “That’s because you’re a bunch of—”

      “Alright, Willis, that’s enough,” I said stepping in between him and his brother. “I really don’t think this is a good idea, Samuel. Once we land in Paradise, our journey continues further afield. We won’t be coming back this way for quite some time. So you could find yourself stranded with no way to get back.”

      “I shall find my way back to the Mother, I always do.”

      Willis groaned under his breath while I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Look, I really don’t think you’ve thought this thing all the way through,” I said.

      “Quinton. The Lady has already made the decision. There is nothing we can do.”

      I closed my eyes and sighed as the weight I felt in my stomach just about drove me through the ground and buried me alive.

      “Well then, welcome aboard,” I said, trying my best to smile.
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      Thankfully the journey from The Jungle to Paradise Lost didn’t take that long, but the tension in the air was thick and uncomfortable, like a wet wool jumper. Willis had stomped off as soon as we took off and shut himself up in his room, not saying a word to anyone. Part of me thought he would have stayed around and looked for any cause to start a fight with Samuel, but I was thankful he didn’t.

      The dull grey lights of Paradise Lost slowly came into view, and I thought I would have missed it; I thought a small part of me would have welcomed it with open arms. But staring at the ship’s viewing screen I felt nothing but regret. We hadn’t been back since José was killed and that was my fault because I couldn’t face going to a place where I knew I had a hand in getting my friend killed. 

      The closer and lower we got the more of the borough came into focus and the uglier it became. Compared to the vibrant colours of The Jungle, which was alive with life, Paradise was a grey wash of lifeless buildings that leaned on each other for support. 

      We finally landed at one of the borough’s ship docking stations and I let out a sigh of frustration as Tuari killed the engines and the ship came to a standstill. 

      “Right, let’s get this over and done with.”
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        * * *

      

      Bundled in a van with each of us fighting for space, we drove through the streets of Paradise and got reacquainted with the embodiment of an ex-lover who had burned our house to the ground.

      “Fuck me! Has this place become more of a shithole since we left?” Willis asked. “How is that even possible?”

      Although night, it was still too early for the streets to be as deserted as they were. The only signs of life came from the occasional crack addict or sex worker looking for their next target, their legs shuffling along as if they were zombie extras in a low-budget movie. We passed burned-out cars that were nothing but black metal, and storefronts that had iron bars and security men outside their property giving anything that passed a suspicious look. The stores that couldn’t afford protection were closed down or vacant as nothing but bullet-holed walls and broken glass remained of their legacy.

      The other vehicles we passed on the road drove in twos with blacked-out windows and slowed down whenever they passed us by, getting a good look at us before speeding off.

      “Things… have sure gone downhill around here, and just as I was looking to get into the property market,” Tuari said.

      A loud crack filled the air forcing Samuel to duck down.

      “Relax, pussy, it’s just a car backfiring,” Willis said.

      Another crack filled the air but this time it sounded multiple times.

      “Now that, if I’m not mistaken, is an AR-15 rifle. Old school,” he said with a manic grin.

      “Tuari, swing past The Office, will you. We haven’t seen old Jerry in a while and it would be good to catch up,” I said.

      “But Lady Isabella—”

      “Can wait,” I said, cutting Samuel off.

      “That’s the best idea you’ve had all year, boss,” Willis said, giving me a smile.

      “Thanks, let’s just hope he’s open.”
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        * * *

      

      The Office was alive with the sound of music.

      Gone was the run-down bar front with paint peeling off letters; in its place stood letters that shone with lights and glistered with gold. Potted palm trees lined the bar front as strobe lights shone against the night sky illuminating the darkness with O’s that had ties attached to their bases. I could barely make out the entrance as the crowd that stood in front of it heaved with people coming and going, while others stood round tables with overhead heaters and sipped cocktails and smoked everything from cigars to joints.

      “What… the…hell?” Willis asked, as we rolled to a stop near the bar.

      “Looks like old Jerry has outdone himself this time. Seems some people have gone up in the world as we’ve been away,” Tuari said. 

      “What has happened to my drinking hole?” Willis demanded, with each word increasing in volume. “This used to be somewhere we could go and have a drink, find out a little bit of gossip and not wait an hour for something to wet our lips—”

      “I’ve got something you can wet your—” Tuari began, but Willis cut him off.

      “Instead—instead, this abomination has taken its place. Wait till I see the weaselly assclown—I’m going to use his foreskin as a turtleneck!”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Tuari said, holding his hands up, “too much information. Whatever you do in your sexual life is your business, but you don’t have to make it common knowledge.”

      “Why don’t you just—” began Willis, but he found himself at a loss for words and instead forced his way out the van slamming his door behind him.

      “Why is he so angry? Well, more angry than usual,” I asked.

      “The Office,” said Poppy, “was the only place I have seen Willis happy. I don’t know if it’s the drink or if it was just the environment, but I actually saw him smirk there once—it was close to a smile but in the end, I think his facial muscles gave up on him.”

      “The reason this place makes him happy,” said Samuel, “was because it’s a place like this that Mum was killed at. I remember coming to see him here before I made the journey to The Jungle. Its likeness was so eerie it gave me the creeps. I don’t know if he does it to punish himself or just to remember. Either way, I think that is partly the reason why.”

      Silence filled the van as we all ingested what had just been said. 

      “Well, I guess we’d better go see what’s up and try to stop Willis from killing anyone,” I said.

      We made our way out of the van and through the crowd, pushing and shoving people when a polite “excuse me” failed to work. I felt eyes on us the moment we entered the fray. Normally at The Office, there was always a great deal of posturing and mean-mugging between the various crews who frequented the bar, but this felt different.

      We were being cased as if we were targets on a job. Targets that had to be taken out.

      I caught Tuari’s and Poppy’s gaze and they each gave me a small nod. They felt it too. If we turned back now, and entered the van, it would cause more of an issue than if we just pretended we hadn’t noticed them. Plus Willis was too far ahead for us to escape without leaving him behind.

      Ahh, the days when I had nothing to worry about but the font across my spreadsheets. 

      I would sometimes miss them, but as the adrenaline coursed through my veins making the world around me burst into colour and sound I pushed those thoughts away and smiled. Life was meant to be for the living and there was no better living than trying to outwit a bunch of murderous thugs who wanted you dead.

      I smiled as we got near the entrance. Maybe this crew was having a negative influence on me after all. 

      Four bodyguards that looked as if their suits were spray-painted on blocked out the overhead lights as they towered over the crowd. Willis was in an animated conversation with one that didn’t look impressed at how the conversation was going. I say conversation but the guard was being more spoken at than allowed to get any words out.

      “What do you mean, not on the list?” Willis said.

      “It means what it means, mate, I don’t know how many times or ways I can spell it out for ya,” said the guard, whose friends had now become interested in the conversation.

      “When did this dump become a place with a list?” 

      The guard gave Willis a shrug.

      “Well, it shouldn’t matter anyway, we’ve been coming here regularly since before Jerry was sleeping with that one-legged woman, Sweaty Betty. I’ve been with this establishment through the thick and thin, and I’m not going to let some juiced-up monkey who can’t scratch his ass tell me what I can’t and can’t do. Now get out of the way before someone gets hurt.”

      “Listen, mate, the only one who’s going to get hurt is you if you don’t piss off!” said the guard, advancing towards him.

      Willis took a step forward.

      “I would do as he says, fire-crotch,” said another one of the guards.

      “What… did you… say?” Willis asked slowly.

      “I said—”

      The guard never got to finish his sentence as Willis’s bladed hand struck the man’s throat causing him to choke on his words. Willis followed up with a stomp to the guard’s kneecap popping it out of place before he finished him off with a headbutt.  

      Shocked silence filled the air as all the guards looked down at their fallen comrade. They should have been paying attention to Willis. They returned their gaze to him to find his hands now filled with his pistols. 

      “Now, fuck-boys, you have a choice,” he said, manic grin plastered on his face. “You can either go inside and get Jerry and let him know we’re here, or I can start shooting bits off you until either A, he comes out wondering what the noise is, or B, I clear out all his clientele and he wonders why no one is coming in. So, what’s it going to be?”

      The guards looked at each other, scowls on their faces, but no one moved.

      A gunshot filled the air as the guard Willis had knocked down screamed in pain. Other cries of alarm joined his scream around us as people pushed and shoved, trying to create some distance away from us.

      “Willis!” I said, giving him a look.

      “What? He was going for a weapon in his pocket.”

      “No, I wasn’t, you ginger prick, I was going for my radio!” said the guard as he held his bloody wounded hand to his chest and pulled out a small radio with his other.

      “Oh… my bad. But you shouldn’t really be making sudden movements in a situation like—”

      “What the bloody hell is going on!” came a voice from behind the guards. “What’s all this noise about?”

      Dressed in a pinstriped suit with his bald head shined and moustache waxed to fine points, Jerry looked at each of us in turn with disbelief and a slow-building rage that started from the base of his neck and made its way to the top of his dome.

      “Jerry!” Tuari said. “Had a makeover, I see; can’t say I approve of it myself, but I always like to see an old boy put his best foot forward.”

      “What have you gone and done with yourself?” Willis asked  “You know that no matter how much you polish a turd, it’ll still be a turd.”

      “What, what… what are you halfwits doing outside my place of business?”

      “Place of business?” I snorted, which earned me a stare.

      “Yes, place of business. Since you assholes have been gone I updated my lifestyle and my business. This establishment is no longer called The Office, but The Office,” he said, saying the last word in a weird accent.

      “Sounds pretty much the same,” Tuari said, “apart from when you said it the second time you sounded constipated.”

      “Constipate—listen, this here is the only jam-swinging, hip-shaking, ass-bumping bar slash club slash restaurant slash gentleman’s club there is around. I’ve paid a pretty penny to get this place how you see it and I will not, I repeat, not, have the likes of you fuckers destroying it.”

      “When have we ever—” I began, but shut my mouth as Poppy elbowed me in the ribs, as Jerry turned a brighter shade of red. “Fair point. Fair point. Look, Jerry, we just want to have a few drinks, maybe find out what’s been happening in town and we’ll be out of your hair—” I looked at his bald head, “we’ll be gone before you know it.”

      He looked between us eyes narrowed, lips pressed in a thin line.

      “One drink?” he said, single digit quivering in the air.

      “One drink,” I said, giving him my best smile. 

      “Fine. You can come in, but he leaves that duffel bag in the cloakroom,” he said, pointing at Willis. 

      I looked in Willis’s direction and noticed the bag in question for the first time; about to ask what was inside I thought it best if I didn’t. No doubt whatever was in it would only further halt our progress getting inside.

      “He will,” I said, sending a suspicious glare Willis’s way. “Now about that drink.”
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      We entered The Office despite the guard’s best attempts to argue with Jerry that we shouldn’t be allowed in. I offered to pay for the medical bills of the guard Willis had injured but I got a stone-cold stare before Poppy maneuvered me away.

      The first thing I noticed when I walked through the doors of The Office was my feet; stopping in my tracks I bounced up and down before slowly lifting one foot then another. I repeated the process a few times before Poppy gave me a confused look.

      “My feet aren’t sticking to the floor,” I said in bewilderment. 

      She shook her head at me and continued on while I took in my surroundings: velvet drapes hung in front of booths, which gave customers their privacy, while golden ropes partitioned booths off further making them no-go areas for people who weren’t meant to be there. Guards stood near the ropes to illustrate the point further to you in case you didn’t get the message. A dance floor dominated the centre of the bar with hanging round cages that had women, men, and couples trapped inside, who danced, kissed, and in a couple of cages were doing much more.

      “Getting a good look are we?” said Poppy, who made me jump as she appeared at my elbow.

      “I was—it wasn’t like… Ah, never mind,” I said, pushing in between a couple trying to suck each other’s faces off.

      We continued to follow Jerry through rooms that were nothing but strobe lights, loud music and smoke, while other rooms played soft music and had women who wore nothing but lacy underwear serve men who smoked cigars and drank glasses of whiskey. Finally we entered a small dimly lit corridor that brought us to Jerry’s cramped back office.

      It was a tight fit but we all managed to get in.

      “Jerry, this office is a shithole,” Willis said, looking around. “You could have at least gotten yourself something nicer.”

      Jerry moved a stack of papers, dirty plastic cups and paper plates off his desk to make it tidier, but all he succeeded in doing was clearing one space but cluttering another. 

      “You’ve got to make do with what you have in this business,” he said, brushing crumbs off his suit jacket. There ain’t much space left after all the renovations were done.”

      “How did you get all this space?” I asked. “Last time we were here, this place was barely big enough to swing a cat.”

      “Expansion is the name of the game, my old mucker. Now that most of the business owners in this borough are closing up shop, or running for the hills, it leaves discerning gentlemen like myself to buy up as much property as I can for next to nothing. I own everything on this strip, from the restaurants at the start of the block all the way to this bar. Beautiful, really. It almost brings a tear to my eye, to think old Jerry Jones finally has gotten what he’s always deserved in this world.”

      I stopped myself from rolling my eyes. Jerry was as crooked as they came; he would sell his own mother, grandmother, and great-grandmother, after he dug her up of course, to the highest bidder if it meant he could make a profit.

      “That’s what we wanted to talk to you about,” I said. “Why is everyone closing up shop? It’s not like Paradise Lost hasn’t always been dangerous. Gunfights and shootouts on the street are as common as your watered-down drinks. What’s got everyone so spooked?”

      “First off, that’s a slanderous accusation. My drinks have always been the best in this area—”

      “That doesn’t say much,” said Tuari.

      “Anyway,” Jerry continued, “people are running because there is a war coming. Hell, I’m looking to get out of town in a few months’ time after I’ve sucked this town dry. Lucky for me the one thing the inhabitants of Paradise love more than a fight is a drink; that’s the only reason I’m still in business. You can guarantee three business ventures that will do well in this borough no matter what—sex, drugs, drink.

      “You supply one of the three to the pond-scum rabble out there, then you’re in profit.”

      “I thought the upcoming war was meant to be hush-hush,” I said.

      “Hush-hush!” Jerry said with a laugh, slapping the table. “Who can keep a secret in this borough? Nah, mate, blood has been spilled too regularly on the streets for people not to start taking notice. To be fair, I can’t blame The Diamond District for playing their hand. That bitch, The Lady, never knew where the line was. She kept on pushing and pushing. You and I both knew she had sights set on more than just Paradise, but I think this time she’s bitten off more than she can chew.

      “With Mr Diamond and Mr Lee joining forces I don’t see how she can win. It will only be a matter of time before a bullet finds its mark. If I were you lot, I would part ways with her sharpish, otherwise you may find yourself suffering the same fate.”

      This was not the news I wanted to hear, especially as we had already made ourselves a target by attacking Diamond’s men.

      “Alright, thanks for the advice, but before we go is there anything you can tell us about some people who may have been asking around about us?” I asked.

      “What… whatever… do you mean?” Jerry stuttered.

      “He means,” said Willis, “have any nosy fuckers been asking way too many questions?”

      Jerry licked his lips as his eyes darted back and forth between our faces.

      “Come on, Jerry, how long has this crew supported you through thick and thin? We’re not asking you to rat out anyone—just drop a few hints here and there, that’s all, for old time’s sake,” Tuari said, slipping a wad of bills under one of the dirty plates cluttering the desk.

      Jerry sucked his teeth as his eyes rested on the bills. “Right, you didn’t hear this from me, but there have been a few fellas asking around about the Junk Yard Dog crew. Not your typical men who frequent my establishment either.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I said.

      “It means they didn’t look like coked-up pimps or drug dealers; they were too clean cut. If I would have to hazard a guess I would say military. Or former military. They were also flashing around way too much cash than was safe. I went to tell them that but before I could they had already smashed the head in of a thief trying his luck with one of their back pockets. Poor asshole didn’t know what hit him.

      “Shame. Not really his fault; you can’t just go round flashing that sort of money and not expected to be robbed.”

      “Anything else you can tell us?” I asked. “Anything at all?”

      Jerry stroked his chin while he looked to the ceiling. “There was something else I found odd—one of the geezers with them had been here before, a wiry bastard with a permanent unshaved five-o’clock shadow on his face and bags under his eyes that you could use for a boxing workout. Ring any bells?”

      I shook my head as I looked to the others, but their expressions mirrored mine.

      “Anything else about him that may help us?”

      “Erm—ah, yes! He was friends with that posh bastard who came here to offer you a job some time ago.”

      “Mr Grey.”

      The bottom fell out of my stomach. I had thought he was dead. But if he was alive and looking for me, it could only mean trouble. What kind of trouble would remain to be seen.
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      A hundred thoughts leapt for my attention as we made the walk back through the club. 

      Mr Grey.

      The last time I had seen that asshole, I had nearly beaten him to death with a dildo. He had survived according to Edward Thomas, but what had become of him after Edward’s death was not something I had given any thought to. Yet now it seemed like old enemies were helping new enemies settle old debts.

      We passed through the lounge, where men were being served drinks by women in underwear. I could feel Poppy’s eyes on me the whole time as I averted my eyes as best as I could.

      Mind elsewhere, it came as a surprise when I saw the quivering handle of a knife embedded into a wooden pole only a few feet away from me. I looked around to see who my attacker was and was graced by the sight of one of the hostesses taking out another knife from one of her bra’s cups.

      “Where does she find space to keep those—” began Willis, but had to duck a knife thrown by a different assailant wearing nothing but nipple cups and a g-string. 

      “Thank you to all the gods and goddesses that have ever existed,” Tuari said, clasping his hands in prayer. “I didn’t know this was my dream of how I wanted to die, but I now know you have shown me the error of my ways.”

      None of the customers gathered around the room moved; they instead looked at our attackers as if they were performing some art piece. Another woman reached under a table and pulled out a machete that had been strapped to the underside. Pulling it free she held it above her head. Screaming at the top of her lungs, she came towards me eyes filled with nothing but anger, but she didn’t get far as Poppy grabbed her wrist that held the weapon and used her momentum to hip toss her across two tables.

      Drinks and bottles flew into the air as she crash-landed in a heap.

      The customers’ expressions began to slowly change as they looked at each other in confusion. Isn’t… this a performance? their expressions said. Shouldn’t that girl who was thrown be moving? Should she be bleeding?

      Another woman attacked Samuel, who backed away bumping into Willis, who had his hands in this pocket.

      “Willis, what are you doing?” I demanded.

      “Sorry, I don’t fight women—nothing against them, you understand, just it’s against my religious views,” he said.

      “Finally, something we agree on,” said Samuel.

      They both were backed up in the corner moving left to right as their female attacker did her best to put as many holes as she could in their bodies. As she went for another stab her hand was grabbed by Scarface, who backhanded her across the face, forcing her to spin on her heels before she collapsed on the floor. 

      Customers looked at each other in increasing panic as more and more of the hostesses produced weapons.

      One took off her heels and held them like throwing axes. She slashed left and right trying to embed the steel tips into my flesh. I backed up until my back hit a table and there was nowhere to go; my hand searched the table behind me while I kept my eyes on my attacker. Seeing I had nowhere to go she leapt in for the kill as my hand closed in around a bottle; grabbing it I swung it towards her, catching her on the top of the head.

      A dong-like sound echoed throughout the room and she collapsed to the floor in a heap. 

      She surprised me and got back to her feet, swaying before me, blood dripping down the side of her face. She screamed at me and rushed towards me once again, but my boot connected with her chest and sent her flying backwards, where she crashed into a table. 

      I stood opened-mouthed as she got slowly back to her feet once again. Eyes glazed over, she took a step forward but stumbled. 

      “For the City Girls!” she shouted as she threw the stiletto my way.

      I dodged out of the way and looked behind me as an anguished cry tore through the air. A man dressed in a fine business suit brought his hands slowly up to his face but didn’t want to touch the stiletto sticking out of his right eye. Blood gushed from the wound, and the men who were sitting around him, and everyone else in the room, slowly came to the realisation at the same time that this wasn’t some act being played out by the women around them. 

      “Oh, my god! This shit is for real!” said someone in the room.

      “Fuck me! I ain’t into no sadomasochism shit,” said another.

      “Screw this—I’m out!”

      That was the last thing I heard as all hell broke loose. Men leapt from chairs and pushed each other out of the way as everyone scrambled for the exits. Pushing turned to shoving and shoving turned to fists being thrown. A man dressed in a fur coat swung a bottle of champagne my way, but he was met with a straight right from Willis that blindsided him. 

      I looked for Poppy but I couldn’t see her amongst the mass of bodies that were fighting for freedom.

      I buckled forward as someone landed on my back; slender arms and legs wrapped themselves around me as my near-naked attacker tried her best to choke me. I sunk my chin down and brought my hands up to pry her hands off my neck but teeth sunk into my neck forcing me to scream.

      Blood trickled down the side of my neck and onto my shirt as I spun in a circle to try and get her off me.

      I threw my head back and managed to hit her face with the back of my head but that only infuriated her further. “Your bounty is mine, bitch!” 

      “What are you talking about?” I asked.

      “Yeah, like you don’t know. I’m tired of shaking my ass for these suits.”

      I stopped spinning in a circle as I felt myself go dizzy. She used that moment of calm to climb like a monkey onto my front. All I saw was fake tan, fake eyelashes, and fake boobs that had come out of their bra as she wrapped her hands around my neck and brought me in close.

      I tried to breathe but I couldn’t. The harder I pulled away the more she suffocated me with her breasts. They were everywhere. 

      What a way to go. This might be every man’s dream. To be suffocated to death by a beautiful woman whose name you didn’t even know. Tuari would be kicking himself right now if he could see me.

      My vision starting to fade, I was finding it harder and harder to keep my legs underneath me as she latched onto me with everything she had.

      “Hey! Get off my man!” 

      That was all I heard before daylight returned to my senses.

      It took a minute or two for the stars to clear from my vision but when they returned, I saw Poppy in front of me holding my attacker by her hair. Fire radiated from her eyes and the look of anger and disdain she cast upon the woman made me worried for her.

      “Poppy, don’t do—” I began, but it was too late as the woman was spun around in a circle and launched by her hair, to spin like a whirling top in the air taking out anyone she came into contact with.

      She crashed in a heap of broken limbs amongst her friends, where she twitched once and remained still.

      The girls looked to Poppy then towards their friend, then back at Poppy. Poppy didn’t wait for them to come towards her. Instead, she ripped a metal pole from the wall and struck the closest hostess like she was a major league baseball player.

      Metal hit flesh and bone and metal won.

      She ducked an attack and smashed the pole into the woman’s leg forcing the bone to jut out of the skin at a wicked angle; the woman didn’t even have time to scream as the pole smashed against the side of her head flipping her off her feet.

      An attacker leapt from the shadows and jumped on Poppy’s back but she ignored her like a parent having a child crawl on their back asking for sweets.

       She jabbed the pole into a woman’s neck in front of her and I half-closed my eyes and turned away squeamishly as the woman made a gurgling sound from the blood choking her to death.

      Poppy swung the pole with force and accuracy hitting anything that came into her path. I watched, half-stunned at the ferocity she was unleashing. It was terrifying to behold. 

      She dodged everything thrown at her. She moved with just enough speed to get out of the way of anything harmful. She made sure anyone who got in her way stayed down and didn’t get back up. It was ruthless. It was efficient. It was not human.

      That thought scared me more than anything. But I loved her. I was going to have a child with her. They had attacked us, so who was I to judge how they got dealt with? This wasn’t the corporate halls of Xcorp anymore, where I could report someone to HR for a minor grievance. This was life and death and I would have to do whatever I needed to do to stay alive.

      Otherwise, I would end up like José. 

      I saw one of the suited men in the crowd dig into his jacket, where the glimmer of steel appeared; I moved forward but I wasn’t fast enough as he raised his gun towards Poppy and fired.

      She moved with speed bringing the pole up to protect her. The bullet pinged off the metal.

      The man looked at her in shock but it was short-lived. She threw the pole she was holding like a javelin, impaling him to the wall he stood in front of. Blood dribbled from the corner of his mouth as he looked up at her in disbelief. Death came quickly.

      Most of the crowd from the room had scattered but by the sounds of it, reinforcements were coming.  

      “Everyone, let’s move out!” I shouted. “Poppy, you’ve got something on your back.”

      She looked at me in surprise and remembered the woman who had leapt on her back. She was still attacking Poppy, raining down hammer blows across her neck and back but they did little. Poppy reached around and grabbed a handful of hair before launching the woman into a table across the room.

      I held the exit door open as everyone from our crew piled out. Poppy was last to follow and there was an anger in her eyes I couldn’t quite place. Jealousy?

      “Hey, you okay?” I asked, grabbing her by the arm.

      “You’ve got something on your face.”

      “What?” I asked, passing my hand across my face and looking at it. Sequins and glitter danced in the light.

      “Look—I—there was nothing that I could—” 

      But my excuses fell on deaf ears as she walked past me out the door.
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      We entered the main part of the building where the dance floor and the DJ’s booth were. I had hoped our fight would have gone unnoticed, but the chaos of what we had just left behind had sprinted ahead of us and had broken out amongst the crowd. 

      Bottles were being thrown, chairs were being swung, and people were launched through the air as everyone fought tooth and nail to escape the madness around them.

      Poppy was just ahead of me but I had lost sight of everyone else. There were too many people for the area of space we were in; in typical Jerry fashion he had tried to shortcut on safety and had only thought about profits. I ducked as a bottle sailed over my head and smashed into someone’s face behind me.

      People had climbed up onto the cages suspended from the ceiling, but they were only meant for a limited number of dancers. The metal chain link ropes that secured the cages to the ceiling were intended more for decoration than function, and I watched in horror as they groaned and bucked under the weight of the customers that latched onto the cages in a vain attempt to escape the stampede. With an attention-grabbing snap, the chains broke free from more than one cage, which came crashing down onto the people below.

      Shrill screams and cries of pain filled the air as metal twisted with bone and left many people trapped underneath the structure disfigured or dead. 

      I grabbed Poppy by the hand and pulled her in close as another cage fell inches in front of us. “Where are the others!”

      She scanned the crowd but shook her head as she looked back at me.

      Shit! 

      If we didn’t get out of here fast then we would become two of the many casualties happening right in front of us. Most of the crowd were rushing forward and I finally saw the exit in a gap between a set of shoulders. There was our target.

      I grabbed Poppy by the hand and moved forward towards it, but screams and a rush of people pushing their way back inside the building stopped me in my tracks.

      I heard gunfire and Poppy pulled me down just as bullets tore into the wall above my head.

      People tried to leap to safety but bullets tore into their bodies leaving them lifeless on the floor, their vacant eyes resting on nothing but the afterlife. 

      “What is going on?” I said, fear trapped in my chest.

      More gunshots filled the bar, shattering glass and turning it into fine dust. Bullets tore into the leather upholstery of the chairs and sofas that surrounded us, turning them into white piles of cotton candy. 

      The gunfire continued on, then halted. 

      Silence swept over the bar as nobody moved. Faces lifted from overturned tables and peered around corners as everyone held their breath. I inched forward but Poppy latched onto my hand securing it to her. It was like trying to escape from underneath a building. I looked to her and she gave me a single shake of the head. 

      “I think they’re gone,” said a man getting up to his feet. He looked to his friends, who looked apprehensive but he ushered them up. “Come on, everyone, I think they’re gone. Now is the time to escape.”

      Others followed his lead and get to their feet. They made a mad rush towards the door but they didn’t get far.

      Another round of assault fire tore through the windows and the walls. It lifted people off their feet. It made people dance. It splattered blood across walls. I tucked my head under my arms as I waited for the onslaught to pass. The screams weren’t as many as the last time and any begun were quickly cut off. This time the firers kept their fingers on the trigger until their guns were empty. 

      With silence once again returned, I lifted my head up and looked around me at the carnage that had taken place. Bodies smoked and bled out while whimpers and soft moans escaped the people still barely alive. 

      I looked to Poppy to see if she was OK; she gave me a thumbs up and nodded my way. Where were the others?

      I heard a faint tapping and looked to my right to see Willis and Scarface huddled in a corner, backs pressed up against a wall.

      “Where’s Tuari and Samuel?” I mouthed.

      “Outside. Made it. Before firing started,” Willis mouthed back at me.

      “You… think… they’re… okay?”

      He gave me a nod and pointed to the computer attached to his wrist. “Fatboy. messaged me. In van.”

      I let out a sigh of relief. At least they were safe and the only thing we had to worry about was us. Willis waved to me once again and unzipped his duffle bag. He pulled out my shotgun, The Peacemaker, and gave me a wink as he threw it to me. I caught it in both hands and thanked my lucky stars he had been thinking one step ahead and had retrieved our weapons from Jerry’s cloakroom.

      I looked to Poppy and saw she had unsheathed her blades. She weighed each one in her hand before flipping them back and forth between her hands. It was her signal to show she was ready.

      I looked to Willis and Scarface and saw they were both armed. Pistols at the ready, they awaited their fates.

      Multiple footsteps echoed on the hardwood outside.

      Poppy and I pulled ourselves further into the darkness while shadows danced in front of the exit. They were just outside but were taking their time coming in. I heard a whirring noise that sounded like mini helicopter blades. Willis tapped for my attention and mouthed, “Play dead,” before a miniature drone made its way through the entrance.

      I pulled Poppy towards me and dipped my hand in a pool of blood on the floor beside me before wiping it along her neck and forehead; I did the same and prayed I didn’t catch any diseases. Lying in a prone position with my eyes open and my head pointed towards the entrance, I watched the drone, as still as possible.

      It hovered in one spot for a minute or two, cameras on its body rotating while it took in the scene before it.

      I took small shallow breaths while I watched it. It came towards me slowly, all its cameras focused in my direction. It moved with a dogged purpose while I tried my best not to move, not to give anything away. I wanted to close my eyes but I knew that would be a mistake; it would be better to see my enemy than be blind and just wait for a chance. 

      It inched closer and closer towards me and I felt my mouth grow dry as I rested my hand heavily on my shotgun. Miniguns underneath its body began to slowly rotate. If it came any closer, I would be forced to shoot it down before it attacked me. My heart beat faster and faster as I had stopped breathing altogether.

      Its guns rotated faster and faster as my hand slowly closed around the handle of my—

      A cough to my far right tore its attention in that direction. It moved swiftly across the room as someone got up to their feet amongst a cloud of dust and grime. They coughed and heaved, slapping themselves in the chest. Seeing the drone before them they held their shaking hands up. “Please, I don’t know what this is about but I just came here for a night—”

      The drone opened fire. 

      Bullets ripped through the speaker’s body, pushing it against the wall where it was held up until the drone finished firing. The body slowly slid down the wall leaving a trail of blood along it. The guns from the drone slowly spun until they came to a stop. It hovered in front of its victim and just watched, then another sound got its attention as a man in a suit drew a pistol and fired its way.

      The drone turned to face its new target as bullets pinged off its metal frame. A bullet exploded one of its camera lenses leaving a smoking crater where the lens used to be. The drone staggered back under the assault and the man kept on firing as another bullet punctured another one of its lenses. Black smoke poured from the wounds it suffered until it spun wildly out of control. It smashed into a wall and pieces of metal flew off its body as its attacker walked forward and emptied his gun. 

      He reloaded as the drone tried to lazily regain attitude and emptied his gun once again into the drone’s body until it gave a final whine and lay dead on its side. Nothing moved as the man walked forward and stood over his fallen prey. He brought up phlegm from the pit of his stomach and spat on the drone, giving it a kick in disgust.

      “Now, time to get out of here,” he said, turning his back on the drone and walking away. He didn’t get more than five paces as an explosion tore through his torso lifting him off his feet and throwing him face-first to the ground. A smoking gunshot hole the size of a fist bled out, forming a pool of blood that expanded away from his body.

      “If I done told you once, I done told you a hundred times, Grey, when you want a job done right you better off doing it yourself. That’s your trouble—always relying on machines to do your god damn dirty work for ya, boy, instead of getting up inside the son of a bitch yourself. There’s nothing like getting up inside of sumthin’, if you know what I mean. Grey,” said a booming voice. “Speaking of such, when was the last time you got that licklie old prick of yours wet, Grey?”

      “Can we please focus on the task at hand?” said a voice I recognised

      “If you ask me, if you got a little something, something, then it would bring some colour to those grey cheeks of yours. That ain’t why you’re named Grey, was it?”

      “Do you think there’s anyone left alive inside?”

      “Shouldn’t be, my boys and that drone done cleared out most of the building.”

      Footsteps approached the entrance.

      I moved deeper in the shadows with Poppy; I looked towards Willis and Scarface and they were also doing the same. Willis held a flashbang in his hand ready to throw it but I motioned for him to wait; I would give him the signal when I was ready.

      “Look, if—and that’s a big if—anyone is alive in there me and my boys will take care of them; don’t you worry your pretty little head about that.”

      Men finally entered the bar and fanned out, rifles at the ready. They all wore combat fatigues with a patch saying MB stuck on their right shoulder; a miniature picture of Death dragging someone kicking and screaming was underneath the MB. 

      Two more men entered last. 

      One I had seen before, although it felt like a lifetime ago.

      Mr Grey had been Edward Thomas’s right-hand man. He was still unshaven, still looked as if he had gotten three hours of sleep, and still gave me the impression of a private eye from the 1950s. The other was a hulking brute of a man with a dyed red mohawk and a tattoo on the side of his head of the same image of Death dragging someone away that was on his patch.

      “Tex, you sure we have the right building?” Grey asked. 

      The brute cracked his knuckles as he shifted his bull-like neck from side to side. “Yeah… sure enough.”

      “What do you mean, sure enough?”

      “It means what it means.”

      “Well, I hope for your sake it is because the last two times were complete failures. I thought your outfit was meant to be the best of the best? I thought you were meant to be the people we hired when someone wanted a government toppling, or an assassination made to look like an accident, or a bounty being taken care of. Yet all I’ve seen is your asses being kicked left and right by this little planet,” Grey said.

      “Look here, how were we to know this planet was home to nothing but scum? I ain’t never seen anything like it. An old lady shot Tuner in the left nut last week. The fucking left nut! All he was trying to do was help the poor bitch across the street, but she shot him and robbed him of everything he had. If we didn’t get to him in time she would have finished removing his gold tooth with the pliers she had in her handbag.

      “I hate this godawful place. It’s unsanitary,” he said, taking out a miniature bottle of alcohol disinfectant and rubbing his hands with it.

      “Be that as it may,” said Grey, “you were paid to do a job by my employer and he doesn’t like to be disappointed. It would behoove you to complete this mission, so all of us can get on with our lives.”

      “It would behoove you to lick my balls but that ain’t going to happen, so you and your employer shall have to wait. No two jobs are ever the same and seeing as you want us to take out two targets—”

      “The number of targets shouldn’t matter!” Grey snapped.  “You are the Mercenary Bloc; I don’t see why some Russian bitch and her lackeys should give your organisation such problems.”

      “Because the woman is trained. Military. Special forces, if I were to guess. She knows how to control a battlefield. She knows how to position and operate men. If I had known her full background then I would have asked for triple the price. There’s a reason that little girl runs this here old city with an iron fist. People fear her and for good reason. My only regret is that I didn’t meet her sooner; she would have made a great addition to the team and would have made a great mother to our future kids.”

      Grey pinched his nose as he breathed out heavily. “Getting back to the point at hand. We have paid your fee on top of all your expenses while this job lasts but we have yet to see any results. If what you say about the Russian is true, then I shall give you some leeway for that, but this Junk Yard Dog crew is nothing but a bunch of pirates led by a man who used to be the head of the Commercial department at Xcorp. It really shouldn’t be so hard to find them and terminate them.”

      Tex passed his hand through his mohawk.

      “Didn’t this so-called office nerd bring Xcorp to its financial knees?”

      Grey opened and closed his mouth but said nothing.

      “My scouts saw them enter this here building not too long ago; it is why we choose to attack. As you can clearly see everyone is dead, or as near dead as can be. If they somehow managed to escape, or are hiding in this fancy dandy building, then we have a solution for that also. Jason!” Tex shouted over his shoulder.

      A short, balding man with glasses came forward. He had a gas tank strapped to his back and he held a long tube that had a nozzle attached to it.

      I had a bad feeling about this.

      “You know what to do,” Tex said, slapping Jason on the shoulder.

      I looked to Willis and gave him a quick nod as I lifted my shotgun to my shoulder. Two flashbangs skidded along the floor and came to a rest at the base of Jason’s feet.

      The group of men turned and run even as someone yelled, “Flashbangs!”

      I kept my aim steady and sighted along the barrel. Like the rest of them, Jason had turned and was trying to make an escape.

      Too bad for him he was central to my plans. Squeezing the trigger, I felt the gun buck against my shoulder as the slug fired penetrated the gas tank on his back. There was a whoosh, then an explosion knocked me backwards as Jason was engulfed in an inferno.
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      The blaze was more intense than I had expected.

      Fire coated the walls and floor as Jason ran screaming, trying to put himself out but only succeed in spreading the fire further. He bumped into his other teammates, setting them alight as they pushed him away. Screams drenched in fear filled the air as everyone did their best to try and stay away from the human torch. 

      The flames grew as they touched the alcohol-soaked floor, sending up plumes of smoke that caught in the back of my throat.

      I covered my mouth with one of my sleeves as someone pulled me backwards. I couldn’t keep my eyes off the carnage I had created. Finally gaining some distance away from the flames, Poppy pushed me into the opening of a doorway that Willis and Scarface were keeping open. I took one last look at the scene behind me and wished I hadn’t.

      Tex strode through the fire eyes locked on mine as he came to a stop amongst the flames. His eyes glowed with hunger as he licked his lips and gave me a smile that was all predatory. 

      Flames danced along his arms but he didn’t seem to care. 

      Jason came into view once again still screaming as he rushed towards Tex from his left. Eyes still on me Tex pulled out the biggest revolver I had ever seen and fired a single shot.

      It turned Jason’s head into mush. 

      The corpse continued on running until it collapsed some feet away from Tex. 

      “Whoa, boys! Looks like we done have ourselves a chase! Giddyup. Let’s get after them sons of bitches.”

      I slammed the door behind me as the first men began running towards us.

      “We’ve got company,” I shouted as I followed the others. I ran through a corridor until Willis’s face came into view, wire in his mouth. He beckoned for me to hurry as he held a door open with his foot.

      He closed the door as I went through it and I looked back to see a web of grenades strapped to the back of the door, with a wire going through all their pins. He tied the end of the wire to the door handle and pushed me forward.

      We took one turn after the next, my breath catching in my chest as I struggled to clear the smoke I had breathed from my lungs. They rattled whenever I took a lungful of air.

      Poppy was stationed at the foot of another door.

      “What’s the plan?” I asked.

      “You’re the captain,” Willis said. “Shouldn’t we be asking you that?”

      “Where does this door lead to?” I asked.

      “To the roof,” said Poppy.

      “Well, I guess we’re going to be making a rooftop escape.”

      “Is that the best you can do?” 

      “Given the circumstances, Willis—”

      An explosion rocked the foundations of the building, raining down dust upon my shoulders. No one said anything as we all looked at each other. About to open his mouth, Willis was cut off as another explosion rattled my bones and caused me to lean against the wall for support.

      “The roof it is then,” Willis said, leading the way.
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      Willis opened the door that led onto the roof slowly and peered out. Our journey to the roof had not been interrupted. No one had followed us and we had heard no signs of pursuit, which put us all on edge.

      “Do you see anything?” I asked.

      “If you stop yapping and give me a chance to look, then I’ll tell you.”

      I took a few deep breaths as I could still feel the smoke in my chest. Poppy placed a hand on my shoulder and gave me a look of concern, but I smiled and gave her a nod as Willis popped his head back inside.

      “It seems all clear, but even if it isn’t, this is our only means of escape.”

      “Which means this is where they’ll most likely be looking for us,” I said with a sigh.

      “There isn’t much we can do. We either take our chances or sit here and wait for them to come up those stairs.”

      “Alright. Message Tuari and tell him to meet us at the end of the strip. We’re going to run along the rooftops until we get to the very end of the strip and then make our escape in the van. Simple. Nice and easy.”

      “When has anything we have done ever been simple or easy?” Willis said with a snort.

      “Alright. On three. We run and keep on running until we get to the end. On my count.”

      Everyone looked at me as I closed my eyes and took in a deep breath.

      “One. Two. Three!”

      We burst out from the doors and started running along the roof of The Office; I expected gunshots fired our way, but none came as we made it halfway across the roof.

      The large gas giant that Safe Haven orbited shone like a marble surrounded by white flakes as it stood out against the black canvas of space. It was breathtaking to behold. 

      It almost took my mind off the burning taking place inside my chest. Almost. 

      I must have inhaled more smoke than I first thought as I struggled to take in enough air, legs growing weak by the second. The others were pulling away from me and it was all I could do to bite down on my lip and push myself onward.

       Poppy slowed down so we were level. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” I lied. Even talking was hard.

      Eyes narrowed she fixed me with a gaze and looked over my body. “Don’t you dare,” I hissed at her.

      “You’re having trouble breathing,” she said.

      “Do… you know… how… intrusive that is,” I gasped.

      “Well, if you had told me the truth in the first place I wouldn’t have had to scan you, now would I? If it gets worse I can always carry—”

      “Do not touch me.”

      “Don’t be so prideful. There is nothing to be—”

      “Poppy.”

      She looked my way.

      “No.”

      She continued to look at me and I could see she wanted to argue, but I wouldn’t give in. Call me a fool. Call me a chauvinist pig. Call me a dickhead. I didn’t care. I was the captain of this crew and as long as I was still breathing I would see this fight out on my two feet. 

      “Fine,” she said, in the way that all women do, when you know it isn’t.

      She picked up the pace and left me behind; I looked up and saw Willis and Scarface had already jumped onto the next building along. Poppy quickly followed, which left just me remaining. I shifted gears and dug deep just as the building under my feet shuddered and shook; missing my footstep I fell forward just as the chimney to my right exploded in a shower of brick dust.

      I looked up at the section of the chimney that had exploded and saw the marks left by a sniper’s bullet.

      They had found us. 

      Getting to my feet, I sprinted forward as the roof erupted with the ricochet of bullets missing their mark; I zigged left and right trying to make myself as small a target as possible. Willis and Scarface waited on the other side for me as they both pointed their weapons off into the darkness but didn’t fire.

      What were they waiting for!

      I forward rolled under some scaffolding as sparks lit up the night sky and got back to my feet as I continued on. They still hadn’t fired. The jump to the other building was fast approaching.

      “Fire! Fucking fire,” I screamed as I waved my arms their way, but they paid me no attention.

      I pushed forward with the last bit of effort I had and leapt off the building and on to the next, just as Willis and Scarface opened fire. I tucked and rolled and got up to my feet. They kept on firing, aiming for targets I couldn’t see, but it didn’t matter, as the sniper fire had stopped. 

      “Come on,” Poppy said, tugging at my arm.

      “Shouldn’t we wait?”

      “They’ll catch up.”

      We began running as the firing from Willis and Scarface stopped; soon after the sound of their running feet joined us as they drew level with us, then slowly passed us by. A glint of light shone in the building to our far left. I switched to my pistol, which although not great at long-range shooting was better suited than my shotgun. Taking aim I opened fire on the window I saw the light from and was rewarded with the sight of men ducking for cover.

      Another round of gunfire opened up around us but we had already crossed over onto the other building.

      I saw movement out of the corner of my eye and did a double-take—a group of drones like the one that had first entered into the building were gaining altitude as they made their way towards us. 

      “We’ve got company!” I shouted as I switched from my pistol to my shotgun.

      “Fuck a duck!” Willis said as he began shooting behind us. “We need to destroy them if we want to escape.”

      “I count four,” Poppy said, bringing her knife up, which deflected a bullet.

      The whirring from the drones’ blades grew louder as they kept on advancing. I checked the amount of ammo I had in my shotgun and the answer didn’t please me.

      Two explosive shells. Three slugs.

      Damn, I would have to make these count.

      “How’s everyone doing for ammo?”

      “Shit,” replied Willis.

      Scarface gave me a shake of the head.

      “Didn’t you pack extra ammo?” I asked Willis.

      “Well, excuse me for not having the foresight in thinking we would be in a prolonged firefight. I’m sorry, master, next time I’ll bring some toilet roll in case you need to take a shit!”

      “I didn’t—”

      The drones opened fire forcing us to leap to the side as their bullets scorched a line down the centre of us. I spun on my heels and took aim and fired an explosive shell that blew apart two drones close together. Glowing red-hot metal collapsed to the ground as the other two drones distanced themselves away from the wreckage.

      Willis and Scarface opened fire on the other two but they ducked and dodged, getting hit with the occasional bullet but never taking enough damage to do any lasting harm.

      I took aim and went to fire another explosive shell, but Poppy sprinted towards the drones, using her blades as shields as she deflected everything they shot at her. Leaping into the air she somersaulted and brought the heel of her boot down on top of one, driving it to the floor where it crash-landed and broke into pieces.

      The other tried to get away from her but she was too quick.

      Plunging her blade upwards she stabbed through its body, which resulted in a shower of sparks as it fell to the roof.

      She landed lightly back on the roof and caught up.

      The end of the strip was nearly coming to an end; we just had to push on and we would make it, we would be home free.

      We would—

      A thunderous roar of wind and blades drowned out all thought as something that sounded like a beast emerging from hell rose from the road behind us. I turned my head and saw what looked like a red and black mini hovercraft the size of a car gain the level of the roof and begin to pursue us. 

      Tex leaned out of its open door, one hand grabbing onto the inside of the carriage while his other slapped the top of the vehicle in glee urging it forward. His wide-eyed stare locked onto me and he blew me a kiss and a wink as the craft opened fire. 

      Assault rifle rounds sounded like thunder as we did our best to escape. 

      Even if we escaped we couldn’t allow that thing to follow us; it would only take a few rounds from its guns and our van would be toast. We had to stop it in its tracks. 

      “All of you, make your way to the van! I’ve got this.” 

      “Quinton, no!”

      “Poppy, now isn’t the time. I’ll meet you at the van.”

      She looked at me eyes full of fear, but I gave her a smile full of confidence that I wished I felt.

      “Trust me. Willis, you got any weapons left on you?” 

      He patted down his pockets and pulled out a lonely flashbang. He gave me an apologetic shrug as he threw it my way. 

      “Get going,” I said as I rechecked my ammo. 

      One explosive shell. Three slugs. I would have to make it work. 

      They sprinted ahead of me as I spun on my heel once more and sighted down my barrel. The craft bore down on me determined to finish what its drone kin couldn’t. Finger on the trigger I waited. Tex’s grin grew by the second. I waited. The bullets flew from its gun, one nicking me in the side. I waited. Tex’s head leant back as he roared with laughter.

      Then I fired.

      The first three shots were the slugs. I aimed one at the cockpit’s windscreen, which cracked the screen making seeing out of it impossible. The driver yanked on the controls causing the craft to buck wildly left and right. The next two slugs took out the rear rotors. Black smoke bellowed out of them as the vehicle spun wildly out of control. 

      The last shot I held and waited until I saw the target I was looking for. 

      Tex’s wild grin still hadn’t disappeared but I would give him something to change that. Gripping my gun in place, I locked onto him and fired. 

      He saw me at the last moment and pushed off from the vehicle as the explosive shell missed him and exploded inside the hovercraft.

      The craft went up in flames in a whoosh as I watched Tex’s body fly through the air towards the roof with the craft following him all the way down.

      I sprinted forward as I tried to put as much distance as possible between myself and the flaming wreckage. I could see the last rooftop that would grant me my freedom up ahead.

      The heat from the wreckage singed the hairs on the back of my neck as it crashed through the roof of the building I was on. The blast threw me off the roof and onto the next, where I barely made it. 

      I tucked and rolled and finally came to a stop. Laying flat on my back I stared up at the sky and thanked my lucky stars.

      I got up to my feet slowly; my limbs protested, my bones ached and my joints popped but I was alive. I turned to look at the devastation I had caused and swallowed.

      The entire street was up in flames. Every single one of Jerry’s purchased buildings was being destroyed by fire. 

       There would be hell to pay when we next saw him. He would demand we reimburse him. It was a problem for another day; right now, I had to get to the van before anyone else from the Mercenary Bloc turned up.

      Walking away I stopped as I heard something that sounded like a growl. I turned and looked behind me but couldn’t see anything through the thick smoke. Safety was less than twenty feet away. This was no time to be distracted.

      I was trotting towards the edge of the roof when I heard it again. I turned just in time to see a body sprint towards me. It rugby tackled me in the solar plexus, lifting me off my feet and throwing me through the air. The wind was forced from my lungs as I slammed on my back. I forced myself to roll to my feet, avoiding a kick aimed for my head. 

      Shotgun in my hands I fired at my attacker but forgot I was out of ammo; a swift kick knocked the gun from my hands, where it flew behind me off the roof. 

      I leapt back to create some distance and took in who was attacking me, surprised to see it was Tex.

      “Surprise, motherfucker!”

      He lunged towards me, not giving me time to think or recover. Punches came in bunches and I ducked, covered up and rolled with them as best as I could, but the man had hands the size of dinner plates and made of granite. 

      A blow sunk into my ribs and I bit back a cry of pain as I returned with a head-butt that staggered him backwards. I kept on the attack, kicking him in the inside of the leg then throwing an uppercut that connected with his chin.

      It felt like I was hitting stone.

      I shook my hands out and leapt back as he swung for me.

      “Whoa! Whoa! God damn, boy! They said you were some sort of pen pusher. Where did you learn moves like that?”

      I didn’t respond as we slowly circled each other. The material of the shirt he wore was charred and frayed revealing burns along his arms and shoulders. His lip was split open where I had head-butted him but despite all that he appeared as happy as could be.

      “Not a big talker during combat? A man can respect that. Best to keep the mind focused. Sharp. On point. Best not to get—distracted,” he said, kicking brick dust from the roof up into my face. 

      I closed my eyes temporarily but that was all he needed; diving at my hips he locked his arms around me and picked me up over his shoulder. I saw glimpses of the roof—then the sky—then the roof, as I was slammed back down with him landing on top of me.

      I felt something crack in my chest but I didn’t have time to worry about it. 

      His fist descended towards my face and I hip-bumped him off me with all my strength. Rolling back to our feet, I got up and grimaced as a sharp pain stabbed me in the chest.

      Damn. I had broken a rib… again.

      “Is this really worth the money they’re paying you?” I asked.

      “Fuck no!” Tex laughed, “but I do it for the love. The love and joy. What’s a man without purpose? Nothing, that’s what. A man without purpose slowly dies on the inside while he plays golf on the weekend and does gardening. If he feels feisty he may sleep with the secretary or buy a sports car to make him feel something down there. 

      “Other than that, most men are just waiting to die in this day and age. There’s nothing for them to do. Nothing for them to fight for now with war outlawed. So that’s why I do this—to feel something between my legs. Feel something big and hard!”

      He came for me and I danced and dodged all the while making my way closer and closer to the edge of the roof. 

      “Are you going to run all day or are we going to do this?”

      I stopped and stood still, smile on my face. “Come and get me then, big boy.”

      Hunger in his eyes he rushed towards me, thoughts only on his prize. 

      Less than four feet away from me I pulled something from my back pocket and threw it towards him. “Catch!”

      Like all humans since the day they were born, whenever something is thrown their way they instinctively catch it without thinking. Tex caught it with both hands and looked down at me as I give him a smile and a salute, then allowed myself to fall backwards off the roof.

      The flashbang I gave him exploded in a dazzling display as my back hit the roof of the van and I slid off onto the ground. Hands grabbed me around the waist and yanked me inside as the doors closed and we took off, wheels spinning.
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      I rolled off the bed and placed my hands where my newly broken ribs had been healed by a nanobot chamber that we had taken from The Jungle. Although the technology wasn’t something new and had been used on Earth for the last hundred years, the nanobot chamber from The Jungle worked ten times faster than those you would find on any hospital on Earth.

      Big enough for a person to enter naked, it contained a gel filled with nanobots that invaded the cells, muscle structure and bones of the body and repaired any issues it found.

      I had questioned Samuel as to how The Jungle had improved the invention, and he had spoken about a special team of warriors and scientists who had improved upon the original idea, and were now using the invention to help other struggling planets, who the World Government had left to fend for themselves.

      Whoever they were I was thankful to them. Without the aid of their machine I would be most likely out for the count while I recovered, something that I couldn’t have.

      I stretched my arms over my head and let out a jaw-splitting yawn. There was a high likelihood that the flashbang I used on Tex hadn’t been lethal. I could always hope that it had been, but seeing how much damage the crazy son of a bitch had taken, I doubted it would even put a hitch in his step. I looked towards the bed and could see Poppy’s sleeping form; how much she slept or how awake she was, was something I had tried to work out during our time together.

      Did she sleep deeply? Or was she always alert, scanning her environment for any threats?

      I walked towards the window and parted the curtains as I looked out onto Paradise Lost. 

      Even asleep, the borough looked like it had your worst intentions in mind. A thick fog had rolled onto the streets making the image I saw hazy; the lights from the cars and street lights dazzled and glowed as if they were out of focus. Resting my hands on the windowsill I thought, for the hundredth time, about what I had gotten myself into. 

      Rooftop fights with mercenaries who were trying to collect the bounty on my head. 

      Getting involved in a war between a man I had never met and an egomaniac madwoman who wanted complete control of a planet.

      Fighting a mad genius who had turned himself into a cyborg who wanted the being he created, who I was madly in love with and was carrying my child.

      Shit.

      I didn’t see how this could get any worse. I didn’t see how this could be resolved without a lot of dead bodies. I didn’t see how this could be resolved without someone I cared about being killed.

      I had wanted this. I had asked for this. 

      When José had offered me a place on the team, I had taken it with open arms. A chance to visit places I had only dreamed of, a chance to have adventures like I used to read about in books when I was a boy. The chance to really live life.

      Yet, here, now, I wondered if I had done the best thing. 

      If I had given the details that Xcorp had wanted, none of the events which had preceded all this would have happened. But yet… I knew that was a lie. Edward Thomas would have gotten his hands on the details and location of Alvis Boman’s prison, he would have freed him, Alvis would have either killed Edward and escaped or they would have formed a pact to work together; either way, Alvis would have escaped.

      And by now… he would have already found Poppy, she would be back under his control, a mindless slave only kept around to do his bidding. Plus the war between Isabella Ivanov and Mr Diamond was bound to happen no matter what. Their egos couldn’t cope with being on the same planet, no matter how big that planet might be. 

      Whether or not I liked it, I was placed in this position to do what I could do, to make sure the right people survived. To make sure my child had somewhere to grow up, without the fear of having someone always out to get them—my mission now was to create an environment that allowed them to grow up as normal as possible; what that looked like I didn’t know.

      All I knew was, it wouldn’t be around this mess.

      Arms encircled me and pulled me in tight.

      “Have I told you how creepy it is that you can move without making a sound?”

      “Once or twice,” Poppy said, kissing the back of my neck, “but it wouldn’t be any fun if I didn’t get to see you jump in the air.”

      “Ha, jump in the air… you must be confusing me, madam, with a man with less courage than I. I stand firm in the face of—hahaha, no tickling,” I said, trying to squirm out of her vice-like grip. “OK, OK, OK! Behave, will you?”

      She nibbled my ear as she pulled me in close again. “What’s on your mind?”

      “I was wondering if you dream?”

      “I—” She didn’t continue as we stared out the window, watching the fog like two lighthouse keepers.

      “I didn’t mean to—”

      “No, you didn’t. It’s just that I never gave it much thought. Sometimes when I close my eyes I think of things, things which haven’t happened yet, or could never happen, things I wished happened, things that scare me, things I wished I didn’t see. Is that… dreaming?”

      I brought her hands up to my lips and kissed them repeatedly. “God, I love you.”

      “What?”

      “I would class what you are seeing as dreaming my dear,” I said. “It means you’re alive and kicking, more alive I dare say than most human beings who are existing today.”

      “Hmm, that’s nice to know. Doesn’t make me feel any different.”

      “I don’t think it should.”

      Silence enveloped us once more as we held each other and just were. I don’t know how long we stayed like that but I didn’t want to break it. I didn’t want to leave this room. I didn’t want another day to pass. Right now was just perfect.

      “So, what are you going to do?”

      I closed my eyes as I groaned inwardly.

      “Well, as it stands, we have multiple enemies who are looking to take us out. Alvis. Mr Diamond. Tex. And possibly Mr Lee,” I said, counting them off on my fingers.

      “Don’t forget The Lady,” said Poppy.

      How could I? The crack of the gun that killed José haunted my dreams every night.

      “We will have to deal with her at a later date but right now I think it’s in our best interest to work with her. With Diamond and Co all working together, we need support. We were lucky back there at Jerry’s place but going forward, we can’t just rely on luck. Although I hate to admit it, if we want to come out of this alive, we have to rely on her.

      “She’s got combat skill and knowledge of how to manoeuvre men in times of war. Even Tex respected her. Which shows me right now, I would rather she be on our side than have her against us. To be honest, even with her help, there is a chance we may not win this or come out of this unscathed.”

      “No one said having the life you wanted would be easy.”

      I said nothing as I tried to think of a way to bring up the topic that had been preying on my mind since we first departed The Jungle.

      “There’s something I want to talk to you about,” she said, interrupting my thoughts.

      I turned around and gave her a smile as I looked at her.

      “It’s about—it’s about, well, it’s about your reckless nature.”

      “My reckless what?”

      “Nature.”

      “Since I have been alive that’s one thing no one else apart from you has ever called me. I don’t think I’m being reckless. I think I’m doing what needs to be done, so I can get my crew home safe and sound, and in one piece.”

      “Look how well that worked out for José.”

      I looked away from her and walked back to the windowsill to lean my forehead against the cold glass.

      “I’m not saying this to disrespect his memory, and it’s not a slight on the man, but José walked into The Lady’s office knowing full well he might not come back out—I think he counted on it. He counted on the fact that he would take the blame and punishment upon himself so we didn’t have to. He was fully willing to die for—”

      “But that is the job of a captain. To die so others don’t have to.”

      “It isn’t and shouldn’t be when that person has a child on the way. You are only thinking about yourself—”

      “How can you say that? I’m trying everything in my power to make sure you come out of this alive. If I do this right, after this is all said and done, nobody shall be chasing us again. That is why I’m doing this.

      “Before it was just for the crew, but now it’s for our child as well. They trust me. They may not say it but they do. I can feel it. José gave me this task and I shall complete it to the best of my ability.”

      “What if… your best isn’t good enough?”

      I turned to face her with fire in my eyes.

      “Then, I can meet my maker with my head held high knowing I gave everything I had. No one can ask any more of me than that. Before meeting this team, meeting this crew, I didn’t have responsibilities to test me. I didn’t know what sacrifice meant.

      “But as a captain, that is all you do— sacrifice so others don’t have to. You may not want to hear this, you may hate me for it, but my one and only goal is to make sure you and what’s growing inside you stay safe. To make sure my crew is safe. My well-being comes after. That is the cross a captain has to bear and I shall bear it as long as I have to.”

      She opened her mouth to say something but I walked towards her and kissed her on the lips. “Do not let them break us apart. We are stronger together as long as you trust me.”

      She looked at me and I could tell there were things she wanted to say, arguments she wanted to have, but none of that mattered because each of us had a part to play, and whether we played it well or not, we still had to play it.
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      I walked down the stairs of our safe house, thoughts of my discussion with Poppy still fresh in my mind. She had gone back to bed and wanted me to join her, but I told her I would be along shortly despite her protests. I had said I just needed to grab a snack to eat and I would be right back, but that was only part of the truth. I hadn’t brought up what I had wanted to talk to her about.

      I knew what her answer would be even before I approached the subject… yet I couldn’t live with myself until I spoke to her about it, until I brought her round to my way of thinking. 

      Was that selfish of me? Sure, but what other choice did I have?

      I was in my own thoughts so completely I didn’t realise anyone was in the kitchen until Willis and Tuari came into my view; spoons halfway to their mouths they both stopped and looked my way. 

      “Did I interrupt something?”

      “Nah, lad, just trying to solve life’s problems. Why don’t you take a seat?” Tuari said.

      I took a seat at the kitchen table while Tuari placed a bowl in front of me that had a brown sticky-type cake with what appeared to be custard drizzled over it. 

      “Sticky pudding,” I said, scooping up a piece and placing it in my mouth. “I didn’t know anyone apart from my mum knew how to make it. It’s an old traditional British dessert that has fallen by the wayside.”

      “That it is. That it is,” Tuari said. “In my travels, I tend to come across old cookbooks and I like to make forgotten dishes. Some come out great while others are destined for the bin. Anyway, how come you’re up? Thought you would be enjoying the fine comforts of your woman.”

      I smiled as I scooped another piece of pudding into my mouth but said nothing.

      “Don’t tell me there’s trouble in paradise? No pun intended,” Willis asked. “Although you two are living in sin, not being married and whatnot, I would hate to see the happy couple break up.”

      I looked between the two, opening my mouth, but a rush of emotions surfaced that I couldn’t quite put any words to. Shaking my head I spooned another piece of dessert into my mouth. Seeing my reaction Tuari nodded his head and walked over to a cupboard underneath the sink and rummaged in it before pulling out a bottle of rum.

      “I think this shall be needed,” he said, placing the bottle between us. I picked up the bottle and read the label, Beckford’s Rum & Caramel.

      Willis looked at the bottle in shock before turning his attention back to Tuari. “Where the hell were you keeping this?”

      “I’ve got bottles hidden around multiple safe houses and around our ship The Kennel.”

      “Why?” asked Willis in disbelief.

      “So your drunk ass doesn’t drink them all, that’s why. They are special reserves meant for special moments. Now,” said Tuari, placing three glasses with ice in front of us and uncorking the bottle, then pouring generous amounts in all our glasses, “let’s toast to better times, let’s drink to the ones we have lost and let’s drown our worries until the sun has come up.”

      He lifted his glass in the air and we all followed, clinking them together before we took a long sip.

      Hints of honey and spice danced on my tongue as I licked my lips and took another stomach-warming sip. Placing the glass down on the table I looked at my hands as everyone kept on drinking and talking. 

      “Poppy’s pregnant.”

      Silence greeted the statement as they both stopped talking and turned their attention on me. Neither said anything.

      “We’ve known for some time… we’ve—shit, it’s complicated but when Alvis created her he gave her all the necessary parts to reproduce, I guess. Don’t ask me for the details, don’t ask me how it works, but I’m guessing it’s a similar procedure to in-vitro fertilisation,” I said with a shrug. “But that’s just a wild guess, all I know is she’s pregnant with my child.”

      They both looked at me, mouths agape, before they turned to each other. Neither said anything as they locked eyes; in unison they shook their heads and took a swig from their glasses then turned to me.

      “We plan to keep it, I mean, I think we do, we haven’t really spoken about it all that much with everything that’s going on, but I guess yeah, we should keep it, I mean we are going to keep it, it’s a miracle in itself and I couldn’t be happier but—will you two fuckers say something!” I said looking between the pair, tired of rambling, “instead of just sitting there and looking at me.”

      Tuari passed his hands over his head and uttered a sigh. “It’s not that we’re not happy for you, lad, don’t take our silence as that, but you realise what this means, don’t you? Everything changes. Not just for the two of you but for the galaxy. Your child will be the first of their kind, a hybrid between man and machine, not created like Poppy, or designed like Alvis, but born. 

      “Born just like you and me. They shall be the first of their kind, and when they grow up and have children of their own, they shall be creating something that is both exciting and scary. Another species. Similar to human beings, but different enough that they are separate.

      “I don’t know how humanity will react, but if history teaches anything about how humanity reacts to something it doesn’t understand, then I fear for your child. 

      “If they’re lucky, they shall live their lives unnoticed and unharmed, but when, not if, they get discovered, then they shall forever be persecuted, hunted, experimented upon; their lives won’t be easy. Just like every minority that has been enslaved and won their freedom—they soon found out although not in chains any longer, being truly free takes generations.

      “It may take longer than that for what you’re bringing into the world to be accepted by humanity, if ever.”

      I sipped at my drink and took his words in. I hadn’t thought about the future—with so much going on I was only focused on the present—but what he said was correct. If my child or even children hid and didn’t reveal themselves to the public, then maybe they could have a normal life, whatever that meant, but what would happen to future generations, what about their children’s children? People always said it wasn’t the big acts that changed the future but the simple things, a word spoken here, a turning taken instead of going straight, but once my child was born I was dropping a nuclear bomb into the rippling waters of reality and hoping for the best.

      This act, this decision to have this child would be felt for hundreds of years to come. 

      Yet what was I to do?

      I had made my mind up to have my family no matter the cost.

      Even if it means war or the end of humanity as you know it? said a little voice I refused to listen to.

      “You’ve been quiet,” I said, looking to Willis. “Nothing to say?”

      “I want to be this child’s godfather.”

      “What?” Tuari and I said in unison.

      “You dickheads heard me, I want to be this child’s godfather. Nay, I will be this child’s godfather. What you have done, I admit unknowingly, is create a miracle. A miracle that hasn’t been seen since the time of Jesus Christ himself. You have created a being that is not of this world. That is more special than any black hole or dying star.

      “You have created a new life never seen before. You shall bring a being into this world that may truly be seen as a god to some people, and because of that, this child will need guidance—”

      “From you?” I said with raised eyebrows.

      “Who better?”

      “The old hobo down the street,” said Tuari, “or better yet—you could leave the child in The Jungle to be raised by a pack of wolves, and it would have a better chance of being brought up to be a balanced human being.”

      “Joke all you want, but I have made my mind up on this. This child needs to be taught the lessons not only from religion, but from philosophers, writers, musicians, and any great teachers and thinkers from down the ages. Whether or not you like it, this child is important; they will shape the universe around them for better or for worse and for that outcome to be something other than a tragedy, you must prepare them as best as you can. To be the best they can.

      “You need to create a leader, a thinker, a visionary, a carer, a fighter, otherwise the universe will impose its will on their young mind, creating something you never envisioned.

      “It’s your job as a human. But more importantly, it’s your duty as a parent.”

      I stared at Willis opened-mouthed, not knowing what to say, but knowing he was right. Why didn’t I think of that? Why didn’t I see the bigger picture?

      Tuari poured us all another drink and slapped Willis on the back. “My word, Ginger Nuts, if I was a woman I would be all over you. To think something as brilliant as that came out of that foul hole you call a mouth.”

      “You’re right,” I said, giving him a nod. “I’ve been too short-sighted in not thinking about the future.”

      I took another swig and looked at them both. I had been expecting anger, confusion and maybe even disgust, but I got none of that. All those fears I had about telling them were unwarranted. I just had to trust my crew and have faith in them not to judge me. 

      “I want to thank you all. I want to thank you all for accepting me as one of your own, I want to thank you all for not judging me, not judging us. I know things didn’t get off to a great start, you dickheads were trying to—hell, you did kidnap me, but I’m happy how it turned out. I’m sorry how things ended with José. If I had the power to change the outcome, I would have. That man gave me this life, he brought Poppy into my life and for that, I am forever grateful, ” I said, looking each of them in the face before I continued: “I knew nothing when I first started—”

      “Still don’t,” said Willis.

      “But I was determined to learn—still am. I never wanted to let José’s hope of what he saw in me go to waste, I never wanted to just coast on by, I don’t want what happened to him to happen to anyone in this crew. I know that may be out of my control, but I swear on my unborn child I shall lay down my life before anyone on this crew. But because of that, I need both of you to make me a promise, I need you to swear to me, you shall look after my child if anything happens to me, and I need you to swear to me, you two will try and keep Poppy out of danger.”

      They both looked at each other before speaking. “The first promise goes without saying,” said Tuari; “your child is our child. But the second promise… that woman has a mind of her own. I know you want to keep her out of harm’s way to protect her, but she’s the greatest weapon we have. It would be foolish not to use her.”

      “I do not want to rely on her to get us out of trouble, nor do I want to place her in danger just because she’s powerful. There’s two of them now I have to think about, not one. And something tells me that’s what everyone wants, to use her for their own means. Alvis is waiting in the wings till he has her back under his control or till he destroys her; and The Lady, well, she hasn’t brought it up yet, but I believe she’ll want to use Poppy so she can win this war.”

      “Speaking of madam,” said Tuari, “do you have any idea what you’re going to do in regard to her?”

      There was that question again. The question everyone wanted me to answer. The question I didn’t even have an answer to myself.

      “Like I told Poppy, we have enough enemies looking to take us down and not enough alliances to back us up—”

      “If you’re thinking of working with that cunt—”

      “What other choice do we have?” I asked Willis. “If you’ve forgotten who we’re up against then I’ll remind you. Alvis Boman, a crazed genius who’s turned himself into a cyborg, and we don’t know where he is, Mr Diamond, the richest and most powerful person on Safe Haven. Mr Lee, the second richest and second most powerful person on Safe Haven. The Mercenary Bloc, led by Tex, who has a fuckload of guns and a fuckload of men. 

      “If we add Lady Isabella Ivanov, then we might as well give up now.”

      “In any alliance, there must be a level of trust for it to work,” said Tuari.

      “I agree, but this is what we have. So tomorrow evening Samuel and I will visit her and hash out the details on the next plan of attack. A plan that doesn’t get us all killed.”

      They both looked at me and shook their heads but I held firm. This was the best course of action we had. This was the only way to survive. I just hoped I lived long enough to be proved right.
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      Samuel and I drove in the Ford Mustang Mach 1 through the streets of Paradise. An argument had broken out when I had informed the crew that The Lady only wanted to see me and Samuel, and that the rest of them would have to stay behind. This had been met with silent stares and a nod from Tuari and Willis, but Poppy hadn’t been so easily won over. The arguing continued all the way to the front door, until I silenced her with a kiss and promised her I would return.

      A look that said this conversation was far from over was plastered on her face as I closed the door behind me.

      The rumble from the engine brought me back to the present as we crossed a bridge that gave us a view of the setting sun. It was pretty enough to make even the grim streets of Paradise bearable.

      After an hour of twists and turns and travelling back on ourselves and triple-checking we weren’t being followed, we parked in an alleyway near our destination and got out.

      Turning off the ignition I looked to Samuel. “You ready?”

      “This is just another type of jungle. The only difference is the animals here are more unpredictable.”

      “I abide by a simple rule when in Paradise Lost: if it smiles, it kills,” I said.

      We got out of the car and Samuel looked back at it, concern lacing his features’ “Isn’t it going to get stolen?”

      “They can try,” I said with a laugh as I made my way out of the alleyway. I looked in the distance and could see the glowing lights of The Lady’s residence. With a deep breath I looked to Samuel then gave him a head nod as I stepped out of the alleyway.
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      The short walk took no time at all and before long we were approaching the grand-looking Art Deco building with the words Hotel Moscow above it. 

      They shone like stars in the night as we made our way towards the entrance. 

      A small army of guards was gathered around the front; sunglasses on their faces acted like Xray machines that scanned for everything from concealed weapons to detecting whether a person’s resting heartbeat was abnormally high, indicating they were likely about to act out violently, were fearful or hiding something. 

      I stopped a hundred feet from the entrance and just stared. 

      This was the first time I had been back to this spot. This was where it happened. 

      This was where José Battle had been killed. 

      I stared at the area in front of the hotel, which hadn’t been marked or laid out differently, which hadn’t been given any plaque to commemorate the event. His blood had just been washed away and allowed to spill down the drains and gutter as if it meant nothing. It wasn’t right. To have the event erased like it was just another day—a hand tapped me on the shoulder and I turned to see Samuel looking at me, concerned.

      I looked down at my hands and realised I had been clenching them so hard that my nails had bitten into my palms. 

      The guards around me all had their hands on their weapons as they regarded me with interest. Taking a deep breath, I calmed my racing heart and gave Samuel a smile and a nod and continued on.

      I had counted up to ten guards before they stopped me at the door, but there were easily double that number plus snipers on rooftops and men hidden in plain clothing lounging on the streets around the hotel. It appeared Lady Isabella Ivanov was taking the threat to her life seriously. 

      The guard who had stopped us looked us up and down slowly before speaking. “Have you got a room or appointment reserved here?”

      “That’s a first,” I said. 

      “A lot of changes have taken place in and around Hotel Moscow, all for the benefit of the customers, you understand.”

      “You must have some important customers staying here,” I said, waving at the guards.

      “That is not your concern. Now, I must ask again, do you have a reservation—”

      “It is okay,” said a voice, cutting him off.

      Vlad walked through the entrance of the hotel in a grey suit, lifeless dead eyes scanning my face as he walked towards us. His hard face showed little as he stopped a few feet away from us.

      “He is expected,” he said, before turning on his heel and walking back the way he came. 

      “Into the lair we go,” I said to Samuel with a flick of the hands. “After you.”

      We followed Vlad through the entrance and onto marble floors that stretched out before us in all directions. No matter how many times I visited this place it still awed me. Chandeliers hung from the ceiling and reflected light dancing along a ceiling that was a sculptor’s dream; polished oak was used for the staircases and bannisters gleamed, and in the centre of it all stood a cherry blossom tree that always appeared to be in full bloom no matter the season.

      It gave the visitor a feeling of inferiority—that they didn’t belong here and were only passing by.

      Our feet echoed along the floor as I took in the empty sofas and bar stools that had been filled with customers on my last visit.

      “Sure is quiet around here,” I said. “Been having a rough few months?”

      “Some seasons are busier than others,” said Vlad.

      “Hmm, interesting. Very interesting,” I said, drawing out my words.

      Vlad stopped dead, staring straight ahead. We stopped a few feet behind him.

      “I have promised Lady Isabella Ivanov I shall not harm you. She has repeatedly told me of your value to our organisation and how greatly you can further her dreams, but I fail to see it. I fail to see anything more than a man who hasn’t suffered like we have. Who unlike us hasn’t fought and bled for everything that wasn’t given to him.

      “You, Mr Blake,” said Vlad, turning on the spot and looking me dead in the eye, “are a man who should be dead. You have no useful skills. You are a burden upon the people who follow you, but because of them you have somehow managed to gain some measure of—”

      “Hey, fuckface!” I said, taking a step forward. “If I remember correctly it was I who got the drop on you and your master before you could take that hammer and sickle out of your ass and do anything about it. Little old me, who showed your big bad boss mercy. Now, if I recall rightly, your master gave you a job to do, to escort men who are your betters to meet her.

      “So, why don’t you do as you have been tasked and lead the way,” I said with a shooing motion of my hand.

      Samuel’s gaze flicked nervously between the two of us as we held each other’s gaze. If this asshole thought I would be spoken to by him like that, then he had another thing coming. I was the captain of my own crew. A crew that deserved to be showed respect.

      “Eventually, I shall do the same to you as I did to your former captain,” Vlad said before he turned away and resumed walking.

      I stood rooted to the spot watching his back grow smaller and smaller. Of course there had to be a shooter. There had to be someone who pulled the trigger. Who better than The Lady’s right-hand man? 

      Why hadn’t it occurred to me until now?

      A hand touched my shoulder and jerked me out of my thoughts. Looking sideways, I met Samuel’s concerned gaze. 

      “Shall we?” I said.

      He gave me a nod but still looked at me as if I was about to explode any minute. With a smile and a nod I led the way. 

      We continued walking until we reached a set of ornate gold doors carved in the shape of flowing water. Bullet holes graced both doors. Vlad stood to attention holding one door while we approached. 

      I allowed Samuel to go in first while I stopped and looked Vlad in the eye. “It is good to put a face to my friend’s killer. It is something I shall use in the future.”

      “As you should,” he replied.

      I walked on through and entered a room whose high ceiling had stained glass embedded in it that depicted a scrawny old king sitting on a throne while Death knelt before him. Behind the king, an oak tree stood tall and proud—skulls decorated its branches like hanging fruit.

      Lady Isabella Ivanov stood in front of a table that took centre stage in her office. The red leather chairs and drinking cabinets had been pushed to the furthest reaches of the room. Holding a pointer she moved miniature pieces across the table. As I made my way closer I saw the table was actually a map of Safe Haven. It displayed all four boroughs across the table, with miniature soldiers and ships positioned at certain points along the map.

      The Diamond District was the most heavily manned. Its glass miniature soldiers covered all entry points into the borough. The closest borough that bordered its lands was The Floating City, but on closer inspection, I noticed the waterways of The Floating City also snaked through some parts of The Jungle. Its waters stopped just on the outskirts of Paradise Lost, but it was still close enough to give any leader sleepless nights. A few miniature soldiers were placed strategically along the river, giving Paradise some protection.

      The blue miniature forces of The Floating City were scattered across the board, unlike The Diamond District’s concentrated force. The Floating City’s forces were spread thinly all across the planet. Their numbers were fewer than Paradise City’s and The Diamond District’s, but they were a large enough force to cause worry. 

      My eyes travelled to The Jungle on the map and I saw it was missing all its own forces. Samuel stood next to me and his face greyed as he saw that there were forces in his borough, but they belonged to The Lady. Red miniature pieces of The Lady’s littered his borough, as well as a few pieces belonging to Diamond that were just outside The Jungle’s borders.

      Eyes travelling across the board, I noticed that here and there, a stray red piece dotted far-flung locations across Safe Haven or deep within enemy territory. It appeared The Lady had some spies well placed. 

      “What do you think?” she asked.

      I took a step back and really looked at the board from an outside perspective. “In all honesty? You’re fucked.”

      She looked up at me sharply but waited for me to continue.

      “You are fighting two opponents with a limited number of resources. The first rule in winning a war is to have the bigger army. The second rule is to have the home advantage. The third, be on a superior terrain to your opponent. If you attacked Diamond head-on, he has the luxury of keeping his forces in one place while he endures a bloody siege, which becomes a waiting game of whose resources can outlast whose. By all counts, he wins that battle.

      “But even before you get to him, you have to deal with all these little scattered forces of Mr Lee, who will no doubt be instructed to pick you off while you make your way across Safe Haven.

      “If you decide to stay put, then Diamond will instruct Lee to use the waterways to first take The Jungle then slowly push his forces all the way until he gets to your borders,” I said, moving all the blue pieces until they surrounded Paradise.

      “While Lee’s forces keep you in place, it won’t take long for Diamond to join the party, effectively doubling the forces you are now facing. With two opponents battering down the door, I don’t rate your chances of survival high. So like I said earlier—you… are… fucked.”

      “I think you mean we are fucked, Mr Blake,” she said with a smile.

      I chuckled, “I guess you’re right, Miss Ivanov, I guess you’re right.”

      “We are all in this together, I know blood has been spilt between us but this is not the time to hold such grudges. I’ll come right out and say it, Mr Blake, I need your help. Just as much as you need me.”

      I was taken aback by her level of honesty, but then again I had never known the woman not to be upfront and honest about her intentions. If there was one thing I could say about her, you knew where you stood with her, even if it was the deep blue sea and she was a shark swimming below.

      “So what do you propose we do?” I asked.

      She tapped her finger against her lips before pressing the screen of the table, which brought up holographic images of me and Tex fighting against a smoky backdrop on the roof of a building. The image looked like something out of a movie. Determination was chiselled in my jaw, while a wolf-like smile graced Tex’s face. Blood red flames licked the night sky behind us.

      “First, I must congratulate you on smoking out our home intruders. I had been unable to get any surveillance on this individual for some time, but less than a handful of hours on Paradise soil and you have done a job my men couldn’t complete in months. You see, Vlad,” Lady Isabella said, pointing his way, “you must have more faith in our friend here.”

      The penny dropped.

      “You—argh!” I said, biting my fist as I paced up and down.  “You used me. You used me as bait. That’s why it was so urgent to have this meeting here, when you could have just as easily told me what needed to be said back in The Jungle.”

      “I admit, that was part of the reason but I didn’t have as much information then as I do now, so I couldn’t make an informed decision on the best course of—”

      “My men could have died!”

      “But they didn’t.”

      “That isn’t the point!” I said, slapping the table.

      Silence descended upon the room as Vlad moved closer in my direction, hand under his jacket.

      Lady Isabella said nothing as she walked towards the drinks cabinets and picked up a bottle of vodka. “Would you like a drink?” she asked.

      Samuel and I remained silent. 

      “I highly recommend it. This isn’t the cheap knockoff stuff they serve at The Office, I imported this from Russia; cost me a pretty penny but it was worth it. No? Very well,” she said, pouring herself a half a glass full. Taking a sip she made her way back to us.

      “It seems that you think, Mr Blake, this is some sort of partnership—some alliance. But you are mistaken. The simple truth is you work for me. Much like Samuel here. Although he runs The Jungle, it’s only that way because I allow him to. Much as I allow you to still set foot in my borough. So in the future, I would suggest you watch your tone—”

      I chuckled; I couldn’t help myself. Despite the situation, despite being unarmed in hostile territory, despite having a trained killer less than ten feet away from me with his hand on his weapon, I shook my head and just laughed.

      “Do tell us what is so funny, Mr Blake.” she asked.

      “You…” I said, pointing her way, “you don’t get it, do you? You have no power over me or my crew. José may have bowed down to you but I am not him. My days of laughing at the boss’s jokes are long gone. If you need my help, then this has to work as an equal partnership, otherwise I wish you the best of luck with this upcoming war of yours,” I said, making a move to leave.

      “You believe I would allow you just to walk out of here?”

      “Of course,” I said, turning back to look at her.

      “A potential enemy?” 

      “I am only an enemy if you make me one.”

      “In that case, I should kill you here and now and be done with it.”

      “But you won’t,” I said, walking back to her, “not with what you know, not with what would come after you if you ever harmed me.”

      “Ah yes,” she said with a sly smile, “the female AI. I wondered when you would play that card.”

      “We must do what we can, to survive in this cruel galaxy. By whatever means we have.” 

      She took another sip from her glass before turning her attention to Samuel. “What say you?”

      Samuel looked between the two of us with a look that said he would rather be anywhere but here right now. He pulled at the sleeves of his tunic. “I say you need all the allies you can recruit. You have enemies within your walls and far superior ones gathering on the outside. To ostracise or antagonise anyone now over pride may very well be your downfall.”

      “And your thoughts on the situation here,” she said, gesturing to the board.

      “I would rather we do our best to avoid war at all costs. Violence should be man’s last resort, but seeing as man is ignorant of the harm his ways cause others, I know whatever I say will fall on deaf ears.

      “So the only option I say to take is one that leaves the fewer casualties. You have a lack of numbers, firepower and resources. When a state is in your situation, the only choice they have is guerrilla warfare and assassination. Cut off the head and the body will follow.”

      “Hmm, interesting that I would agree with a man such as yourself, Mr Moor. But you are right on all counts. The only way we can win this thing is by guerrilla warfare and assassination. That is why Diamond is using this Mercenary Bloc; they are a separate entity to his forces so he can claim ignorance. No one has declared open warfare yet and I am still in talks with the man, but he denies any knowledge of this Mercenary Bloc, stating it must be one of the other crews in Paradise that has hired them.

      “If they fail, he loses no face and can still keep up the front he wasn’t involved. If they are successful in taking me out, then he can swoop in here unopposed. I will not let that happen.

      “Mr Blake,” she said, turning towards me, “I apologise for using you as bait, but if you had known of my plans, then you wouldn’t have acted natural and our mercenary friends would have known something was up. I can’t say I will not try something like this again in the future, but what I can say is that you will always be highly reimbursed for your time and effort.”

      The computer on my wrist vibrated, notifying me of a deposit that had been made into my bank. Clicking on the message, I saw a large sum that had been paid to our company account. It was a generous gesture to smooth relations, but I wouldn’t allow it to blind me to the fact that once again I had been used.

      “Apology accepted and thank you for the payment. Now, if you don’t mind me asking, why are we here?”

      “Simple. I want you to kill Mr Diamond and Mr Lee.”
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      I looked at her, brows knotted in confusion. 

      “Excuse me?” 

      “You heard me clearly enough, Mr Blake, I want you and your crew to assassinate Mr Diamond and Mr Lee. I don’t care how you do it, as long as you do it. The rewards for completing the task shall be unlike anything you have ever—”

      “The Floating City,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest.

      “The Floating City?” she asked, this time confused.

      “If you want this job done, then I want The Floating City.”

      “Don’t be absurd!” said Vlad. “You should be grateful—”

      Soft laughter, hidden behind a manicured hand, came from Lady Isabella as she looked at me with mischief behind her eyes. They were the eyes of a cat who had released its prey and was now being entertained.

      “Oh my, oh my, Mr Blake. I am so glad you took over the role as captain from José. Although I never had any complaints towards the man—well, just the one that proved fatal—he never had your ambition. He never wanted more. He was a man who was okay with his lot in life, he was a working dog who enjoyed the work more than the reward.

      “But you,” she said, shaking her finger, “you keep on surprising me. From the outside you appear nothing more than a simple man, but that is only a mask. No wonder the female AI become intrigued by you. Oh my, oh my, what games we play.”

      She downed the contents of her glass as if it was water and she went to the cabinet to pour herself another. This time she sliced a lemon and dropped it into the glass. “Tell me,” she said, sucking on her fingers, “why I should even consider this request.”

      “Because I’m doing all the work. With Lee and Diamond out of the way, there’s nothing standing in your way from claiming their boroughs as your own. You already have Paradise Lost, and I expect a woman such as yourself would want to call The Diamond District home, and let’s face it, this borough doesn’t exactly scream comfort and luxury. Which leaves The Floating City. For you to control that much land would leave you defenceless against the vast amount of crews who call this planet home. The one thing you can guarantee when the head of a state gets toppled is a power vacuum for the scraps that remain.

      “Now, you already have an alliance with The Jungle; wouldn’t it benefit you to have one with The Floating City as well?”

      “Having it all to myself sounds better.”

      “Managing all that space, all those people...don’t lose what you have taken before you have had time to make it yours.”

      She regarded me with a narrow gaze before looking to Vlad, then Samuel. 

      “What are your thoughts on this, Mr Moor?” she asked.

      I looked to him and held my breath; I was pretty confident he wouldn’t object to my idea but you never knew. I had come to see Samuel as something of a friend; not a close one, but enough of one I knew he wouldn’t stab me in the back.

      “I think it’s a bad idea.”

      I stared at him open-mouthed in disbelief. The little shit was going to sell me down the river.

      “Ohhh,” said Lady Isabella, “I knew it was a great idea to invite you two along. Please explain yourself to the room, Mr Moor. We are all waiting on tenterhooks.”

      Samuel looked at me before looking down at the floor. I could tell he was trying to gather his thoughts but all I could do was try and suppress my rage as I waited for him to talk.

      “I know you think I am betraying you, Quinton, but you have no experience in ruling a borough. Especially a borough as complex and diverse as The Floating City.

      “Mr Lee has been in control of that borough for decades, decades of contracts, spies, and underlings who all report to him. To think you can just take over that is both ignorant and unwise. Ruling a borough is being everyone’s first call when something is wrong and last call to share any good news or get any thanks. People will depend on you for—”

      “Thank you for your vote of confidence, but my mind is already made up. Those are the terms,” I said, facing Lady Isabella. “You can either take it or leave it.”

      “I shall have to think—”

      “There isn’t time for that. The enemy is at your door as we speak; if you want our help it’s now or never.”

      She tapped her finger against her lips, eyes looking through me as she thought of what to do. I knew my demands had been unreasonable, but it was a game I was willing to play to ruffle some feathers and get some much-needed revenge on the man who was responsible for José’s death. 

      Plus, we would need a new home that we could easily get lost in after this was all said and done.

      “Alright, Mr Blake, I’ll agree to your terms. But you won’t get our reward unless the job is completed,” she said, holding out her hand.

      “I would need a signed contract stating that fact before the day is over,” I said, walking over to her and shaking her hand; “also as much information relating to Mr Lee and Mr Diamond’s movements, personnel, alliances, etc., etc.”

      She smiled at me. “You may be wrong about him, Mr Moor. He seems to have a firm grasp on what a leader should ask for relating to whatever deal he’s about to agree to.”

      “Is our business done here?” I asked.

      “With you, yes. But I need to discuss something with Mr Moor in private. You can wait in the hotel foyer.”

      The colour drained from Samuel’s face as he opened his mouth to say something but thought better of it. I gave both of them a firm nod and left the way I came.
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      I nursed a drink while I waited for Samuel.

      I had the hotel bar all to myself; no one had come in or left since I had arrived. A single bartender had been cleaning the same glass for the last twenty minutes, while he did his best not to look at me. I toyed with my drink and swivelled back and forth in my chair while I allowed my thoughts to dwell on the conversation I just had. 

      My goal wasn’t to rule The Floating City. The thought had never crossed my mind. 

      But seeing the prominent smirk on the face of The Lady had brought up everyone that had been involved in José’s death. It wasn’t just her; it had been Edward Thomas and Mr Lee. I had dealt with Edward but Lee was still running around, forcing people into debt by cheating them at his casinos and then turning that debt into slavery. He was a man who had cheated and double-crossed us, while he profited off our ruin. But he would soon pay for that error in judgement.

      The doors behind me opened and Samuel stepped out.

      He walked towards me on unsteady legs as if he had just been told someone close to him had died. I watched him over the rim of my glass as he passed a hand over his pale face. He leaned his hand against a stone pillar and shook his head. Head lifting up he caught sight of me and made his way towards me. 

      “Bad news?”

      “Huh?” he said, looking up at me sharply as he drew near.

      “I said, bad news?”

      “Oh, oh. No, no. Nothing of the sort, just a bit of bad indigestion, that’s all. When I get nervous my bowels act up.”

      “Didn’t know there was anything to be nervous about?”

      “If you’ve worked as long as I have for The Lady, then you know every meeting you have with her could very well be your last.”

      “Yet you still work with her,” I said, getting up to my feet.

      “It is not a choice—” he started to say, but looked over to the bartender, who was staring at us. “I think it’s time we got going. But before we do this is for you,” he said, handing over a jet black data stick.

      I pocketed it as I followed him through the lobby and out the doors, stopping when I got to where Vlad had killed José. I knelt down on one knee and touched the ground where his blood had splattered. It appeared no different but to me, it would always signify one of the most important events that had changed my life forever. 

      I closed my eyes and allowed the moment to wash over me. I knew what I had to do. I knew the risks I had to take. One slip and it would be over, but it was a risk I was willing to take if it meant everyone I loved could be safe.
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      Back in the car, neither of us said anything as I kept my foot on the gas and allowed the Ford Mustang Mach 1 to roar like a lion on the plains. I took each corner tighter than the next, smiling as the squeal of tires filled the air. I stomped on the gas again and was pushed back in my seat as the upgraded engine delivered as much of its power as it could through the tires. 

      I dipped in and out between cars too slow to get out of my way, and was long gone from their flashing lights as I kept on pushing the car through its paces.

      I looked to my side and could see Samuel’s fingers digging into his leather seat as he jumped and winced whenever I came too close to another car. 

      “Sorry,” I said, easing off the gas and allowing the car to amble along comfortably. “Ever since I was a kid, I would watch the classic action movies and see the high-speed car chases and would always marvel and wonder what they would be like to be in, back before all Earth’s traffic was controlled and monitored. You know one country had something called the autobahn which allowed you to travel as fast as you wanted?

      “I would always look at the rich kids growing up who had classic cars as toys and feel envious, even a little ashamed, that my family couldn’t’ afford what they had, but I guess that’s what most kids think about when growing up.”

      “In the way,” said Samuel, “you were envious of nice toys, I was envious of nice clothes. I just wanted some that didn’t have any holes. It’s amazing how human greed can never be satisfied.”

      “Ha, you think me greedy?”

      “I think vengeance is clouding your mind.”

      “Who said this had anything to do with vengeance?” I said, tapping the steering wheel.

      “Please, don’t treat me like some fool. I know it was because of Mr Lee that you were captured. I know he destroyed The Lady’s cargo, which she blamed your crew for. This has everything to do with vengeance and nothing to do with justice.”

      I barked in laughter as I slapped the steering wheel. “Justice! Who said anything about justice?”

      “Justice and truth are—”

      “Don’t you get high and mighty with me because it suits you. Did you forget the cargo Mr Lee destroyed were chemical weapons we picked up from you? Chemical weapons that were going to be used against the mass population of The Diamond District. We all have played a role in this mess we find ourselves in. 

      “Some have played greater roles than others but roles have been played.”

      “But there must be a better way than this. There must be something you can do?”

      “Like what? Please, oh great and mighty leader from The Jungle, instruct me what you would do differently if you were in my shoes?”

      He said nothing as he stared out the window, while I drove through the streets making sure we were not being tailed. 

      “I am tired of being pushed around, tired of it,” I spat. “Ever since I can remember everyone has always taken from me and never given anything back, but now it’s my time to take. My time to provide for my family. My time to make sure they are okay, and the only way I can do that is by taking out my opposition. I never asked for this, any of this, but now that it’s thrust upon me I’m going to make sure I do what needs to be done, so I can come out on top.”

      “You sound like him.”

      “Who?”

      “My brother,” said Samuel.

      “Maybe he’s not as crazy as I first thought.”

      “Or maybe, you’re just as crazy as he.”

      “Wouldn’t that be something,” I said, cutting off a car as I took a hard right down a side street. “So, what did Lady Isabella want to speak to you about?”

      “What we always talk about. Death.”
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      We were all onboard The Kennel in a small asteroid field not too far from Safe Haven. We had decided the best way to stay off the radar was not to be on the planet in the first place. It gave us the peace of mind we needed to plan our next course of action.

      Seated around the ship’s conference table we stared at the information Lady Isabella had provided for us.

      “So let me get this straight,” said Willis, pointing a hand that held a glass of whisky in it at me, “you agreed we would take out not one, but two of the most powerful people on Safe Haven. Two people who have a vast number of guards, assassins and staff at their disposal. One in the form of Mr Diamond who has just as much money as that posh ringpiece-licking asshole Edward Thomas—”

      “Yeah, but look what happened to him,” interjected Tuari. 

      “You say that as if we defeated him,” Willis continued, “don’t forget if it wasn’t for that cyborg creep, Alvis, then we would all probably be dead right now. Edward had our number to start with; he had enough money and influence to control every move we made. He played us like puppets and if he could do that to us, how do you think it will go if we go up against Diamond?”

      “We are already up against Diamond,” I said; “we attacked his men back at The Jungle. He is the backer behind the Mercenary Bloc. Whether you like it or not, he sees us as an enemy who needs to be destroyed.”

      “Fuck’s sake,” Willis said, downing the contents of his glass and pouring himself another.

      “Don’t you think you’ve had—” began Samuel, but I placed a hand on his forearm as Willis sat up straight and glared his way. 

      “We’re in this for the long haul so we might as well try and do something about it,” said Poppy, magnifying the images that floated above our table. “This is a basic overview of all of Lee’s domain. As you can see, although he controls The Floating City, his rule isn’t as dominant as The Lady’s or Diamond’s. The main reason for this is that the people who live on the waterways of Safe Haven are somewhat free spirits. They are immigrants and travellers from different worlds, just looking to live their lives as peacefully as they can. Much like the people of The Jungle.

      “The only difference is that they love to be in motion.”

      “Fucking water gypsies,” Willis spat. “Thieving bunch, the lot of them.”

      “How did you ever get so narrow-minded?” said Samuel, with a shake of the head.

      “Yes… they are quick-fingered and aren’t always on the right side of the law, but who on Safe Haven isn’t some criminal or outlaw?” asked Poppy.

      “Speak for yourself, dear lady,” said Samuel, pulling on the sleeves of his tunic.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t know selling weapons of mass destruction was legal under the World Government,” said Willis. 

      “Safe Haven doesn’t come under the World Governments jurisdiction. They’ve tried to conquer it many times but being bribed helps many people to look the other way. When that doesn’t work drugs or sex are pushed the right people’s way; and when that fails, then an old-fashioned bullet in the back of the head always takes care of any issues.”

      “Bah! Semantics,” Willis said with a wave of his hand.

      “Be that as it may,” Poppy said, “if we are going to attack either of the two of them, then Lee would be the easier target and it would severely weaken Diamond’s hold on the waterways, allowing us easier access to The Diamond District when the time comes to attack it. Plus, it would allow The Lady to move men and weapons across Safe Haven much easier, giving her and us the best chance of winning this.”

      Tuari scratched his chin, which sounded like sandpaper over coarse wood. “If The Lady is in charge of two territories instead of one then we may not even have to fight Diamond. They may come to some sort of peaceful agreement or better still they may put their differences behind them and fall madly in love.”

      We all stared at each other before we broke out into laughter.

      “That’s the funniest thing you’ve said yet,” said Willis.

      Tuari looked around the room, hurt. “I was being serious,” he muttered under his breath.

      “Lady Isabella will not be in charge of The Floating City,” I said, looking at my crew, “we will.”

      They looked at me as if I had grown two heads. “Come… again?” said Tuari.

      “The deal for doing this job was that we get to keep The Floating City, once Lee and Diamond are taken care of.”

      “What do you mean keep it?” said Willis. “It ain’t a toy! We can’t just store it away in the ship’s cargo bay. This is a borough we’re talking about. A borough with people and customs and… and… and gypsies and shit. We are a crew for hire. That’s what we’ve always done. That’s what we know. We don’t know shit about running a borough.”

      “For once my brother and I are in agreement,” said Samuel.

      I gave him a look but addressed Willis: “Then it’s about time we learnt. I’m tired of being at someone’s beck and call because their pockets are fat and full of coin and we haven’t eaten for days. I’m tired of people deciding our fates. I’m tired of these fuckers getting away with harming one of our own and nothing coming of it. We are pawns in this game, ladies and gentlemen. 

      “Fucking pawns! And I don’t know about you, but I’m sick of being pushed around the board. It’s about time we claimed a piece of the board for ourselves. It’s about time we rose to power. That’s the only way things will be different for us, that’s the only way we will be safe.”

      Samuel shook his head while he gave me a look of pity. “Violence only begets more violence. What happens when you defeat Lee, then Diamond? Do you think she will give up a piece of what she’s fought for all these years because she said so, or because she signed some contract? The Lady wants all of Safe Haven. She already has The Jungle and I’ve come to terms with that. I know my role in this game; maybe it’s about time you come to terms with yours as well.”

      I looked at him in disgust. “There are no beaten dogs here.”

      No one spoke as Samuel slowly got up from his chair and made his way out the door. We watched him go, none of us saying anything to stop him. 

      “Quinton,” said Tuari, “I love the enthusiasm. Trust me, I do. But it’s all just a pretty speech if we have no way to get to Lee.”

      “That’s already taken care of,” I said, switching between the images that floated above us. “Lee is holding some fancy invite-only poker night, between the strongest crews who reside in The Floating City. Lady Isabella thinks he is holding this as a way to secure allegiance and favour amongst the crews for the upcoming war. 

      “No doubt he will promise them spoils from the coming conflict. If we are going to hit him this is our best option.”

      “Have you hit your head or something? You want to attack the leader of The Floating City, when he’s surrounded by the strongest men The Floating City has to offer,” Willis said in disbelief. “Do you know how high security will be? Everyone will be packing. Everyone will be on edge. This is a terrible idea.”

      “How do you strike fear into the hearts of the people you want to conquer? By defeating them when they think they’re untouchable. By attacking their leader when he is surrounded by his strongest forces. If we want the crews of The Floating City to take us seriously, to not oppose us when the time comes, then we have to send a message they shall never forget.”

      “Boy,” Tuari said, “are you sure about this? We aren’t or mercenaries. We are cargo runners, delivery boys—we collect things and sell them to the highest bidder. What you’re thinking of doing here is a whole different ball game to anything we’ve done before.”

      “You’re right. It is. But this is only the first stage to a bigger plan I have in mind. For now, our goal is to defeat Lee and Diamond.”

      “That still leaves us with the first problem that Fatboy raised,” said Willis. “How are we meant to get to Lee?”

      I flicked through some more hologram images until I brought up a picture of an old southern American paddlewheel steamboat. It glistened white in the setting sun.

      Willis whistled as I made the image rotate. “Well, ain’t she a pretty girl. I didn’t even know those things still existed.”

      “They do,” I said, “but only in museums back on Earth. Lee had one constructed from scratch just for this event. Although it looks like a steamboat, I believe the paddles are powered by electricity. This is where he’ll be in a month. All we have to do is find our way onboard and take care of business.”

      Willis pinched the bridge of his nose as a frustrated sigh escaped him. He looked to Tuari before stabbing his fingers my way.

      “What?” I asked.

      To Tuari he said, “If you don’t tell him I’m going to explode. The dickhead isn’t listening.”

       “Quinton, you still don’t understand us,” said Tuari. “Knowing where Lee will be is only half the solution. That isn’t a plan. How are we going to approach the boat? How are we going to navigate through the boat without being detected? How are we going to escape when we have despatched Lee? That’s only the questions that are coming to the top of my head, but you haven’t given us an answer to any of them. This is a great idea, but if there’s one thing you should have taken from José  it’s that execution is everything.”

      I opened my mouth to argue but closed it again. 

      He was right. I wasn’t thinking like a captain. I was only looking at the overall picture without taking into account all of the details. I brought up a layout of the riverboat and walked around it, tapping my lips. The biggest hurdle we would face was getting on the boat and keeping hidden until we needed to strike. “You’re right,” I said, looking to Willis and Tuari, “both of you. I was too caught up in the mission. The first thing we need is to somehow find a way on the boat; once that is taken care of, I think the rest shall fall into place.”

      “I think I may know someone who can help,” Poppy said. I turned to her with a smile, my hopes suddenly rising. 

      “But,” she said, smile matching my own, “if you want his help then I want to be on the ground for this mission. No being left behind or being kept in the shadows. I want to be where the action is.”

      “But I don’t think we need that many bodies on the ground.”

      She said nothing but crossed her arms.

      “I mean you coming isn’t an issue, but as this will be a mainly male event you’ll stand out like a sore thumb.”

      She stood like an expressionless statue.

      I looked to the other two, who avoided my gaze as if they had suddenly taken a keen interest in the table's design in front of them.

      I tried to think of anything, anything at all that would deter her from coming. 

      “Err—“

      “Either I come—or I keep my contact a secret,” she said, before stomping out of the room.

      “Sooo,” said Tuari, “I see everything is going well in paradise—”

      “Where were you two when I needed you? You’re both the first ones to shit all over my idea, but the last ones to come to my aid when I need backup.”

      “Us?” Willis said in shock, “We know better than to involve ourselves in marital matters, although you heathens ain’t married and continue to do the beast with two backs in front of the eyes of the Lord. We’re afraid this one is on you. You’re the captain, the lover, her partner—this is your mess to sort out. Come on, bigboy, I’m hungry and I know I’ve seen you preparing a batch of chilli with my name on it.”

      They both left, leaving me with a stone in my stomach at the conversation I knew I was going to have with Poppy.

      It was one that was going to end in tears. 

      It was one I didn’t think I was going to win.
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      I could hear nothing but the gentle lapping waves of the water as we waited in a boat on one of the many rivers of The Floating City. The boat in question was a rickety riverboat that had just enough space inside for a grown man to stand up at a slouch. One bedroom, one bathroom, one living space come kitchen. It had once belonged to a family but now was owned somehow by Poppy.

      How she had come by it she wouldn’t say.

      We had left Samuel and Scarface in a safe-house back in Paradise, while the rest of us had continued on with the mission. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust them, just that I wanted this mission to be quick and efficient, and you couldn’t have that with a large group of people. There was still one too many on this boat to begin with but that was a problem I couldn’t resolve, not without putting a stop to the whole thing.

      I leaned against the railings at the… bow? Starboard? Stern? I was at the back of the boat trying my best not to throw up. I rested my head against the cool metal of the railings and took in deep breaths as I stood back up and tried to concentrate on the stars. They were as always breathtaking. It was the one thing I loved about this planet.

      The stars.

      Not obstructed by the smog of Paradise Lost or the trees in The Jungle—out here on the water you felt like you were part of them. With nothing but darkness all around they felt close enough to touch. As if you were trapped in a painting and all you needed to do was step out onto the water and make your way towards them. They were—I groaned once more as I held my stomach and leaned across the railings.

      “I did tell you not to have that milkshake before we left,” said Poppy behind me.

      I opened my mouth to respond but quickly decided against the idea. 

      “Your eyes are always bigger than your stomach.”

      “The waves weren’t this bad the last time we were on them. How was I to know—” I clamped my hand over my mouth and leaned over the railings for good measure.

      “Is our fearless leader still feeling poorly?” said Willis from my left. “Does he want his belly rubbed?”

      I said nothing as the waves once again slapped against the boat. 

      “If I were you, fearless leader, I wouldn’t think of anything green, or lumpy, or lumpy and green. Or ugh—” He gagged and pretended to be sick, making me turn away from him. He repeated the process until Poppy slapped him across the back of the head.

      “It’s not my fault he had a burger,” he said, walking away rubbing his head.

      I closed my eyes and tried to drown out everything but it just wasn’t happening. The battle that raged inside my stomach felt like WW3. 

      “I’m glad you decided to have me on this mission,” Poppy said, stroking the back of my head.

      “I didn’t exactly have a choice, now did I?”

      “No, I guess you didn’t.”

      “Just be careful, especially now,” I said, looking at her stomach. It had grown rapidly in the last month and although she did her best to cover it up, it was still prominent. Every cell in my body wanted to stop her coming on this mission, wanted to sit her down and tell her how absurd it was for someone who was pregnant to be going into a mission where fighting would take place. But anytime I brought it up she either walked away or chose not to discuss the matter. 

      How I envied José; he never had these problems to deal with. 

      “You don’t need to worry about—”

      “Poppy,” I said, taking her hands in mine, “whatever happens I want you at the rear. I don’t want you to take needless risks. I don’t want you in the thick of it. This isn’t a request. This is an order from your captain. If you can’t abide by those rules then I’m calling this thing off right now.”

      She started to speak and I could see by the tension along her brow it was an argument waiting to happen.

      “No. I don’t want to hear it. You either agree to this or I’m calling this off.”

      She bit back her original reply and gave me a curt nod. It was the best I could hope for but I would keep her to her word no matter the cost.

      “My contact shall be here in an hour or so; try your best not to be sick,” she said walking away, as Willis came towards me.

      “Look at this,” he said, shoving a bowl in my face. “It must be fish guts the former family who lived here forgot to throw out. Look at the size of the maggots, they’re as long—”

      I pushed him out of the way and emptied my stomach overboard.

      “Ha! You owe me, shitface,” Willis shouted over his shoulder, “I told you I could make him spill his guts.”

      I closed my eyes as I tried to think of anything apart from the waves and prayed for this mission to be over already.
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       “I thought this contact was meant to be here by now?” Willis said.

      I looked to Poppy, who gave us a shrug.

      “Don’t be so impatient. What have you got to do better than this?” Tuari asked.

      “My daily prayers for one.”

      “You mean sip wine and chant some nonsense?”

      “How… fucking… dare you? You insensitive, knuckle-dragging prick. I also bless the crew in my prayers, and don’t I always say a little prayer before our missions?”

      “Well, I wouldn’t call them prayers as such, more like—”

      “I see something,” I said, taking a step forward. Nothing happened for another second or two, then a flash of light that blinked three times in rapid succession came across the water.

      Torch in hand Poppy answered the message, then we waited. 

      Nobody said anything as the soft slaps of oars cut through the air. Clouds had covered the night sky extinguishing the light from the stars and making everything pitch black to the point I couldn’t see my hand in front of my face, but I knew the boat was getting closer as the sound of the oars grew louder. Poppy would be tracking the boat’s process and using her advanced senses and scanners to make sure we were in fact meeting who she said we were and not being ambushed. 

      “We all good?” I asked her.

      “All good.”

      The boat continued to make its way towards us until I could just make out a vague shape in the distance, then something bumped into the side of us signalling its arrival. A faint light emerged from a hooded figure with his face shrouded in shadow. He gripped onto our railings and made his way onto the boat. He flashed a gold disc to Poppy I had seen before, but I couldn’t place where. 

      “Were you followed?” Poppy asked.

      “You would all be dead if I had,” replied the stranger.

      “Thanks for coming. I suggest we take this inside,” she said, leading the way into the riverboat. We all followed inside the cramped space the boat provided. Tuari poured us all hot drinks while I watched the stranger’s movements. He still hadn’t taken his hood off but the voice sounded familiar… had I met this person before?

      “So, are you sure you’re up for this?” Poppy asked.

      The stranger looked her in the face for a moment or two then slowly took his hood off. “I wouldn’t be here if I wasn’t,” said Zhang Wei.

      “What is he doing here?” Willis said, reaching for one of his pistols.

      “I asked him to be here; he’s how we are going to get close to Lee.”

      “By using one of his most trusted aides?” said Willis, “I don’t like this. I don’t like this one bit.”

      Zhang Wei had been the first person to greet me when I had arrived at Lee’s casino the Dragon’s Lair, but he was also one of the last faces I had seen after Lee betrayed us to Edward Thomas. To say that seeing him now didn’t fill me with joy was an understatement. 

      “Are you okay with this?” Willis asked, staring at me.

      “If Poppy trusts him, then so do I. Let’s hear their plan first before we abandon all hope.” 

      “Thank you,” Wei said, looking my way. He had lost a significant amount of body mass since I had last seen him; cheekbones protruding only highlighted the scar across his lip even more. Where once he had a moustache waxed to perfection, now only half the hair on his upper lip remained.

      “This,” he said, pointing to the scar, “I got this because Lee found out what Poppy had done for my family.”

      I looked to her.

      “During my travels along the rivers of The Floating City, I helped a few families pay off their debt to Lee. I couldn’t stand to watch families broken up and sold into slavery because one relative had a gambling addiction. Wei’s was one such family.” To Wei: “When did he find out?” 

      “At first he grew suspicious after he betrayed you to Edward. It must have been something in our interaction he noticed, but somehow, some way, he dug and dug till he found all the evidence he needed. Then one day he called me up to his office and there, sitting in a chair next to him, was my mother and father. I knew in that instant they would die in that room.

      “And I was right. 

      “His guards held me and forced me to watch while his men strangled them with wire, their limbs kicking and struggling while they fought for air. I would love to say their struggle was quick and painless but that would be a lie. It took too long. After he killed them I knew I would be next but I didn’t give them a chance, I fought off his men and jumped through a window into the river. I lived off nothing but the fish I caught while I moved from one location to the next. It’s been tough living off nothing but scraps and hate, but I’ve been waiting, waiting for the day I could strike back.

      “And now that day has arrived.”

      “I’m sorry to hear about your parents,” I said.

      “They—thank you.”

      “So what’s the plan?” Tuari asked.

      “Simple really; the paddleboat Lee is on cruises along this stretch of river in the next three hours or so,” Wei said, getting out a map and laying it on the table. “Because the rainy season only finished last month many of the footpaths and trails that snake through the trees are flooded, creating miniature waterways. Unless you are a native to this area, then you would get lost, but lucky for you, I used to play around here when I was a kid. 

      “I suggest we take my boat, I have a silent onboard engine that should get us where we need to be. We shall have to navigate some stretches by oar as there is a risk of the roots snagging the propeller blades but there will be enough manpower on the boat that this shouldn’t be a problem. Once we get to this point,” Wei pointed to a section of the map where the river narrowed with greenery on either side, “we should have enough cover to make our way onboard. From there I leave the rest up to you.”

      “There are a lot of shoulds in this plan,” said Willis.

      “How many men are on board?” I asked.

      “There will be a couple dozen staff just dealing with catering and making sure the guests’ needs are all looked after, then there are five of Lee’s men who will act as bodyguards. He has invited four other crews along, each with five of their top-ranked men. This meeting is not a show of force so firepower should—”

      “There’s that word again,” said Willis.

      “—be light.”

      “I was expecting something like this to be crawling with goons,” said Tuari.

      “As I said, posing and showing force is not the goal here. The information my contact has given me says this is more of a party, a poker night sort of get-together. So if we are looking to attack Lee then there is no better time than now. The people attending won’t be heavily armed and by the time we strike, the party will be well underway, meaning that most of the attendees will be intoxicated.”

      “Can you trust your inside man?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Wei said looking me in the eye. “If they hadn’t helped me escape when I did, then I wouldn’t be here today. They’re already in a lot of danger just still being employed by Lee; if he ever finds out about their involvement in my escape, well…”

      I rechecked the map; judging by our location it would take some time to get to our desired location. We didn’t have much time.

      “Alright, I want everyone to get ready in five minutes and be on Wei’s boat. Pack the essentials. Only what you need. And I mean only what you need. Willis, I don’t want you to be rattling as you walk; this mission is one of speed and stealth.”

      “Awww, but I’ve got this lovely pair of—”

      I gave him a look that silenced him. Everyone departed, leaving only me and Wei alone. He looked around the boat, a feeling of loss crossing his face. Walking to a large beanbag that acted as a sofa he ran his hands along it.

      “My mother used to read me ancient stories from Earth, about boys climbing giant beanstalks and boys visiting factories made out of nothing but chocolate, on this sofa. The hours used to sail past until I collapsed in her arms, then those nights grew less and less frequent, as she visited Lee’s casinos more and more. This was before Lee was who he was. He was just some upstart, who owned a few local bars and casinos, but his methods of punishment for payment have always been the same. 

      “My mother thought she saw a way out of poverty through his casino… but all that happened was I was bonded into slavery before I saw my twelve birthday.

      “Funny, after Lee took me she quit trying to win big.”

      I tried to think of something to say as he touched the large worn beanbag sofa. “Sorry,” I mumbled, but even to my ears it sounded weak.

      “You are not to blame, I should have warned you what Lee was up to back then. I didn’t. As long as he pays for his crimes, that shall be enough for me,” Lee said, walking past me and leaving me surrounded by his memories.
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      The air was filled with one part moisture, two parts insects.

      I couldn’t see them in front of my face but the buzzing sound they emitted was constant. I slapped the back of my neck as I was bitten for the hundredth time. Everything snagged on the mangrove type trees around us, their branches even pulling on hair if they got the chance. The going had been slow, too slow for my liking, and the effort required to cover any distance burned the muscles in my shoulders and back. 

      “At the rate we were going, my body will either be too tired to fight, or we will never see the light of day and die amongst these trees,” Tuari said.

      “Suck it up, buttercup. A little hard labour will do your lazy ass a world of good. Sins are absolved in the harsh light of sweat and pain.”

      “Can’t they just as easily be absolved with a large donation and some song and dance?” Tuari asked.

      “If we ever get out of here, I’m going to wipe my dick on everything you own.”

      “I. Prepare. Your. Meals. What makes you think I’ve not done worse?” Tuari said, merriment in his voice.

      Silence greeted the question, before a frenzied unfolding of limbs as Willis tried to stand up and make his way towards Tuari.

      “We’re here,” Wei said.

      Everyone looked forward as we came to a gentle stop. Through the trees, we could just about make out a large river that flowed steadily past us. Wei tied the boat to a large tree trunk and looked at the computer fixed to his wrist. He did his best to cover the glow from the screen but I could still see the frown on his face. He twisted his head left and right trying to get a better look of the river.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      He didn’t answer me as he typed a message, then went back to scanning the river. Repeatedly checking his computer he said nothing as we all sat tight and waited.

      I checked my own watch. Five minutes had passed.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked again.

      “I was expecting a message from my contact but I have received nothing,” he said.

      “Should we be worried?”

      “I… don’t know.”

      “Maybe the boat has passed,” said Poppy.

      “I wouldn’t think so; we are well ahead of schedule. I obtained a copy of the ship’s logbook. The captain has plotted a very specific course for this trip.”

      “I have a bad feeling about this,” said Willis.

      “It’s probably the gin,” said Tuari.

      “What do you want to do, Quinton?” said Poppy.

      I bit the inside of my cheek as I ran through our options. We had come a long way just to turn back now. It might have been the thought of making the muscle-burning journey back the way we came, but I wanted to see this through. I didn’t think we would get a better opportunity than this anytime soon. 

      “We wait. If nothing happens then the worst-case scenario is we get eaten alive by these insects.”

      Willis grumbled under his breath but everyone else nodded as we turned our attention back towards the river. Wei checked his messages again and again as the time slowly slipped by, but whatever signal or message he was hoping to get never materialised. He tried to hide his frustrations but his breath grew frantic the longer and longer we waited.

      “Don’t tell me we’re going to sit here all—”

      “I see something,” Poppy said, cutting Willis off. She pointed into the distance and the faintest of lights could be seen making their way down the river. I pulled out a pair of high-tech binoculars and looked where she was pointing. Tapping the zoom function on the device’s side brought the boat into clear focus. It was an old American steam paddleboat just as the info The Lady provided said it would be. Fake smoke poured out of chimneys mounted on its decks and ferry lights draped over its body gave it a fairytale look. 

      “See anything we should be worried about?” Wei asked.

      I double-clicked on the zoom button again and scanned the decks of the boat. All appeared quiet apart from the odd pair of men conversing in pockets here and there. I looked for anything out of the ordinary but I really didn’t know what I was looking for. The scene presented to me looked like a party, but how would I know if something was off?

      We weren’t close enough to gauge the feel of it, and once the boat came along we would have to move straightaway and use the cover that we had or just allow it to pass.

      “Everything looks okay, but without getting on board we wouldn’t really know,” I said. 

      No one spoke as everyone waited for my decision. I turned to Poppy, who gave me a smile and a gentle squeeze of the hand. Turning back my attention to the ship, I scanned it again but nothing screamed at me.

      “What time does the poker game start?” I asked Wei.

      “They should well be into the swing of things.”

      “I guess that explains the lack of a crowd on the deck, but there weren’t many people invited to this event in the first place. But then—” I was second-guessing myself. This wasn’t the time to do that. I needed to make a decision and stick to it. That was easier said than done when I had people’s lives in the palm of my hand, yet what had José always told me? Everyone on the crew knew what they were getting into. They knew the risks. They knew the rewards.

      It was up to the captain not to betray that. 

      We had come this far to the gates of hell; there was no point turning back now.

      “Everyone suit up,” was all I had to say. The crew knew what it meant. It was time to break down the doors of hell and announce ourselves properly.
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      The crew were all dressed in matching combat suits we had used many times before. Covering from head to toe, they protected us against the pressure and cold of space; they also allowed us to breathe underwater, and protected us from heat up to a certain point.

      Wei wasn’t so well equipped. Face covered in a balaclava, the rest of him only had on black clothes that had seen better days.

      I lifted my helmet and looked his way. “We’re going to be approaching the boat from under the water; these suits shall aid our breathing. You don’t have to accompany us—”

      “I shall be fine,” he said, sliding in a square metal device which fitted in his mouth and clipped over his nose. 

      As the boat came closer towards our location, I double-checked everyone was ready. Finding everything in order I returned my gaze to the boat. It was finally upon us.

      “Oh, one more thing,” I said to Wei, lifting my helmet, “the crew and I can communicate through our helmets, but you don’t have that luxury. All I want you to do is stay in the back with Poppy and follow her lead. Hold onto her hand while we’re under the surface of the water and everything will be okay. She’ll make sure nothing happens to you. My aim is to get everyone out of this in one piece. Understand?”

      He gave me a hesitant nod.

      “It’s still not too late to back out.”

      “I’m fine,” he said, nodding at me more firmly.

      I returned the gesture and lowered my helmet. The boat was upon us and it was now or never. Taking a deep breath I slid over the side of our boat and entered the water, diving deep. A small map in the corner of my vision pinged the location of the boat as I swam forward through the dark murky waters. I looked at the image the helmet’s cameras were feeding me but I couldn’t see anything. 

      The water was dark as charcoal.

      The helmets did have lights, but I didn’t want to turn them on in case anyone from the boat saw our lights under the water. We would have to navigate using the map. 

      The current of the river was stronger than it first seemed and I used every ounce of my strength to keep me on track. I saw a large dark shape in front of me and swam towards it with more purpose. Looking up I could just about make out the underside of the boat. Swimming towards it I pressed my palms against the underside of the boat and activated the suction cups positioned on the tips of my fingers in the gloves. 

      They locked me into place and I breathed a sigh of relief as I allowed my muscles to relax.

      “I’m in position.”

      “Locked on,” replied Willis and Tuari.

      I waited for a few more moments and looked around me but didn’t see any sight of Poppy or Wei. Had they gotten lost? The swim would have been no problem for Poppy; the problem lay in the passenger she was carrying. Wei didn’t come across as a man that had been in many situations like this and all it took was for him to panic or flail about and that would course enough of a problem to either ruin the mission or cause enough commotion that they would be seen from the boat.

      “Poppy do—”

      “Locked on,” came her voice, cutting me off.

      I breathed a sigh of relief, which must have been picked up by the helmet’s mic, as Willis and Tuari chuckled. 

      “Let’s get a move on,” I said, ignoring them as I climbed. The going was slow but steady as every time I pulled my hand away from the boat to re-suction it further up along its body the currents of the water would pull at me, determined to drag me away. Pull, stick, brace. Pull, stick, brace. Pull, stick, brace. I repeated this sequence until my head finally emerged from the water. Keeping my body close against the boat, I listened through my helmet to see if any alarm had been raised. 

      I heard nothing to give me concern.

      The others had also emerged from the water. Wei hung onto Poppy’s back like a baby monkey, arms wrapped tightly around her neck. They all waited on me. I took a few more seconds to steady my breathing and to make absolutely sure we hadn’t been detected; satisfied we hadn’t, I continued on. Not obstructed by the water, the pace we climbed up the side of the boat was much quicker. I saw the railings of the upper deck in sight and slowed my pace.

      I held my hand out so the others would stop as I continued on up. A gap between the floor and the railing gave me a view of the deck. 

      I saw a few pairs of feet clustered about talking, but the small groups I had first seen through the binoculars were now gone; only these stragglers remained. Their words carried on the air as they spoke loudly in slurred tones that indicated they were either boozed up or were on some form of drugs. Either way, it mattered little to me, as their current state improved our chances of taking them out without much effort.

      I lifted up my body another inch or two and saw only four people were left on the deck. 

      Four men with sun-baked skin drank themselves silly as their heads tilted back and they roared with laughter. Tattoos covered most of their torsos and gold rings graced more than one finger. They looked like a cross between pirates of old and a biker gang. They moved unsteadily on their feet and I had to duck hurriedly as one knocked a bottle at his feet my way.

      I clung to the side of the boat and watched the bottle roll past my face and over the side of the boat, where it splashed in the waters below. I held my breath and listened for the sound of feet coming my way.

      “Hey, you fucktard! That bottle wasn’t empty,” came a deep voice from the group.

      “Who gives a shit! Lee’s stocked this boat with so much pussy and booze I don’t ever want to leave,” said another.

      “To Lee!” they all shouted 

      I waited another minute or two to see if anyone would come my way before speaking softly into my helmet mic: “I have four pirate-slash-biker-looking-type dudes in front of me. We have to take them out so we can proceed further.”

      “They’re most likely part of one of the crews Lee invited to this event,” said Poppy.

      “How do you want to go about this?” Willis asked.

      “I want to keep fatalities to a minimum. We have enough enemies as it is without creating any more. For now, we attack everyone with non-lethal means. That includes you, Willis.”

      “I heard you, you big pu—”

      “If things get too out of hand and it’s them or us, you know what to do. Willis, Tuari, get in position.”

      They both climbed up on either side of me and stayed suspended by one hand as they pulled out their pistols with the other. I followed suit and pulled out a small handgun, which fired miniature darts that released a powerful general anaesthesia-type drug into the victim’s blood system, knocking them out in seconds. The only disadvantage was that the darts had to impact skin to work.

      We all took aim and fired.

      Three darts pierced necks causing their victims to fall to the floor; the fourth dart missed its target and sailed harmlessly into the ether. 

      “You can’t shoot for shit,” said Willis, as the lone survivor looked down at his buddies in confusion.

      “That was your dart,” Tuari snapped.

      “Like hell it was.”

      The lone survivor kept looking at his buddies, confusion plainly highlighted on his face. “Hey, you bunch of lightweights! What’s wrong with ya? Some fancy booze and you all lose your heads, it doesn’t matter to me, more women to go around.”

      He turned and started to walk away but before he could take another step, I shot him in the back of the neck causing him to face plant on the floor.

      I quickly vaulted the railings and checked we were all clear, before looking down at the bodies. I checked they were completely out before relieving them of any weapons they had on their person.

      “They should be out for a good few hours,” said Poppy, sliding up beside me, “more than enough time for us to do what we have to do and get off this boat.”

      I threw the men’s weapons over the side of the boat and glared Willis and Tuari’s way.

      “What?” they said.

      “We have better things to worry about than who missed what shot.”

      “Yeah,” said Willis, “like how are we going to get off this boat.”

      “That’s easy, we will just—” My head snapped to Poppy, mouth agape. No one said anything as we all allowed the realisation of what Willis said to sink in.

      “Fuck,” I hissed, slapping myself in the helmet. How had I forgotten about that? Through all the planning I had forgotten about the most important piece, our safe escape. The boat would still be continuing down the river, miles away from where we had boarded it. We didn’t have a backup boat trailing behind the paddleboat, nor did we have any idea where the closest piece of land was, if we decided to jump overboard.

      I lifted my helmet and turned to Wei. “Does this boat have lifeboats?”

      “I didn’t see anything on the boat design blueprints, but I would say yes, it would have. Every large ship like this has lifeboats, plus Lee is too much of a coward not to have built a few for him and his cronies.” 

      “Alright. Once Lee is taken care of our next goal is finding where the lifeboats are kept,” I said looking at the crew.

      Willis lifted his helmet and looked at me as if I was crazy. “You’re basing our escape plan on that? Some hunch this idiot doesn’t even know is correct or not?”

      “That’s all we can go on for now until something better presents itself.”

      “Fuck me,” Willis said, throwing his hands up in the air before slamming his helmet down with a snap.

      Poppy looked my way and I knew what she was thinking. I had messed up. I would apologise to the crew later. Right now I didn’t want our focus to waver; we had a job to do, and for it to be done right, we all had to be on our game.

      “Listen,” I hissed, “I want everyone’s head in the game. I admit I messed up and I’ll address that later, but for now, I want us to concentrate on the task at hand. Willis and I will lead point. Tuari, cover our backs. Poppy and Wei will bring up the rear. Anyone got any questions?”

      I passed my gaze over my crew but all was silent.

      “Alright, let’s move out.”
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      I walked towards the fallen men and lifted them up and placed them on the lounge chairs that dotted the deck. To anyone who came across them they would appear as if they were asleep; I just hoped no one tried to wake them up. Happy everything was in place, I followed Willis’s lead and entered a corridor that had white doors on either side. Each door we passed we placed small circular devices on the locking mechanism called lock-jammers ensuring the doors didn’t open from the inside. 

      It was just another safety precaution that stopped us getting surprised, attacked from anyone opening a door to our rear.

      We continued on for some time until we came to a set of stairs that led downwards. Wei had told us Lee’s poker party was being held below decks. I halted the party and listened for anyone making their way up; helmet not picking up anything I nodded to Willis as we took a step at a time, pistols pointed ahead of us. The stairs brought us onto a second landing that had even more white doors with frosted glass circles at the top of each one. 

      Soft moans could be heard coming from behind more than one door. 

      Willis went to place a lock-jammer on the closest door next to us, but I held him back and shook my head. “We don’t have time,” I whispered, “nor do we have enough lock-jammers to secure all these doors.”

      He looked at me then back at the doors. “I hate to admit it but you’re right.”

      I gave him a nod and took the stairs down to the bottom floor. The dim lights of this level gave the floor an eerie feel that made my skin break out in goosebumps. There were no doors on this level, just a long metallic corridor that stretched out before us until it made its way to a single door opposite us. I took a hesitant step forward but stopped, looking over my shoulder; the crew waited on me to move.

      “What’s wrong?” Poppy asked.

      I looked back to the bare-looking corridor that seemed so unfurnished and out of place compared to the rest of the boat. “I… can’t put my finger on it but something doesn’t add up.”

      “What’s the hold-up?” Wei asked.

      I turned to him and frowned. “I want everyone to switch to their main weapons,” I said, placing the little pistol back in its holster and taking out my shotgun. Willis lifted his helmet and gave me a look as he took out his pistols. It spoke volumes. I sent a nod his way. 

      Weapons at the ready we continued on our way down the corridor. The dim lights cast long shadows that did nothing to put my nerves at ease. 

      Mouth dry, I licked my lips as my breath sounded in my ears. The door came into sharp focus quicker than I would have liked. Rough metal spoke of an unfinished project that the designer had fallen out of love with. I placed my hand against it expecting what, I didn’t know.

      I looked to the handle and prayed it was unlocked, otherwise we wouldn’t be getting inside without causing some serious noise. 

      Willis leaned against the wall gun pointed towards the door and gave me a nod as my hand extended towards the handle. My fingers wrapped around it and I looked his way once more to see if he was ready before pushing the handle down and pushing the door open. It swung back and slammed against the far wall with a thud that echoed throughout the corridor.

      There went our element of surprise.

      Guns at the ready we all leapt into the room, but what we saw stopped us in our tracks.

      We were expecting men drinking and smoking; we found none. We were expecting a poker game; we found none. We were expecting to catch Lee unaware; he was nowhere to be found.

      Instead, we found a single naked female suspended in midair by her hands, rope stretched her limbs away from her body like a martyr being crucified. A rough canvas bag covered her head, which rested on her chest. A single bullet hole penetrated the canvas bag that had been shot through her forehead. Blood trickled out of the wound down her chest and onto the floor where it dripped creating a small pool beneath her feet.

      The scene looked like a religious sacrifice from times of old. 

      Whoever this poor woman was, she hadn’t died peacefully. Burn marks covered her body and cuts had torn sections of her skin to shreds. The scene was hard to take in; I wanted to look away but like passing a horrific car crash on the highway, it was all you could do but stare. Wei pushed past us and took a shaky step forward; he took another and fell to his knees as he tore the balaclava from his head and brought it up to cover his mouth as he screamed silently.

      I looked to him and then to the victim, confused at what I was seeing. 

      Willis walked up to the woman and reached for the bag that covered her face but he stopped as a cry of anguish and pain ripped from Wei’s throat. “Don’t touch her!”

      We all stared at him as he slowly got to his feet and pushed Willis out of the way. His hands shook as he reached for the heavens. Fingers encircling the bag he slowly lifted it off the woman’s head as a sob caught in his throat.

      Long black curls cascaded down a face made up of more bruises than flesh. Wei brought up a hand slowly to her face and stroked it while tears gushed out of his eyes. 

      His lips touched hers as he wrapped his arms around her waist.

      I looked at the scene in front of me, confused. How did Wei know this person? A hand on my shoulder forced my head to the left as I looked to see Poppy staring my way. Helmet up, there was fear and panic behind her eyes.

      “We need to leave now,” she said.

      “I don’t—”

      “Marta,” Wei whispered, “look what they’ve done to you, my love.”

      With those simple words, it all fell into place. This was Wei’s contact. This was his person on the inside. This was the only person who knew we were coming for Lee.

      “We’ve got to leave—”

      The tannoy of the ship crackled and popped into life, cutting me off. A voice I hadn’t heard for some time came onto the air. 

      “Gentlemen of the Dragon Continental. I have just been informed that we have some unwanted guests on our fine ship, who have sneaked on board. They are here to crash the party. They are here to put an end to the fun. Because of this, I shall offer a million a head to anyone who can kill these intruders. If you all look in the bedside cabinet in your rooms you shall find all the tools you need to complete the job.

      “Have fun, gentleman, and remember, you’ve got to be in it to win it.”
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      All faces turned to me.

      I lifted the face of my helmet and pinched the bridge of my nose as I closed my eyes and tried to digest the shit I had got us into. The overhead speakers were now silent. No sounds could be heard apart from the wailing sobs of Wei, I tried to shut him out but like a crying child, the noise still got through.

      Taking a deep breath, I went through the steps that would somehow get us out of this alive.

      “Wei, where is the nearest exit?” I asked.

      He said nothing but held the woman he once knew close to his chest and rocked back and forth.

      “Wei—”

      “This is all my fault,” he said, voice muffled against her chest. “She would have left months ago if it weren’t for me. But I persuaded her to stay on, I persuaded her to keep working for him, keep sending me all the information she could about him, in the hopes that one day, I would get the opportunity I was looking for to take everything from him, but instead, instead… he took everything from—”

      Another wail was torn from his throat as he buried his head against her chest.

      Willis looked my way as the distant sound of voices could be heard. “We don’t have time for this shit. We need to—”

      I silenced him with a stare and walked towards Wei to place my hands on his shoulders.

      “I won’t lie and say I understand how you feel, I respect you too much for that, but what I will say is if you stop here then nothing changes. You won’t get the revenge you deserve, nor will you get the justice for her. There will be plenty of time for mourning later, but now we must act.”

      He shook his head, once, twice, then took a step back as he took in a handful of deep breaths. His hand went to her face and he stroked her lips before kissing them softly.

      The voices from the ship were only growing louder and were now accompanied by the sound of running feet.

      “As I said earlier, I didn’t see any escape routes on the ship’s blueprints, but the only logical place an exit or escape vessel would be kept is near the bridge. If this boat was built and designed for Lee, then the first thing that he would do is make sure his safety is taken care of above the needs of everyone else,” said Wei.

      “And the bridge would be where a captain commands a ship, right?” Tuari asked.

      “Where else would he do it from?” Willis snapped.

      “Which means the bridge is normally located on the top of the boat… right on the top… where visibility would be excellent, not located at the very bottom like we are now.”

       The noise from the men was now like a monstrous roar.

      “And to get to said bridge we would have to….” Tuari trailed off, eyes travelling up.

      “Everyone, weapons at the ready!” I commanded as I checked my ammo before leaning against the wall closest to the door, Willis leaned on the other side while Tuari stood further back in the room and unpacked a parcel that had been strapped to his back.

      I looked over my shoulder and made eye contact with Poppy, who stood out of the way with Wei. She lifted her helmet and blew me a kiss before lowering it again.

      I took in as many calming breaths as I could as the stampeding feet were now only moments away.

      “Aim for the corridor lights,” I said to Willis before lowering my helmet. I reached up to the light switch next to me and flicked off the only bulb delivering light to our room.

      “Clever,” he said before taking aim.

      The first wild man appeared at the end of the corridor dressed in nothing but leather trousers, holding a revolver in each hand.  

      He yowled and howled while he fired them in the air. His friends weren’t far behind him.

      Ignoring the oncoming threat we took aim and fired. I started with the lights from the front, Willis shot out the lights from the back.

      Section by section the corridor got darker and darker until the only light remaining was a small section in the middle. The men kept on coming but now their pace was slower. Their chorus of shouts was dimmed. Bullets pinged off the wall around me but I ignored it all and took aim and fired at the last bulb.  

      The corridor descended into darkness and the footsteps stopped. Heavy breathing was the only thing that could be heard.

      As the darkness finally settled into place my helmet, like the rest of the crew’s, switched to night vision, giving us clarity in what was going on around us. I looked ahead and saw the group of men were struggling to come to terms with their newfound darkness, and like children scared of the dark they refused to move or talk. 

      I looked back to Tuari and saw he had finally unpacked and assembled the item he was carrying in the box. Securing the harness of the item to his shoulder he pointed it down the corridor.

      I gave him a nod and smiled as I returned my attention to the corridor.

      “I’m ready whenever you boys are,” said Tuari.

      I kept my gaze locked onto the men in front of us and waited. They didn’t rush forward; they didn’t scream or shout; they were professionals. Drunk—coked-up—assholes, who were professionals, but professionals nevertheless. Hands outstretched, they shuffled forward, but there were still more men who were rushing from the rear who bumped into the crowd.

      “What is going on?” said someone from the rear.

      “Why are the fucking lights out?” said someone else.

      “If we knew that, dickhead, then we wouldn’t be in the dark as if we were trying to cop a feel from your momma!”

      “Who said that about my mother? I’ll have you know she’s an upstanding woman who wouldn’t—”

      “Will you lot shut the hell up! These Junk Yard Dog assholes are hiding around here somewhere and the sooner we find them, the sooner that money will be—”

      I had seen enough, “Tuari, open fire when you’re ready.”

      I closed my eyes and pressed my back against the wall as I readied myself for what was about to come. 

      I heard Tuari get into position, then without warning, I felt the roar of his modified assault rifle as it spat out shells into the corridor. The sound from it slammed into my chest as he held the trigger down and filled the corridor with nothing but hot lead. I knew that men would be screaming, I knew that the sound of running feet would be filling the corridor and the hallways as men looked for any means of escape, but I heard none of it. 

      The roar from the gun was all-encompassing. It was a beast from prehistoric times. 

      As I closed my eyes and waited for the pounding in my chest to stop, I felt almost sorry for our foes, almost. But it was a dog-eat-dog galaxy and we would show them who had the bigger teeth. 

      In less than forty seconds it was all over and quiet once again reigned supreme. 

      I opened my eyes and risked a look into the corridor. What I saw was… carnage. Complete and utter carnage. Blood plastered the walls. Limbs lay littered on the floor torn clean from bodies, organs still moved although out of bodies.

      The unlucky ones lay twitching on the floor, their bodies trying to cope with the immense amount of pain they were experiencing.

       The smell of gunpowder seeped through the helmet’s filters as smoke obstructed the view of Tuari. 

      “All clear?” he asked.

      “For the most part,” I said. “I have no doubt there are others who escaped or haven’t made it down, so I suggest we get a move on.”

      “Well, that trick will only work once, plus I’m out of ammo,” said Tuari, disassembling the rifle and placing it back in its box. 

      “Right, alright let’s get a move on,” I said.

      “We can’t just leave her here,” said a voice in the darkness, “not like this. Please.”

      I flicked the room light back on and then raised my helmet as I walked to Wei. “We can’t take her with us. There is no dignified way to carry a body while one’s fighting for their lives. But I’ll make you a promise, Marta shall have a burial after this is said and done. You have my word.”

      “The people of The Floating City don’t bury their dead, they sail them on a funeral pyre that they set alight.”

      “Then that’s how she will go into the next life,” I said, resting my hand on his shoulder, “but for now we need to get a move on.”

      He gave me a nod that I returned, then I turned and faced my crew. “I have a feeling that was only the first wave. No doubt there shall be more placed around the boat, but no matter, our goal is the captain’s bridge and we shall make it there no matter what. Alright, let’s move out, we still have a job to finish.”
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      We were back at the base of the stairs leading up to the upper deck. We hadn’t seen or heard anyone else after we had traversed the corridor of death, but I expected that. It would be easier to pick us off from the multiple doorways that littered the second and first floor than to risk a shootout with us down here. I frowned as I looked up at the stairs, doubt prickling the corners of my mind.

      “Wei, is there no other way to the bridge?” I asked.

      He gave a small head shake. I let out a sigh as I looked to Willis. Pistols in hand in he gave me a firm nod of the head as we ascended the staircase first. The helmet scanned wherever I looked, trying to pick up any heat signatures it could. I kept my shotgun in front of me as I trod lightly on each step. The eerie silence that surrounded me did nothing to put me at ease. 

      It appeared those that had survived the corridor had learnt their lesson when it came to sound. 

      Now they would try and stalk us, as we tried to reach our destination. 

      Halfway up the flight of stairs, I saw the flickering movement of a shadow but it was gone again in a blink of an eye. I held my hand out and nodded in the direction it came from. Willis nodded in understanding.

      He unclipped a flashbang from the utility belt around his waist and tossed it against the far wall above us so it bounced around the corner. We turned our heads in the opposite direction as the sound of hurrying feet sounded above us.

      As soon as the flashbang went off Willis and I shot up the stairs.

      Someone jumped out from a doorway at me and I fired off a round that blew him back into the room. 

      Willis shot two in the head as they were still reeling from the effect of the flashbang. I blasted another who dived behind a door, blowing the door apart and leaving inch-long splinters in his face. He rolled around on the floor and Willis ended his suffering with a bullet to the chest.

      These men didn’t scream and shout like the men we had encountered below. They moved quietly and with purpose. 

      These were the men that Lee had paid to finish us off if the clowns below deck hadn’t taken care of the job. 

      I stepped forward and Willis pulled me back as a hail of bullets blasted the wall I was in front of; I double-checked the area ahead of us but couldn’t see any heat signatures from our attackers.

      “I can’t get a read on their position,” I said.

      “Cover me while I take a look,” he said.

      I pressed my back against the wall until he nodded he was ready and swung my shotgun around the corner emptying as many shells as I could, Willis pulled back and I made myself as small as possible as returning fire came my way.

      “They are wearing reflective suits that mask their body temperature. It would be a bitch to flush them out as they’ve tucked themselves behind a barricade, but unlucky for those sons of bitches I have special items that flush rats out of holes,” he said, pulling two small circular discs out of a pocket within his suit.

      Pressing a red button in the centre of each, he grabbed each of them by their edges and threw them around the corner like frisbees, then turned and hunkered down against the wall. I followed his lead and seconds later was shaken to my core as an explosion rocked the boat from side to side. 

      The boat pitched one way and then another until it came to a rest at a slight angle. 

      “Nice going,” Tuari said, looking past us. “Ginger Nuts here has only gone and blown a hole in the boat, a hole I may add that is now gushing water.”

      I took a look for myself and sighed in frustration as I saw the carnage Willis’s little devices had done. 

      Not one, but two holes wide enough to fit a small child in had been blown out the side of the boat, which was now letting in water at an alarming rate.

      “Did I, or did I not, get rid of the men who were attacking us?” Willis asked.

      “Yes, but—” Tuari began.

       “Did I, or did I not, get rid of the men attacking us?”

      “Yes, Willis, you did an outstanding job,” I said, sarcasm dripping off every word. “Now let’s all swim to the floor above before you get rid of any more men.”

      We all pushed through the water until we came to the set of stairs that would lead us to the upper deck. Even without the helmet sensors picking anything up I knew that men were waiting for us up there. 

      I took a shotgun shell from my gun and threw it above us, where it bounced against the wall before falling to the floor. An eruption of sound greeted its arrival tearing chunks of wood out of the floor and showing us what our own fate would be if we decided to venture up there.

      “I’ve got just the thing—”

      “No,” Tuari and I said together, cutting Willis off.

      “What? You don’t even know what I was going to say.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” I said, “the boat can’t withstand any more of your help. If we place another hole in this boat then we’re going under.”

      “Well, we can’t stay here for long,” Willis said, gesturing to the water around us already waist-deep. 

      A head from above poked around the corner and was met by a hail of bullets from us. The headless corpse slumped down to the floor, blood dripping down the stairs.

      We were stuck. They couldn’t move down without our blowing them to pieces and we couldn’t go up without the same happening to us. 

      “We need to move,” said Tuari, as an arm floated to the surface in front of him.

      The water was now chest deep and rising at a rate that would engulf us in minutes.

      I tried to think of a situation but none—

      “Stand back, I’m going up,” said a voice that made me close my eyes and grit my teeth.

      “Wait,” I said, holding out an arm, and trying to rack my brains for a better solution. 

      “Quinton, we don’t have time. I am our best hope.”

      I felt a hand on my shoulder and turned to face Poppy. Visor up she gave me a smile that I couldn’t quite match. Once again, she was placing herself in danger just to save us, not only her but the unborn child growing inside her.

      I knew she was right, which made it all that much harder to swallow.

      “I do not want you taking any more risks than you have to, understand?” 

      She gave me a nod and a smile before lowering the visor of her helmet back down.

      “Okay, Willis, cover her entry with all the flashbangs you have.”

      He unclipped a handful from his unity belt and gave her a nod that he was ready. She gave him a thumbs up then readied herself like a sprinter waiting to take off at the starting blocks.

      Flashbangs sailing over her head, she moved before the first one vanished behind the wall

      The speed at which she took the stairs was like watching a cheetah going after its prey. As the flashbangs detonated she jumped onto a wall and leapt sideways into the corridor above. 

      The sound of gunfire bounced against the walls and before I knew it my feet were already moving, but a backwards pull stopped me getting far. Turning around I saw both Willis and Tuari’s hands on me. 

      “You’ll only get in her way,” Tuari said.

      I bit back my reply and turned my head back to the action. 

      Flashes of gunfire illuminated the dim corridor. Shouts of anger and screams of pain danced on the airways. I heard what could only be a body slam against the wall. Then another and another. 

      The sound of running feet was making its way towards us before a body sailed through the air and came crashing down the stairs. He bounced against the walls and steps until he came to a rest at my feet, his twisted head pointed in a direction it wasn’t meant to face. 

      Gunfire filled the air but this time it was more sporadic. 

      The water was now closing in on my chin and Wei had taken to treading water. I’d had enough of waiting around. Gripping the handle of my gun I waded through the water and climbed the stairs upwards. A man appeared before me gun pointed my way but I blasted him against the wall, leaving a hole in his chest. I pressed my body against a corner and readied my weapon before I poked my head into the corridor.

      Bodies lay strewn on the floor with slashes to their throats and abdomens. 

      Smoke filled the tight corridor and I could just about make out a body bouncing off the walls as its hands flickered left and right dealing death where they struck. Willis to my right, Tuari covering our rear we moved forward in a tight formation sweeping the corridor in front of us. 

      We answered any movement on the floor with death.

      This wasn’t the time for mercy, this wasn’t the time for second chances. These men had chosen their side, they knew the risks involved and so did we. Now, all it came down to was who wanted to survive the most.

      We came to a halt as we all watched Poppy move with the grace of a ballerina. She ducked and dived cutting the men down around her with little effort. The few who remained struggled to get a fixed lock on her and fired wildly. I lifted my weapon in the hopes of assisting her but my shotgun wasn’t made for precision. Instead, I took a step back and watched in amazement as she dealt death to whoever got near. 

      Diving under a pair of legs her blades swept up and sliced between her opponent’s legs causing all of us to wince as blood gushed from the wound. The man screamed in pain but his agony didn’t last long as she drove a knife into the base of his skull. Another lunged at her with his own knife, flicking it between his hands as he smiled at her. She regarded him in bemusement before she gestured him forward. 

      He darted in low stabbing at her legs but she danced out of the way and returned with a spinning back kick that caught her attacker in the chest. He rebounded off the wall, wind knocked out of his lungs but still, he came. 

      He attacked high, then low as he tried to get some sort of read on Poppy, but by the look on her face I knew she was playing with him.

      She was having fun. 

      Frustration now visibly on her opponent’s face, he gritted his teeth and rushed in hacking left to right but he was always a second or two too late; hands on his knees he breathed out exhausted as the realisation finally dawned on him he was going to die.

      “Look—wait—I know where—” But whatever else he had to say was cut short as Poppy flicked her wrist and embedded her blade into his left eye socket.

      She turned to me covered in blood and for the first time I saw what she truly was, a machine of death capable of killing a whole corridor of men without getting a scratch. 

      What was she truly capable of? 

      How much of her abilities had she been hiding from me?

      What would our child be like?

      How was I supposed to raise a child who would one day be a god amongst men?

      “I told you to have a little faith in me,” she said.

      “You see, you overbearing pussy,” Willis said, slapping me on the back, “there wasn’t anything to be worried about—”

      A groaning sound that reminded me of an unfed stomach rumbled through the floor as the boat tilted a couple more degrees on its side, causing the overhead lights to flicker on and off before they completely went out.

      “What were you saying?” I asked, but I was no longer interested in the answer as the sound of rushing water could be heard in the darkness. “Move! Move! Move!” I yelled as the first wave hit me in the chest.
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      The water spun me around as I fought against its current. 

      Down became up and up became down. 

      It was relentless in its pressure as I tried to get my bearings. It pushed me down the corridor, bouncing me from wall to wall as I tried my best to fight a losing battle. The back of my helmet banged against something hard, rattling my brain and making me see stars. As soon as it felt like my senses had grown accustomed to their surroundings, I would be tossed against another wall or object and become disoriented again.

      My breath grew jagged and sharp as the icy grip of panic’s fingers began making their way through my gut. 

      I had to think. I had to calm down. Calm down! Relax, Quinton. Fucking relax—What little wind I had was knocked out of my lungs as my back slammed into another unseen object. 

      I tried to look out through my helmet but all I saw was darkness. Complete and utter darkness.

      The water kept on pushing me backwards no matter how much I fought until I found myself pinned against a wall unable to move. I tried. I willed myself with everything I had but no matter what I did, I couldn’t move. 

      I had enough oxygen. More than enough to survive. All I had to do was relax and something would come to me, some idea or moment of inspiration that would save the day. But the longer the water kept me under, the more I panicked, the more thoughts of my death plucked at the recesses of my mind. 

      I had already used some air when I swam to get to the boat. 

      That in itself had taken enough time. How much gas did I really have left? I couldn’t wait here all day in the vain hope someone would find me. I had to move. I had to move now!

      Hyperventilating, I tried to swim with everything I had, but all I succeeded in doing was turning my limbs to lead, and causing the darkness to encroach on the edges of my vision. 

      Come on, Quinton, move your ass. Come on! Move your ass. Move… your… ass.

      But with each flailing of my limbs, the only thing I accomplished was causing the darkness to grow larger and larger over my vision until that was all I saw.
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      Something hit me hard. 

      Hard enough to wake me from my slumber and force the water in my lungs to come shooting out of my mouth. I leaned to my side and coughed as something else hit me hard on the back, forcing even more water out of me. 

      My throat burned as I hacked and coughed up everything inside of me.

      “Please… no more!” I said as I was hit once again.

      “We’re just making sure you ain’t going to die on us,” said Willis, from somewhere above me.

      “I wouldn’t give you the satisfaction,” I said, rolling to my back. “What happened?”

      “Oh nothing much,” said Poppy, “just had to save your ass for the—what would this be, the fifth time?—is it, now?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” I said with a wave of my hand. “It’s only four.”

      “The boat flooded because of Ginger Nuts’ handiwork, but we managed to get to the top deck, which is still above water,” Tuari said, from somewhere out of my vision.

      “What happened to my helmet?” I asked, passing a hand over my face.

      “You took it off when you panicked; it’s a common occurrence amongst divers who panic,” said Poppy.

      “Yeah, only dumbass ones,” Willis said with a snort. “If you ask me it’s the Lord’s way of thinning the herd.”

      “Lucky no one did ask you,” I said, sitting up and looking around me. “Did Wei make it?” I couldn’t see the little Asian man anywhere.

      “I’m still alive for my sins,” he said, walking out of the darkness, “but I am not the only one.”

      Now that my senses were coming back to me I could hear voices shouting in the distance—voices of men that were furious that their boat was going down. Men who had thought all their tricks and bribes would pay off. One in particular was worried more than most. He knew what his future entailed if he didn’t find a way to escape the boat.

      I rolled to my hands and knees and allowed what little water remained in my sinuses to pour out before getting up to my feet. I stretched out my back and was rewarded with a loud crack before I cast my eyes over my crew.

      They all looked the worse for wear, but no one was sporting any injuries, so I counted my lucky stars we had made it this far. By the sounds in the distance, we didn’t have far to go to complete the task The Lady assigned us. I was thankful; I didn’t know how much more I had left in the gas tank.

      I turned around and could see light pouring out of what looked like a glasshouse. It sat raised on top of the deck. I could see people inside.

      They moved around frantically while one man with jet black hair, with streaks of silver, stood in the centre shouting orders I don’t think anyone was paying any attention to. 

      “Does that asshole always wear a white tuxedo?” Willis asked.

      “Lee is a man with many flaws but he is above all else consistent,” Wei said, walking forward.

      “I like it,” Tuari said; “a man who always wears a tuxedo is always ready to party.”

      “If that is the case, then I guess we should gatecrash,” I said as Poppy handed me my shotgun.

      Lee still shouted and screamed but stopped when he turned and caught sight of us. Diamond teeth flashed as he bared them in a snarl.

      I took a step forward but was nearly thrown off my feet as the boat shuddered once more. Trying to stay balanced like the rest of the crew I looked to Poppy, who remained unfazed. Like a wine cork bobbing on the water, she didn’t even have to hold her hands out to steady herself for balance. 

      “Try and keep on your feet, twinkle toes,” she smiled as she gave me a hand. 

      I looked back to Lee and couldn’t see him. The rest of the men who were still on the bridge were all picking up weapons and making their way towards us, no doubt in an act to try and give their boss time to escape.

      “Our mission still is Lee. Remember that. No matter what gets in your way, he is the prime target.”

      All heads nodded in my direction as the first wave of gunfire came our way. We all took cover and made our way forward. A spark from a bullet that pinged off a railing illuminated the night in front of me forcing me to duck lower. The continuous gunfire pinned us from going any further; their goal was to hold us down as long as possible. That I couldn’t allow, not when Lee was so close.

      I switched my shotgun to fire explosive shells and waited for my moment.

      The sound of gunfire was never-ending as our enemy continued to rain lead upon us. I huddled lower and counted under my breath. I waited till they had to stop and reload, and like the calm before the storm all noise ceased to exist. 

      Now it was our time. 

      I leapt to my feet and fired the first shell directly in front of me; it blasted apart a section of the boat lifting bodies into the air. Cries of pain and anguish surrounded me but I heard none of it. The rest of the crew didn’t wait for me to tell them to move as they popped up around me and did their own damage.

      I re-chambered another shell and blasted apart a group of men who were hiding behind a stack of lounge chairs. The few who survived tried to make a quick getaway but Willis gunned them down. 

      Reflected light flashed in the corner of my eye and I turned just in time to see Lee’s vanishing back as he hurried down the stairs of the bridge and turned a sharp corner. 

      I made a beeline in his direction but was stopped as I saw something leap at me from the left. Half turning I saw nothing but a face contorted in anger. Time slowed as I kept on turning but knew I wouldn’t complete the turn fast enough. He was coming towards me too fast. The knife in his hand had nowhere to go but in my guts. I willed myself to move faster, but I knew the effort was a wasted one. I was caught in a time loop of either trying to evade the weapon in his hand or trying to bring my weapon in range so I could get off a shot.

      I didn’t need to be accurate. I just needed it pointed in his direction, but even that I didn’t think I could achieve in time. 

      As each millisecond passed by and the thought of attack or evade flipped in my mind like a coin tossed in the air, the knife inched ever closer towards me determined to do the job it was designed for. 

      Fight or evade.

      Fight or evade.

      Choose, damnit!

      But it was a choice I didn’t have to make, as fingers shot out from nowhere and encircled the hand making its way towards me. The knife stopped inches away from my gut and I knew without a shadow of a doubt that no matter what I had chosen to do, I would have been stabbed. My attacker’s eyes swept past the fingers keeping his hand in place, up the arm that refused to budge, to a face that was emotionless.

      “Let go, you stupid bitch!” he yelled, trying to yank his arm out of Poppy’s grip.

      “Ask nicely,” she said.

      “Suck my—” but he never got to finish his sentence as Poppy bent his arm backwards and stabbed him in the neck with his own knife. 

      She was about to ask me something but from the look on her face, she knew I didn’t have time to respond. “Just go!” she said, pushing me in the direction Lee had gone. 

      I gave her a nod of thanks and hurried after him.

      More men jumped in my way but I blasted them apart with another explosive shell. Their bodies dropped around me in chunks that turned my stomach, but I pushed those thoughts to the back of my mind and kept on going. I had one goal, one thing that needed to be done, to get the ball rolling in securing my future and the future of my family. I would do whatever it took to make that happen, even if it meant allowing the whole world around me to burn.

      I ran and turned the same corner Lee had taken and leapt back as a blade swept for my neck. The blade kept coming and I was forced to defend against it by bringing my gun up to block it; sparks flew in the air as the blade was pushed towards me, with nothing but the barrel of my gun keeping it from sinking into my flesh. I looked into the eyes of my attacker and saw the smiling face of Lee.

      “Oh, Mr Blake, how good of you to finally join me. I would have sent you an invitation but it appears that none was needed.”

      I grunted as he pushed his weight down on the knife slowly pushing me back’ “How could I miss the event of the year, Mr Lee? I so loved your last casino event so much I thought I just had to make an appearance. Sorry about the boat, but I do love to crash a party.”

      He said nothing but kept on pushing me backwards, getting the knife closer and closer to my neck. His strength amazed me. For a man well into his middle years, he had more strength than most of the men I had fought. 

      “Surprised?” he asked. “I wasn’t always this tailor-suited gentleman you see before you; I made my living as a ship hand, on these very waters. The hardest work I have ever done. Work that calloused the soul as well as the hands. But unlike those fools I left behind, I wanted something more for myself. More than stabbing my bunkmate in the back and whoring every chance I got.”

      He kept on pushing me until my back was pressed up against the railing and all I could see behind me was nothing but black open water.

      “That’s the thing about Safe Haven, Mr Blake, it’s a rat race like no other. Everyone is aiming for the top and will do everything in their power to make sure they make it there, and my path to the top is only secured if you’re lying dead at the bottom of this river!”

      He tried to knee me in the balls but I saw the move coming a mile away and blocked it with the outside of my thigh, and returned a head-butt that smashed the bridge of his nose, staggering him backwards.

      “I would say something corny like too bad your climb stops here, but I’ll just go for the time tested fuuck youuu,” I said, gun butting him in the face and turning his nose into a fine paste.

      I spun the shotgun round to finish him off but he kicked it out of my hand and rugby tackled me to the floor. 

      The wind was knocked out of my lungs as he straddled my chest and brought the knife high above his head; he drove it towards me and I just had enough time to hip bump him forward, forcing the knife to sink in the wood of the deck millimetres from my head. He tried to retrieve it, but the knife was buried to the hilt. I pushed him off me and got back to my feet the same time he did.

      Chests heaving we looked at each other like two beasts fighting for territory.

      “I heard a rumour you used to be nothing more than an office drone—a pen pusher—a glorified middle management asshole. All this,” he said gesturing around him, “must be very frightening for you.”

      “Not really. Like you said, Safe Haven is a rat race, no different to the backstabbing, fake-smiling, fire-you-a-week-before-Christmas corporate world I’m used to.”

      He said nothing but took a small step forward. My eyes swept the deck for my gun and I saw it some distance behind him; I would have to go through him to get it, but it would leave me to exposed. If I wanted to finish this fight, then I would have to do it with nothing but my bare hands.

      Strange.

      The thought of killing someone with my hands felt barbaric to me. Wrong. Criminal. It was as if the gun was an extra layer in stopping me thinking about the act I was going to complete. Where my hands would never get dirty.

      He took another step forward.

      “What’s wrong, Mr Blake? Isn’t so easy to do the deed when you have nothing but your hands, is—”

      I punched him in the mouth, forcing his words back down his mouth, and followed up with a roundhouse kick that smashed into his ribs, lifting him up. He dropped to his knees allowing me to grab his head and drive my knee into his face. 

      He staggered backwards trying to get away but I didn’t let him.

       A left hook to the body and straight right to the face splattered blood on my chest. 

      His face was a mask of blood as he once again dropped to his knees. He lifted his hands up in a vain attempt to protect himself but I slapped them out of the way and grabbed him by his bloodstained tuxedo. 

      The first punch closed his left eye.

      The second split his top lip in two.

      The third broke his front teeth embedding them into my knuckle.

      “You know,” I said, holding up his swaying form, “I thought I would get some sort of satisfaction from this, for finally taking revenge on one more person who caused José’s death. But with you here and now, as I look upon your ruined face, all I feel is… emptiness.

      “Emptiness and sadness.”

      Lee spat broken teeth and snot at my feet as he looked up at me with a defiant eye. “You will wish for sadness and emptiness after this is all said and done. You have no idea what’s coming, do you?”

      I ignored his question and lifted my fist up in the air; it was time to end this once and for—

      “Boss!” 

      I lifted my head as shouts up ahead drew my attention to three armed men who were coming my way. I looked down at Lee just in time to see a blade swing upwards; I jumped back out of the way and this gave him all the time and space he needed to regroup with his men. Any thoughts of pursuing them were out of the question as they turned their guns on me and opened fire.

      I dived behind a wall and pressed my back up against it as bullets blew chunks out of it. 

      I could hear feet pounding away as the firing lessened in frequency. 

      He was going to get away.

      Back still pressed against the wall, Willis and Wei made their way towards me. Willis’s face was covered in blood but he showed no signs of any injury; his eyes blazed with the fire of blood lust as they darted back and forth looking for their next target. Wei, on the other hand, looked like a husk of a man who was just moving because that’s what his body had always done. It was hard to meet his eyes and not feel pulled in by the pits of blackness that lay beneath.

      “Where’s Lee?” Willis asked.

      I pointed over my shoulder.

      “Escaped?” he asked.

      “Escaping.”

      “What!” Wei roared, stepping away from me. “You can’t let him escape. This is why you are here. This is why Marta died! So you could kill the evil fuck! You can’t just give up now.”

      I got to my feet. He was right. I had come too far to give up now; we had lost too much to just turn back now. 

      With a nod their way I ran the direction Lee went, picking up my gun on the way. I could see the backs of his men pushing what appeared to be an escape raft over the edge of the railings. Willis opened fire, taking out two men, before the white-tuxedoed form of Lee detached himself from the group and leapt overboard. Willis kept on firing but the last remaining man jumped after him.

      We sprinted towards the railings and saw the escape craft floating on the open water with Lee and his man sprawled out on its floor. I sighted my shotgun and fired but nothing happened.

      “Shit! I’m out of explosive shells.”

      “Hey! What are you doing?” Willis asked, as Wei unclipped Willis’s utility belt and snatched it away from him.

      “What the—” began Willis, but stopped as Wei pulled out all the pins from the grenades attached to the belt and looked me squarely in the eye.

      “Make sure you keep your promise. Make sure the people of this borough are treated better than those who came before them!” he shouted as he sprinted away from us.

      I looked to him then back to the craft that was slowly pulling away and knew he wouldn’t make it. He was throwing his life away for nothing. But I couldn’t stop him now. To do so would mean getting in the path of a man who carried a bomb that was going to go off, no matter if it was on this boat or over the open water. To stop him would be to risk my crew. My life. The life of my unborn child. 

      I knew the decision I was going to make. The same decision I would make if I had to choose a million times.

      And I think he did too. 

      Head bent down, arms and legs pumping for everything they were worth, Wei sprinted and turned his head our way giving us a final nod before he leapt over the railings towards Lee’s life craft below. 

      Lee and his man saw Wei in mid-air and fired. 

      The first two shots pierced Wei’s chest and blew holes out his back, but I knew he felt no pain. I could see it by the look on his face when he gave us a final nod goodbye.

       It was a look of joy. A look that spoke of seeing a loved one sooner than expected.

      The third shot blew out his brains but it was already too late. Wei had thrown the parcel he was holding and it sailed in the air in an arc till it landed dead centre on the life raft. There was a moment of silence, then a frantic cry as Lee rushed forwards but it was a wasted effort.

      The explosion from the grenades engulfed the raft in a hundred-foot fireball. 

      I shielded my eyes from the blinding light and only looked back after the flames had died to see if I could see Wei’s body, but knew it was already sinking to the bottom of a river that had birthed him, raised him, and killed him.
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      We all sat on the last remaining life craft we could find while the flames of Lee’s paddleboat illuminated the night sky.

      I looked upon the sight before me and felt nothing but emptiness. This war had only begun yet it had already taken such a toll on my psyche that I didn’t know how long I could go on for before I cracked. I had witnessed the deaths of loved ones and people that had tried to help me in this cause I had taken on, but the more the bodies piled up the more I asked myself if this was worth it.

      The plan had always been to keep Poppy safe.

      Yet… everything I had planned, everything I did, placed her in more danger than anything else. 

      We could have just gotten on a ship and sped as far away as we could and settled on some distant planet, yet with the threat of Alvis Boman hanging above our necks like a guillotine, it was only a matter of time before the psycho found us or his deeds did. This was why I was doing this, to amass power, to have the strength to combat Alvis when the time came. I loved our crew more than anything, but I knew we didn’t have the strength to defeat him.

      Not as we were. We needed more resources and the only way I could get them was if I continued on with my deal with the devil and made good on my promise. 

      Lady Isabella Ivanov wasn’t someone I trusted or cared for, and when the time came she would meet the same fate as Lee, but before then I would use her as much as she used me to get what she wanted.

      The flames continued to dance on the water.

      I had kept my promise to Wei and gave Marta the funeral ritual she deserved. Another innocent bystander of the conflict I was waging. How many more would there be before this was done?

      “You okay?” Poppy whispered in my ear, hand stroking my hair.

      I nodded as I took in a deep breath and slowly let it out. “Message Samuel and Scarface, tell them to come and pick us up. We’re done here.”

      As I continued to watch the flames dance only one thought repeatedly crossed my mind. 

      Was this life better than the one you had before?
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      I was back on The Kennel, sitting in its canteen eating leftovers Tuari had made the night before. Slow-cooked charcoal lamb with jasmine flavoured rice and an assortment of vegetables littered my plate as I forced myself to eat so I could concentrate on something  apart from the thoughts bouncing around in my head. 

      I had first gone to the shooting range to let off some steam and get my thoughts in order, but as I approached the entrance to it I saw the highlighted red gun sign above the door that meant the range was in use. Although the room was big enough to accommodate the whole crew if we all wanted to practice shooting our weapons, the warning was just a precaution to let anyone entering know live ammunition was being fired and that they should proceed with caution.

      Although the only one who would be using it at this time was Willis, I wasn’t really in a sociable mood, even if all we would do was nod to each other. 

      Which had brought me here to the only other place I knew would be deserted this time of night. 

      The canteen.

      Or so I thought as the doors to them opened and Samuel stopped short; he rubbed his eyes and did a double-take. He went to say something but a yawn cut him off. “Sorry about that,” he said as he made his way to one of the tabletops and began making himself a hot drink. 

      “Want one?” he asked.

      I shook my head and continued on eating, staring off into the distance. 

      He hummed a tune I had heard before as he finished making himself a cup of tea. I couldn’t place where I had heard it before, but it sounded oddly familiar. He sat opposite me and I held back my sigh of frustration. He said nothing for a long while, and the only sounds were the noise from my cutlery as I continued to eat my meal.

      He downed the rest of his tea and got back up, but only walked back to the countertop and made himself another drink while he hummed again. Walking back to my table he sat down once again. He closed his eyes and allowed the melody he hummed to play through him.

      “That song,” I said pointing a fork his way. “I’ve heard it before, but I can’t place where.”

      He slowly opened his eyes and gave me a smile. “No doubt from Willis; our mother used to sing it to us all the time. It’s a song about an orphan who was destined to be killed by a great king, but instead was sent drifting down a river and found amongst the reeds by said great king’s daughter. Where he grew up to become a prince, living in the very house of the man who wanted him dead. The orphan’s life was one of luxury where he would never need or want for anything until the end of his days. But one day he saw a slave being beaten and no harm came to the attacker because he was rich, and from there, the orphan’s life took on a whole new meaning and he left all his wealth and riches behind and fought for the people who needed him the most.”

      “Hmm,” I said before placing more food in my mouth.

      “What?”

      “I wonder why there are so many stories of men who are never happy with who they are or what they’ve become.”

      Samuel chuckled but I didn’t see what was so funny. “It’s amazing that out of that story, that’s what you took from it.”

      “The orphan didn’t help the slave out of some higher purpose or duty. The orphan helped the slave because he saw himself in the man that was being beaten. The orphan, no matter what gifts or love were bestowed upon him, would always be that, an orphan. He would always feel like an outsider in the royal courts, and he would always feel like he was nothing more than a royal pet being kept by the king’s daughter. 

      “Men—women—people, are inherently selfish. We do what best serves us, even if that is being charitable or honourable, because it makes us feel good about ourselves. Kindness is as much of a selfish act as hate.”

      Samuel leaned back in his chair, a frown creasing the sides of his mouth, while he regarded me. “That is a short-sighted way to view the universe. Men such as myself have done things for people, because it was the right thing to do. Not seeking any thanks or reward for the act in and of itself. Yes, people are selfish, but if everyone selfishly gave their love away then think of what we could overcome as a race.”

      “But… would you do what you did if your background wasn’t what it was?” 

      He looked at me in confusion before I continued.

      “Some may say, you’re only doing what you’re doing because you feel guilt for your mother, because you feel you need to pay some debt to society, and if that wasn’t the case then you would be just another thug trying to make a quick buck, however you can.”

      His jaw stiffened as he gripped the mug of his cup and sat bolt upright. 

      “Look, I don’t mean any disrespect. All I’m saying is from where I’m standing, the only person who I have met so far who is honest about who they are is Willis. He is comfortable with who he is at his core. He knows himself inside and out and because of that, he knows his enemies even better. Many men like the orphan find themselves in places of power and reject it—shun it, and use some thin veil of an excuse such as helping the poor when they give away all their wealth and become prophets or gurus or spiritual leaders.

      “But the way I see it, is if you want change, serious life-altering change for the people you care about or want to help, then you need power. Power that only kings and leaders have. Power only they can wield, and to get that, my dear friend, well, you need to either take it from the people who have it, or keep it.”

      He looked at me askance before taking a deep breath and stirring the remainder of the tea he had in his mug. He downed its contents in one then slowly rose from his chair. He made his way to the countertop and cleaned out his mug, then placed it on the rack to dry. 

      Everything was done with calm measured movements. Everything was done with care.

      Done, he walked back towards me but didn’t sit down. “These sleepless nights you are experiencing will only continue the longer you stay on this path. Take it from someone who has made the journey.”

      Before I could say anything he was already walking towards the door, leaving me with my thoughts once more.
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      “Congratulations, Mr Blake,” said Lady Isabella Ivanov, raising her glass filled with neat vodka my way. 

      We were seated in one of the only two restaurants to be found in Hotel Moscow. Linen-covered tables accompanied with deep red fabric chairs that had elaborate golden stitching in the fabric were placed the right distance away from their neighbours so conversations couldn’t be overheard. Art depicting classic Russian life could be found on the walls, all grim and doing nothing to lift the atmosphere of the place. The restaurant was a strange mix of garish over-the-top displays of wealth as well as trying to come across as a humble family-run restaurant, that had been in the family for generations.

      “It was nothing really,” I said, taking a sip from the glass of water in front of me.

      “Come now, you’re being far too humble,” she said, nodding to the waiter who placed two dishes in front of us. 

      I looked down at my plate and did my best to hide my frown as pieces of meat in a brownish sauce that looked like cat-sick accompanied by pasta rested on my plate. Picking up a fork, I moved it around like a child being punished as I tried my best to think of how not to eat this without offending my dangerous host.

      “It’s called beef stroganoff,” said Isabella, “whenever I eat it, it reminds me of my childhood and home.”

      “I’m sorry your childhood was so bleak,” I muttered.

      “Pardon?”

      “Nothing,” I said with a smile, taking another drink of water and looking at the empty restaurant around us. “Business still hasn’t picked up?”

      She followed my gaze around the empty restaurant and smiled. “This restaurant has never been popular. It only serves traditional Russian cuisine, which is not to everyone’s taste,” she said, looking at my plate, “but no matter what my accountants say about this place not making money, I refuse to change it. The other restaurant is always packed and more than makes up for this one’s losses. Plus, I can always get a seat here.”

      “The decor…” I began but couldn’t find the words I was looking for.

      “When people who have nothing develop wealth, they… want to show off the wealth they have and keep something back to remind them of their roots. It’s a flaw in most of us, it’s something I have tried to rid myself of, but alas,” she said, gesturing to the restaurant with a fork, “it’s not something I have accomplished. But anyway, on to business. I hate to ask this but you are sure Mr Lee won’t come back to haunt us?”

      Visions of the flaming wreckage that had become Lee’s craft surfaced. “Yes,” I said with a grim shake of the head, “after what happened to him there won’t be anything left to bury.”

      “Excellent, that is wonderful news. Most wonderful news indeed,” she said, giving me a shark-like smile. “Now, when you were fighting Lee’s men, you didn’t happen to come across any members of the Mercenary Bloc, did you?”

      I thought back to the mission in question and frowned. “Now that you mention it, no,” I said in a thoughtful voice. In preparing for the fight against Lee, I had completely forgotten about Tex Jonson and his band of merry men. It seemed strange now that Diamond hadn’t thought to enforce one of his major allies with members from the Mercenary Bloc, but if the accounts of them were true, then acting like bodyguards really wasn’t their thing. 

      It appeared they only cared about the mission they were paid to do, which was taking out my crew and The Lady.

      “Now you mention it, it is strange Mr Diamond didn’t get them to protect one of his most valuable assets, but I guess his loss of foresight is our gain.” 

      Lady Isabella frowned as she took another swig of vodka. “If there is one thing I can trust Mr Diamond to do, it is cover all his bases. It is unlike him. But, I guess we all make mistakes. Now on to the main reason I called you here. Vlad,” she called to her right-hand man, who had been lurking unseen in the shadows. He made his way silently towards me and handed me a small leather-bound folder.

      I looked to it then back to her confused.

      “In there you shall find payment for a job well done, and a more formal contract relating to the ownership of The Floating City. Although the agreement was for you to take ownership of The Floating City after both Mr Lee and Mr Diamond were both dead, I trust in your ability to get the job done so I am handing over the ownership of The Floating City to you early.”

      I looked at her then slowly lowered my gaze to the folder in my hand while I tried to digest everything she had just said. I smiled. That was the game she was trying to play. Clever. 

      “I don’t think that I’ve earned this just yet. A deal was a deal and until I finish taking out Mr Diamond, then I won’t feel right taking—”

      “Nonsense, I insist.”

      I tapped the folder against my lips and took in Vlad’s tense posture as he stared daggers my way. Giving her a single nod I placed the folder in the folds of my clothes. 

      “Wonderful! Now that’s all sorted, shall we discuss how we are going to take out our biggest threat?” she asked, as she dabbed the corners of her mouth.

      “If I’m honest I’ve not given it much thought; I’m still recovering from dealing with Lee. But when I think about it, I don’t really see a way to tackle Diamond without a shitload of bloodshed and firearms. He is too well-fortified to be taken out as easily as Lee and he has more than enough men and resources to wait us out. From the way you speak about the man, it appears you respect him, which in turn tells me he isn’t a person to be taken lightly.”

      She nodded her head and gave me a smile, as she held up her glass to be refilled by Vlad with more vodka. 

      “All perfect assumptions. As you may or may not know, Mr Diamond—ridiculous name, I know—has been the longest-running leader of any borough in the history of Safe Haven. He came to power when he was but a young man and has seen this planet grow from a dust ball to a cesspit to something now akin to gutter water—drinkable, but you may still die from dysentery. 

      “Unlike most of us, he was born on this planet; he grew up seeing the settlers, his parents struggle and toil over the land trying to make it liveable, trying to make it sustainable. He knew hunger, real hunger. He knew pain, but more importantly, he knew what sort of hard work it would take to get him to where he is today.

      “Unlike most of these new up-and-coming crews who want respect and power without actually putting the work in, he was born with nothing but a wooden stick to play with and now he is one of the most powerful men on this planet, who has far-reaching influence over other worlds too. Who can’t respect a man like that? To not do so would be foolhardy on my part and yours.

      “So yes, Mr Blake, I respect the man. I suggest you do the same.”

      “But that still,” I said, “doesn’t help us with our problem in how we are going to deal with him.”

      “I think I have a solution for that. Although my forces have tried their best to stop his men digging the caves in The Jungle, there are still reports of people taking out metal ore under the cover of darkness, or when I have had to pull my men away from the sites to deal with more pressing issues. I think the only way you’ll be able to enter the Diamond District is if you somehow manage to smuggle your way on board a ship that is delivering ore to the Diamond District. Once in the district half the battle is already accomplished and the rest is, as they say, history.”

      “Half the battle is already accomplished?” I said in disbelief, “I think you mean the battle has only just begun. Once in the district, we won’t know where Diamond is stationed, how to get to him or what forces he’ll have around him. We’ll be in the wolves’ den with no way out.”

      “Tut, tut, Mr Blake, you have such little faith in your and your crew’s abilities. I have the utmost faith you’ll figure something out when the time comes. In regard to Mr Diamond’s location and his forces, all the information you need shall be arriving on your ship’s databanks as we speak. The information I am giving you is everything I collected on the man since I landed on this planet. Use it well.”

      I looked at her in disbelief not sure what to say. 

      “If I may give you one more piece of advice, it would be to wait a few days or even a few weeks before you attempt to smuggle yourself aboard a ship. I shall slowly pull men away from the caves, forcing increased activity and hopefully making the men involved in the operations lax enough in their surveillance that you shouldn’t face that big of a problem getting yourself onboard. Now, before you finish, do you have any questions?”

      A million thoughts raced through my mind but they failed to reach my mouth. 

      One way or another, I had agreed to do this job, and her plan was the only one presented to me at the moment so unless I came up with something better, this would have to be the one I went with. Even though it felt like we were being set up.

      “Excellent. I’m glad we are on the same page. Now if that is all I believe our business is done here for the day,” she said.

      I sat rooted to the spot until a cough from Vlad brought me back to reality. As I was getting up from my seat and about to leave her voice called out to me once more: “Oh, and if you would be so kind as to wait outside the restaurant, Mr Blake, one of my waiters shall place your meal in a doggy bag. I do hate food going to waste.”
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      I walked the grimy streets of Paradise Lost, with a doggie bag I didn’t want and a mission I was regretting ever agreeing to. Trash crunched under my feet as I watched out for the occasional needle or steaming pile of human waste. A junkie with sore-covered lips lifted a hand with nails hidden under black grime. He looked up at me, hand searching in the air as if he was trying to recapture the last pieces of his soul before they escaped him forever.

      I looked into his eyes and saw nothing but a pit of despair. I placed the parcel containing my leftover meal in the palm of his hand and closed his fingers around it before departing.

      Everywhere I looked trash covered the streets or was piled up against building corners, while junkies scuttled down alleyways or vanished into boarded-up buildings that had no light apart from that created by burning trashcans.

      A car screeched around a corner, back tires billowing smoke while two men hung out the window, pistols visible in their hands, I dived for cover behind a dumpster but their target wasn’t me. The passengers opened fire upon a small group of men gathered at a corner. The men tried to get away but their paths of escape were cut short by the bullets fired. Gunshot after gunshot filled the air until the sound of screeching tires could be heard once again, then all was silent.

      I had expected my heart to be pounding in my chest. I had expected my palms to be sweaty. But as I sat on the ground in a puddle of water that was slowly beginning to soak into my jeans, all I felt was numb. 

      Numb and angry. 

      This was nowhere to raise a child, not amongst this filth and chaos! What sort of upbringing could I ever hope to give my son or daughter if I kept them on this planet? What damage would I be causing to their psyche? To the way they viewed things. Even now, after being on this planet only a handful of years, the way I viewed violence and reacted to it wasn’t normal. Instead of fearing guns being fired, my first thought was to take cover and return fire when the best opportunity presented itself. 

      I viewed death and suffering as part and parcel of living.

      This place had twisted my way of thinking, because if you didn’t harden yourself, if you didn’t bite first and ask questions later, then you were the one that was going to be a victim. You were the one that would end up face down in the gutter while people stepped over you. Life was cheap on Paradise Lost, and freedom came at a cost that was greater than it had been back on Earth. Back home, all one needed to do was find some way to save enough money to cover all your basic needs for the long term and then you could do as you pleased.

      Travel, paint, write, whatever your heart could imagine.

      But out here, getting the money was only half the problem; keeping it was the other.

      I got to my feet and poked my head around the dumpster. The only sight that greeted me was of a cluster of bodies lying face down in the dirt with a rapidly expanding pool of blood extending out from them. Nobody rushed to their aid. Nobody came to see what the commotion had been about. 

      Looking at the bodies I knew two things. One, my child would never grow up in a place like this. I didn’t care what I had to do, I just knew that whatever it was, no cost would be too great to make sure it happened. And two, before this was over and done with I needed to show Poppy how much I loved her.
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      I fidgeted in my captain’s chair while I piloted The Kennel towards the target I had in mind. It was just me and Poppy alone on the ship. I had given the rest of the crew the week off to blow off any steam they needed to before we tackled our next target, Mr Diamond. There had been complaints when I had said I was taking the ship for a little trip, but I ignored all of them and had told them that if they were so eager to come along, then the toilets we all used could do with some attention as both Willis or Tuari had been ignoring the cleaning rota for weeks. 

      This had shut down all and any complaints and allowed me to focus on the task at hand. 

      We had been travelling for two days and no matter how many times Poppy asked where we were going, I would just smile and kiss her softly on the lips before making sure everything was in order. 

      “It’s a surprise,” I would say, when she would badger me again and again, asking innocent questions that would reveal more than I wanted to let on if I answered. 

      I had caught her a few times lingering on the bridge when she thought I wasn’t around trying to see what destination I had programmed into the autopilot; it had gotten so bad I had banned her from coming anywhere near it, much to her annoyance. 

      It was cute in a way seeing her act normal again. Out here we didn’t have to worry about mercenary hitmen or borough leaders wanting us dead. We could just be in each other’s company and exist. Thinking about it now, it wasn’t something we had done a lot of, apart from the months we had spent in The Jungle after the Alvis Boman affair. This was one of the only times where we could just be.

      The console in front of me beeped. We had arrived at our destination.

      I took a deep breath and passed a hand down the tuxedo I wore. Pressing a button in front of me I opened the viewing screen of the ship so it extended all around me. It gave a complete three hundred and sixty-degree view of the space we were in. Getting up from my chair I walked around the bridge and just took in the amazing sights that surrounded me. It felt like I was floating in space. 

      Different hues of reds that bled into pinks were dotted with the shine from distant stars. The whole thing looked like a silk scarf clustered with diamonds. The last time I had been to this spot had been years ago, and after much searching through the ship’s records, I had finally found what I was looking for. I didn’t know what I would find when I got there, hoping for some sort of light show, but knowing I would probably just get a black canvas.

       Now, here, I was happy the universe had come through for me. I couldn’t ask for a better light show.

      My tongue felt like sandpaper. I looked around for a drink but couldn’t find one. I tried to take a deep breath to calm the pounding of my heart, but all I succeeded in doing was being keenly aware of how fast my heart was beating. 

      “Relax, man. You’ve done this once before.”

      I paced back and forth, trying to build the courage I needed, but whenever I went to press the button that would broadcast my voice over the speakers, I hesitated, nerves getting the better of me.

      I resumed pacing.

      “You’ve fought against killer robot spiders and armed thugs, you’ve been tortured mercilessly, you’ve had your entire life ripped out from underneath your feet, plus a hundred other near-death experiences, but you can’t do this one thing! Come on man, stop being such a pussy!”

      I walked towards the button and pressed it. “Ugh, Poppy—” Why did my voice sound so small? “Poppy, do you mind coming to the bridge?”

      I gripped onto a console next to me, to steady myself as my legs wouldn’t stop shaking. Taking another deep breath I patted my jacket pocket for the hundredth time. 

      I had rehearsed what I was going to say over the two days we were travelling through space, but now the time actually came, my mind was a blank. What had I come up with? There was something about being happy and… and… being together….and… being happy—shit!

      The doors to the bridge opened and Poppy walked through, looking around the bridge with some confusion that only increased when she took in the attire I was wearing.

      “Hmm, hello,” she said sheepishly.

      “Hello,” I replied back with a smile.

      Hair draped over her shoulders, she wore a simple loose-fitting jumper that tried its best to cover her bump but it only enhanced her beauty, taking my breath away. Bare legs distracted me from what I was going to say next.

      “Is everything alright?” she asked.

      I shook my head, emerging from my daze, and as I took her all in I realised something. When I extended my hand she walked towards me and I just smiled.

      “Looking at you here and now, I realised something. I realised no matter what I say it will never really matter, not because I don’t mean it, not because it isn’t true, but because whatever feeble words I manage to conjure up would never be good enough, would never truly express to you what you mean to me, how I feel about you, how my life has changed since I met you. How you allowed me to find courage and strength within myself that I didn’t know I had, that I didn’t believe was there.

      “How I keep finding a way to survive and strive no matter what is placed in front of me, because I know if I don’t, we as a family won’t live to see another day. It’s because of you, Pop, that I found the strength to lead this crew, it’s because of you I have grown—evolved—changed into someone nobody from my past would recognise. 

      “It’s because of you my life is what it is, good or bad. So, I must thank you for everything you’ve done for me, everything you continue to do for me, and everything you shall do for me in the future.

      “So because of that, I have a question I need to ask you,” I said, getting down on one knee and pulling a small velvet box from my pocket. “Will you marry me?”

      I held my breath while I looked up at her and she looked down at me, face blank. She said nothing as the only thing that I could hear was the pounding of my heart against my chest. What felt like ten minutes passed and still she said nothing. I licked my lips and I stared up at her, open—vulnerable—true, but still, she said nothing. 

      Did I do the wrong thing?

      “Err—” I began but she cut me off by placing her finger across my lips.

      “I love you, but you didn’t have to do this to show me you loved me. I already knew that, silly. I knew we would be together as long as you lived when I first laid eyes on you. Don’t ask me how, but I just did. I can’t see a future without you, but since you’ve asked of course the answer is yes!” she said, bending down and kissing me on the lips. “Yes! Yes! A thousand times, yes!”

      I rose to my feet unsteadily and slipped the ring onto her finger, then kissed her again until my heart stopped pounding and my hands grew dry.
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      Some time had passed and now we both lay amongst a pile of discard clothes. 

      The stars still sprinkled around us making it feel like we were the only two people that existed, I hugged her close, and kissed her on the top of the head while I watched a comet travel in front of us.

      “Do you know where this is?” I asked.

      She shook her head.

      “This,” I said, gesturing before me, “is the location we first met.”

      She looked up at me sharply and I only smiled in response as I watched her turn her attention back to the viewing screen, where a smile grew on her face, mirroring my own. 

      “This is where it all began,” I whispered in her ear, “this is where you kidnapped me against my will. This is where I learned how foul a mouth a human can really have when I met Willis, this is where I learnt how good food can taste because of Tuari, this is where José decided I was worth more to him alive than dead and he took me under his wing and showed me the life I was living wasn’t really a life at all. My life changed forever that day and I have never looked back.”

      “Not once?” she asked. “When things were simpler? When things were safer?”

      I opened my mouth to protest but closed it slowly and really thought about it. Had I ever prayed that certain things we had been through or done would have gone easier? Sure. Had I ever thought about my past? 

      I would be lying if I said no. But I had made my choice and life was now at warp speed and if I tried to look back, I would miss what was in front of me.

      “Sometimes, I wished things had turned out different. José. But I have never once looked back at my life and missed it. My life was hell. Worse than hell. Looking back now, all I wanted was someone to love me for myself, and I have found that in the unlikeliest of places. Amongst the stars, with a person who isn’t human but has more humanity in her little finger than most of the people I meet. 

      “Don’t get me wrong, this war we are in, I would rather we were not in it, I would rather it had nothing to do with us, but sometimes life doesn’t work out like that. The only thing keeping me going is knowing that one of the most traumatic experiences of my life was when you and the crew made your way on the ship and kidnapped me. That experience at the time felt like it was the end, but it grew and blossomed into this. So who knows what shall happen after this war?”

      She grabbed my hand and brought it to her lips, then stopped suddenly as she placed her hand gently on her stomach.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      Saying nothing, she took my hand and placed it on the spot she had been touching and looked up at me. I felt nothing at first, then the tiniest movement against my hand that I would have missed if I wasn’t paying close enough attention. 

      “The little guy sure can kick.”

      “Or girl,” said Poppy, nudging me in the ribs.

      “Have you decided what you’re going to do about getting a scan to make sure everything is alright?”

      She gave a chuckle and shook her head. “What would I tell the doctor?

      “‘Hello Doc, I know this may be hard to believe but I’m an AI humanoid built by a crazy genius hundreds of years ago who has made it so I can get pregnant?’ What do you think they’ll do to me?”

      Nothing good, that was for sure. They would most likely hook her up to as many machines as they could find and then perform tests on her and also the baby. Her kind hadn’t been seen for hundreds of years and was thought to have all been destroyed. If she turned up now, that would only be opening up a can of worms best left untouched. Plus, they would wait till my child was born and keep it locked in a cage, like some zoo animal, always testing, always experimenting.

      I shuddered as the thought passed through my mind.

      “What’s wrong?” Poppy asked, looking up at me.

      “I was just thinking, what would happen if the news got out about you, about us, about our child. I don’t think I could survive if anything happened—”

      “Shh now,” she said, as she stroked my face. “None of that is going to happen. I trust you and you haven’t failed us yet. In regard to getting a scan done to see if the baby is alright, I had checks done while I was in The Jungle by Samuel himself. He’s a smart man, who has had to deliver a lot of babies by hand because of the nature of the people who live in The Jungle, and I’m fine. I would know if I wasn’t, but the baby has a strong heartbeat and everything is coming along as normal.”

      “You trust him?”

      “Samuel?” she asked. “He’s a man… he’s a man with a troubled past for sure, but he wouldn’t cause harm to anyone. He’s too busy paying for his past mistakes.”

      I was still concerned about Samuel’s involvement with The Lady, but with him being the brother of Willis and how he had treated us when we needed help, I couldn’t come out and accuse him of anything. Still, something just didn’t feel right. It wasn’t that I disliked the man, far from it, but I knew that above all else he would have his borough’s best interest at heart and do whatever it took to make sure it wasn’t negatively impacted in any way.

      But that was a conversation I didn’t want to bring up in the here and now. 

      “Did you…” I swallowed, “did you happen, did you happen to find out the sex?”

      I could feel her smile even though I couldn’t see her face. She pressed her back into me and buried the back of her head into my chest. “Who said I didn’t know it from the start?”

      “What!” 

      “You’ll just have to wait and find out. I don’t want to ruin the surprise.”

      “But—”

      “But nothing. My decision is final.”

      I opened my mouth to argue but knew it wouldn’t get me anywhere. When she made up her mind there wasn’t much I could do to change it. I would have to try and pry the information out of her one way or another at a later date.

      “How did you know?” she asked, lifting her hand in the air so the engagement ring caught the light. The band was made out of the same metal that Mr Diamond’s men had been stealing from The Jungle caves, but I had used rubies from that same cave to create a petal of flowers that resembled a poppy with a diamond acting as a small centrepiece.

      “I remembered the story you told me about walking a dangerous mountain path just for the hell of it, and it was the first time you had ever done something just on a whim, just to see the poppy flowers that grew on the mountainside. So I thought what better way to always remind you to trust your instincts, even though your programming or wiring, or whatever is inside you, may be telling you to do something different.”

      She turned and looked at me with an expression I couldn't read.

      Had I said something to offend her in regard to her being an AI humanoid?

      “I didn’t mean to of—”

      She kissed me full on the lips and rubbed her nose against mine before turning back around and collapsing in my arms. “How long do we have?” she asked.

      “Not long. A handful of days. Then I’ve got to get back to dealing with Diamond.”

      “What!” she said, turning to me.  “But we still haven’t discussed wedding plans and where we’re going to get married and who we’re going to invite and—”

      “We’ll have plenty of time to discuss that and so much more; we don’t have to get married right away. We can do it after I’ve finished my business with Diamond. There shall be plenty of time—”

      “What if there isn’t?”

      The question hung in the air. I closed my eyes and thought of what to say. 

      “I… I won’t lie to you and tell you I know that I’ll come back from this one, because it wouldn’t be fair to you. You also can’t come with us, not this time. It’s too dangerous. Doing so would just jeopardise the baby and put needless stress and complications on the whole mission. I know you would like to be there and god knows we need all the help we can get, but it is what it is. All I can say is that, no matter what happens, you and our unborn child shall be fine. I’ve made arrangements that you’ll be taken care of—”

      “I don’t need—”

      “I have already made the arrangements. We’re not only dealing with Diamond here, there’s also Alvis lurking in the shadows god knows where waiting to make his move. Something is going on in Safe Haven, that just… the metal—something just doesn’t feel right, and if, I’m not saying that we are, but if we are walking into a trap, I can do so more easily knowing both of you and our child are safe and sound.”

      Silence dominated the room as I felt something wet drop onto my forearm. I brought my hands up to her face and brushed away her tears as I kissed her on the side of the head.

      “Funny, I always wondered why I was created with tear ducts. Now I know.”

      “Look, let’s put all that aside for now and just be,” I said, hugging her tight.

      She said nothing back, but I knew her thoughts were only on whether I would come back or not. To be honest, I wondered that myself. I had tried to ignore it but the closer I got to the upcoming mission, the more I felt like I was walking into a trap. It was a feeling I couldn’t shake, but I had already made a deal with the devil to ensure my family’s safety.

      If I had to sacrifice my life so they could live on free, then it was a deal I would happily make.
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      “What the fuck do you mean we control The Floating City?” Willis demanded, fist slamming against the table.

      “First of all,” Tuari said, placing his hand over his heart, “I just want to say congratulations. I had a feeling you were going to propose but I didn’t want to jinx it, so I kept quiet. But I knew deep down the time was right, and that’s why you needed the ship. I must say red rubies on an engagement ring wouldn’t be my personal choice; it’s a bold statement and was in fashion some years ago, but not so much now. That’s not to say I’m not happy with your ring choice, Quinton, just some things should stay traditional. Now, have you thought about what sort of wedding you’ll be having? Will it be the classic church wedding? Although religion was outlawed after WW3 churches are still used—even if in secret—for such occasions. Or you could go the rustic route and maybe have it in a barn or in a field. Or there is always the more outlandish—”

      “Will you shut your meat-hole! In the name of Christ, man! You sound like an ovulating woman,” said Willis.

      “Sorry, some of us have other interests apart from drinking and cussing,” Tuari replied, hurt lacing his voice.

      “Oh, don’t give me that bollocks—”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose as I listened to them go back and forth. The entire crew plus Samuel and Scarface were seated in the conference room on The Kennel.

       Poppy and I had gotten back two days ago and although I would’ve liked to have this meeting sooner, it took longer than I thought just finding Willis, let alone the others.

      “Enough!” I said looking between the pair as the noise quietened down. “First of all, I thank you, Tuari, for all your wonderful comments and the gift basket you got us. It shall be put to good use.”

      “You got them a gift basket?” Willis mouthed silently to Tuari, whose face was plastered with a smug grin.

      “To answer your questions, the ring is designed after the poppy flower, that’s why I went with the red stones—”

      “Ahh,” he said.

      “And secondly, we aren’t too sure what we’re going to do in regard to the wedding. We haven’t given it much thought because the only thing I can—well, both of us—can think of, is this upcoming mission. That’s why I called all of you here today. If we could have found everyone sooner,” I said, looking at Willis, “then we would have told you the news as soon as we landed.”

      Willis threw his hands in the air in mock innocence as he looked at me. “Hey, you told us we had shore leave and we could do as we pleased and that you would be back in a week or so. If you had been more specific with when you were going to be back then I would have been ready and waiting. It’s not my fault I had important things to take care of.”

      “Yeah, all of them to be found at the bottom of the bottle no doubt,” said Samuel.

      “You got something to say, tree-hugger?” Willis said, rising to his feet.

      Ignoring Willis Samuel looked to me. “I am happy for you and Poppy. It always brings a smile to my face when love blossoms despite this planet’s best efforts at stopping it. I wish your love a thousand blessings and I am sure the Earth Mother shall grant you much joy.”

      “Thank you, Samuel,” I said as Willis sat back down and rolled his eyes.

      “Now like I was saying at the start, yes, I own or I’m the current leader or ruler or whatever you want to call it of The Floating City. I never thought Lady Isabella would hold up her end of the bargain when I placed that deal on the table. I asked for it in part because I wanted to get back at Mr Lee, but more so, to see what her true motives where. When she agreed to it but only after we got rid of Lee and Diamond I knew she would get rid of us once we had completed the mission.”

      “Lady Isabella has always been fair,” said Samuel. “Ruthless, cold, calculating, yes. But she has always been fair. If she agreed to a deal with you then she wouldn’t go back on her word.”

      Willis snorted and shook his head.

      “I would love to agree with you, Samuel, but we are only alive because we’re useful to her now. We know too much about her and her activities to be left alone. The more we accomplish for her, the bigger the threat we are to her and the more likely she is to get rid of us. You and she have a perfect relationship. You’re a man of peace whose main fighters are all off-world. You are no threat to her, yet. Whereas she has seen what we have done to Xcorp.

      “There’s a reason she gave me The Floating City. There’s a reason why we attacked Lee without being aided by her men. It’s because if we fail she can hold up her hands and say we were acting on our own. That we attacked Lee to gain control of his territory. It’s the perfect play. She gets what she wants if we succeed and if we don’t then she gets to wash her hands of the whole thing and play the innocent victim. But there is nothing we can do about that now; all we can do is proceed with caution and plan for the worst.”

      “What is the plan?” Tuari asked.

      “Simple, really,” I said looking at the crew. “We head back to The Jungle, where Lady Isabella has pulled out all her forces near the caves and wait at one of the main digging sites. As soon as we see a digging crew, we hijack their ship and use it to enter The Diamond District under the disguise of being them. From there we locate Diamond, do what we have to do and go home.”

      They all looked at me as if I had gone crazy.

      “What?” I asked. “That is the shittiest plan I have ever heard, and if you’ve done this as long as me you’ll hear enough of them, but if that one doesn’t rank at the top for the most harebrained, simple, half-assed excuse for a plan that has ever been brought up in the history of mankind.”

      “This is what we have,” I said jabbing at the table. “Diamond knows we took out Lee. I’ve been hearing the rumours on the street and if they’re on the street already, then you know he found out about it weeks ago. Because of that we can’t wait any longer; the longer we wait the more reinforcements he’ll have surrounding him, the harder it shall be to get close to him. This is our best shot and we have to act now! God knows how much longer they’ll need the ore from the mines, but I’d rather take this path now than wait for another opportunity. Lady Isabella has already supplied us with a map of the borough and a map of the building Diamond will be in. Plus a bunch of details about escape routes once the job is done. She has men placed amongst the population of The Diamond District who will help us once we get there.

      “We may not get an opportunity as good as this again anytime soon. I know this is risky as fuck, but when hasn’t this crew taken a risk? Sometimes it pays off for us, sometimes it doesn’t, but we keep on pushing, keep on going no matter what. That’s the Junk Yard Dog way.”

      “Well, shit,” said Willis, wiping a fake tear from his eye, “if that isn’t the prettiest speech I’ve heard all year then I don’t know what is. Count me in.”

      “How can your best man not accompany you on a dangerous mission like this?” Tuari said.

      “Best… what?” I said.

      “Why would he want your big ass as his best man?” Willis asked.

      “Don’t worry about it, we’ll discuss the details later,” Tuari mouthed to me.

      I looked to Samuel and Scarface. “We could do with a couple of extra hands.”

      Samuel lifted his hands in mock defeat. “I am no fighter and would be more of a hindrance than a help.”

      “Pussy,” Willis spat.

      “Be that as it may,” he continued, giving Willis a dirty look, “I know how important this mission is to The Lady and more importantly to The Jungle’s way of life, so I will offer you our best fighter,” and he gestured to Scarface. “Although I have tried to talk him out of going with you, it appears his mind is already made up and set on the act of getting revenge. He doesn’t understand that that path will consume him from the inside and burn him alive, but one can only offer advice, even if it is falls upon deaf ears.”

      I looked between the pair and could see the tension that was still there after a conversation that had no doubt left words out in the open that should have been best kept unspoken. I wasn’t a hundred percent happy taking along a man whose motivations I didn’t know, but beggars couldn’t be choosers and right now I needed all the men I could take with me along for this ride. 

      Scarface looked to me and gave me a single firm nod. I guess it was the best I was going to get.

      “Well, that’s pretty much the mission in a nutshell. We shall leave for The Jungle in a day or two, so collect all the supplies you need because I don’t know when we’ll get a chance to restock again.”

      As everyone got up, I held my hand out and said, “Samuel, you and your man can go; the rest of you, I need a few minutes of your time to hash out a few key details.”

      Samuel frowned as sadness crossed his eyes but it was gone in a second as he nodded my way and left the room with Scarface.

      I waited for a minute before I spoke. “I won’t lie to you lot,” I said looking at their faces, “but this is probably going to be one of our most dangerous missions. I know I say that every time we decide to do something batshit crazy, but I think this one may be at the top of the list. I would love to reassure everyone that we are all going to make the journey back in one piece, but it’s likely some of us may not. So, if anything happens out there, I just wanted all of you to know it was my pleasure in being your captain and having all of you under me. I couldn’t ask for better people to be part of a crew, part of a family. So thank you.”

      More than one pair of eyes were wet as Willis stood up quickly and looked about the room. “Blah! What’s with all this lovey-dovey bullshit? We’ll be fine. We always are. No need to get all emotional like some pregnant woman, for God’s sake.” He shook his head as he swiftly left the room.

      I looked at his retreating back with a worried expression.

      “He’ll be fine,” said Tuari. “Sometimes when the moment gets too much for him, he just needs some space to vent and be by himself. We each deal with stress in our own little way. Which reminds me, I’ve been dying to try a new steak and kidney pie recipe I picked up; I think I’ll get started on that now.”

      He left the room leaving just me and Poppy together. I walked over to her and placed my hands in her palms.

      “The last and most important person I wanted to speak to is you,” I said, kissing her hands. “I want you to find a little boat and stay out amongst the rivers of The Floating City. I don’t want to know where you will be, I don’t want to know your destination. All I want you to do is stay safe and stay hidden. I’m going to give you a computer so I can contact you when I get back, but if you don’t hear from me, I don’t want you to come looking for me. Do you understand?”

      “Quinton, I don’t—”

      “I don’t want you to come looking for me, Poppy, I want you to travel somewhere safe, give birth to our child and leave this planet. Promise me that.”

      “Why don’t you want me to come—”

      “Because I’ll probably be dead.”

      She stared at me, at a loss for words. 

      “I need you to promise me you won’t come looking for me. Right now I shouldn’t be your highest priority,” I said, touching her stomach. “You’re going to be a mother soon and you’re going to be protecting someone who will need your help a lot more than me. So promise me you’ll do as I say, find somewhere safe and once I come back then I’ll message you and pick you up wherever you may be. But if that doesn’t happen, you know what to do.”

      “Why can’t I stay in The Jungle?” 

      “Because I don’t trust Samuel and that’s the first place they’ll come looking for you. The rivers of The Floating City cover a wider range and it’s easier to get lost amongst those waterways, plus you’ve spent some time on the City’s waters so you know where you can go safely and where you can’t.”

      She lowered her head, tears dripping down her cheeks, but I lifted her chin back up and looked her in the eye. “Everything shall be okay. This is just a protective measure in case the worst happens.”

      Even as the words left my mouth I knew how they sounded. Hallow. Empty. Worthless.
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      I grunted as the weight slammed into my chest, refusing to budge. It was the last set on the bench press after a gruelling workout that would leave me sore and achy tomorrow. I knew I had added too much weight as I lifted the bar off the rack with arms already shaky, but it had nowhere to go but down as it pinned my body to the bench.

      I gritted my teeth and tried to raise it but to no avail. 

      Damn.

      I was the only one in the ship’s gym and at this late hour, no one else would be turning up. I was fucked with a capital F and would be trapped under the bar unless I thought of something to do to escape. I tried to tip the weight one way so it toppled off me, but I just didn’t have the strength to move it. Panic now setting in as the weight crushed my chest with each inhalation of breath, I tried to wriggle my weight out from under the bar but this too proved ineffective. I could feel my energy getting sapped with each passing minute.

      I gritted my teeth in anger at the thought of staying here all night until Poppy decided to come and find out where I was. 

      “Come on, you bastard! Come on!” I said, as I tried shifting the bar again.

      “Hello, is there someone in here?”

      “Yes! I’m in the weights section!”

      I heard the sound of footsteps running then Samuel’s face appeared before mine. “Good heavens man, what are you doing?”

      “Hosting a dinner party! What does it look like? I’m stuck under the bar—give me a hand to shift it before it crushes one of my ribs.”

      He went around the back and grabbed the bar with two hands. “After three. One. Two. Three!”

      He lifted and I pushed until inch by inch the bar rose from my chest until we could safely re-rack the weight. I rose to a sitting position with my head between my legs taking in one big gulp of air after another. I felt a hand on my shoulder but I refused to look up. That had been close. What was I thinking? The last couple of days I couldn’t sleep and there had been a growing void between Poppy and me as we spoke less and less, as each passing hour crawled until the time I had to depart. It had been stupid to load that much weight on the bar; what was I thinking?

      “I’m okay,” I said finally lifting my head up. “Lucky you came down, otherwise that could have really turned nasty.”

      “I normally take a long walk every day when I’m back home in nature, but since coming along on this trip I’ve not really had time to stretch my legs and I can just feel the pent-up energy flowing through me. I thought the best thing to do was to come down here and try and work out somehow, although I haven’t been to a gym like this since I was a young man.”

      I picked up my towel on the floor and wiped myself down. “Well, I’ll leave you to it. Try and not make the same mistake I did.”

      “Quinton, wait.”

      I turned back around while he bit the inside of his mouth trying to put into words what he wanted to say to me. “You don’t trust me, do you?”

      “No.”

      We looked at each other, trying to find something else to say but what was there?

      “Why?”

      I sighed as I passed a hand through my hair. “Look, now isn’t really the time to get into this.”

      “As I see it, there’s no better time than the present.”

      “Fine. I like you as a person, Samuel, really I do, but you’re tied too closely to The Lady. You’ve been in her pocket for years, doing her bidding, and even if you’re not out there putting guns to temples, you’re still supplying her with weapons, weapons she doesn’t care who she uses against. You can play the peaceful monk who lives in the woods all you want, but eventually you’ll have to take some responsibility for your actions. You can’t just bury yourself in the jungle and not take stock of what is happening around you, what your actions are causing around this planet. That’s why your people are angry at you; unlike you, they are tired of burying their heads and ignoring the world around them. Their loved ones have been slaughtered and they’re now living in constant fear of who will be next. 

      “As a leader, it’s your responsibility to take that burden off their shoulders.”

      “You’re giving me advice on leadership?” he said, anger creeping into his voice. “How long have you been in charge of this crew? Leadership is not as easy as it seems from the outside. Maybe once the years have passed you’ll begin to realise that.”

      “I’m not saying it is, what I’m saying is that unless you decide to take some action then one of your own people will usurp your place and knock you off that high horse of yours. But I am not here to give advice—”

      “You could have fooled me.”

      “You’re right, I gave a response to a question you didn’t ask me. So I’ll lay my cards on the table and be blunt with you. I appreciate the help you have given us and I thank you for your hospitality in housing and clothing us; it gave me time to think, to recoup and to plan my next move. But it is unsafe to be around you, Samuel.”

      “What do you mean?” he asked.

      “The most dangerous man in a time of war is not the man who carries a gun or looks to kill, but man who kneels down amongst the corpses and prays for things to be different than they actually are.”

      “I…” he began, but trailed off as he lowered his head.

      “This war is at your door. Do you think once Diamond is taken care of The Lady will be satisfied? Her type never are. I saw it in the corporate world all the time. People making more money than they could spend but never being happy, always wanting more and more to fill some void they have; and she is no different. Once she has claimed this planet as hers it won’t be long till she moves onto the next one and then the next.”

      “Don’t be absurd. The last time someone existed like that WW3 hadn’t happened yet. The World Government would never allow something like that to happen.”

      “That is where you’re wrong, The World Government can barely control the twenty or so planets closest to Earth; it cares very little about the people way out here. The World Government uses the chaos of the outer realm to ensure another power doesn’t rise up to threaten it. If you have multiple pirates, thugs, warlords and gangsters all jostling for power on whatever piece of land they call home, then you never get one power that is strong enough to lift itself from the ashes, and if one such power does arise, well… you simply arm his enemies with better weapons and the circle continues all over again. The tactic is old as the day is long, but for whatever reason the World Government has been paid a lot of money to turn a blind eye where Safe Haven is concerned. That shall be their downfall.”

      I could see he wanted to argue with me. That he wanted to tell me I was overreacting. That I was wrong. But the time for such arguments had long since passed. Now the only thing any of us could do was survive the best way we knew how.

      “Look, Samuel, I understand you’re trying to make up for past mistakes, really I do, but I can’t afford to let your guilt destroy me or my crew. I have enough enemies at my doors without being killed by your misguided kindness.”

      “Sometimes kindness and love is all the universe ever needs,” he said softly.

      I threw a weak smile his way and began to walk away.

      “Quinton, no matter what you think or feel I am not your enemy. I owe you a lifetime of debt for just keeping my brother safe and sound. If he wasn’t in this crew then he would have died from alcohol poisoning or worse. For that I thank you. If you ever need anything from me, then my borough is yours to use as you please. Just do one thing for me?”

      I turned around and looked at him.

      “Just… just… tell my brother I love him. If this mission doesn’t go well—or just make him understand he’s the last thing I pray for at night.”

      “When we get back you can tell him yourself. I think he’ll prefer it coming from you,” I said walking away and leaving him to his thoughts.
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      The cold cave walls did their best to try and steal the heat away from my body.

       I had cursed the humidity and heat earlier in the day when we were making our way through the jungle but now, I wished for it back. 

      My combat suit was doing its best to try and keep me warm, but we had turned the heating function down in all our suits so as to not give away our position, in case the mining crews had guard patrols who were equipped with heat-seeking goggles.

      I turned my head and took in my group of men huddled next to me, all wearing the same identical combat suit as me, the head-up display in my helmet designated each member with their own name tag so we could tell each other apart.

      I shuffled my butt for the hundredth time trying to get a comfortable position on the hard rocky ground we sat on, but it was to no avail. Every movement I made somehow dug a sharp pebble or rock deeper into my ass. Sharp rocks I could just about handle; it was the various insects with more legs than I could count crawling along my legs that had me on edge. Insects that buzzed, insects that clicked when they walked, insects that followed other insects eating whatever came out of their rear end. 

      The section of the cave we were in was covered with hollowed-out carcasses, insect eggs, and animal droppings. The filters in the helmets did their best to combat the smell but it still made my eyes water.

      “Why did leather-face bring us to this section of the caves?” Willis asked, pointing to Scarface. “If I remember rightly, we didn’t have to deal with all this animal shit last time we came through these caves. It feels like my eyes are being boiled from the stench alone, and these suits are meant to cut off all smell.”

      “The real thing you need to worry about isn’t the smell, but getting a disease from all this poo-poo,” said Tuari. “Normally people don’t think anything is wrong, but then they begin to suffer from flu-like symptoms, they get headaches, chest pains, then the real fun starts and they start to bleed from their anus. I’m not talking a little blood either. Ohhh nooo. I’m talking about it just gushing out, like a rusty tap spewing out mud. Then, when you finally pray and wish it’s all over, that’s when the hallucinations start. There have been reports of people eating their own hands, they become that enraged and crazy, but I’m sure that won’t happen to you, my fine ginger-bearded friend.”

      “But… but… we’ve got the suits on,” Willis said looking around in panic. “I mean, the suits will keep us safe from all sorts of contamination, won’t they?”

      “I wouldn’t bet my life on it,” Tuari said with a shrug. “All it can take is one micro tear for the spores to get in, then you’re off to the races.”

      Willis started to stand up, but I placed a hand on his shoulder and pushed him back down.

      “Tuari, stop being a dick. Willis, you’ll be fine. These suits are brand new and were checked by our ship’s computer for any anomalies before we took them. The reason why….”—shit, I still hadn’t learned Scarface’s name—“Samuel’s friend here took us this route was because it’s further afield from The Jungle’s patrols and the ore they want is more plentiful in this region.”

      “Well, if it’s so plentiful, how come we ain’t seen a soul in twelve hours?” said Willis.

      He had a point; I knew we would have to wait to catch our prey but I didn’t expect to wait this long. We had brought enough supplies to last us two days, but that was only on a worst-case scenario basis. If we didn’t see anyone past the twenty-four-hour mark, I would have to make a judgement call on whether we move location and try a different spot or abandon the mission completely, and regroup back at base and take another stab at it, at a later time.

      I sighed as I flicked another undiscovered insect off my thigh. The truth of the matter was I had no intention of going back. Not without completing the mission first.

      Poppy and me… I wished things had ended better before I left, but ever since we had arrived back at Safe Haven the mood between us had grown more and more tense, like the feeling of a man waiting out the remainder of his time before his execution date. We had spoken less and less as the hours counted down; I had tried to strike up a conversation on many occasions but they were all met with one-word answers until I gave up altogether. I could feel the anger and frustration radiate off her as the final day approached. I understood why. She wanted to be part of the mission, and had never been left out of one before, but because of her condition we all knew it wouldn’t be possible. 

      So she secretly blamed herself. She secretly blamed me. 

      But I knew if I never came back, then that blame and hate would turn into something nasty, turn into something no one could control. I dreaded to think of the rampaging killing machine she would become, all because of me. 

      All in the name of love.
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        * * *

      

      Another couple of hours passed by and still nothing.

      “I would rather be fucked in the ass with a cucumber covered in razor blades than wait another minute in this godforsaken—shit infested—” I leapt sideways and tackled Willis to the ground as a noise down one of the tunnels froze all of us in position.

      “Did you hear that?” asked a voice that sounded like tombstones collapsing.

      “Hear what?” asked another voice, which was squeaky and high pitched.

      “I don’t know, sounded like a voice,” said Tombstone, “maybe we should check it out.”

      I lay on top of Willis and glared at him as we all held our breath.

      “Look, I’m not searching these tunnels again all because you think you heard something,” said Squeaky, “fool me once, shame on you; fool me twice, shame on me; fool me again, and I’m just a dickhead you’re taking advantage of.”

      “But I thought I heard something back there,” said Tombstone.

      “Yeah, and both times it was some damn creature that had more eyes than I could count and teeth that wanted to take a bite out of my sweet ass. If Bobby and Shane hadn’t been taken by those things than it would have been us who got eaten instead. God, I can hear their screams. Anyway, come on, this is the last shipment of ore Diamond will be needing for some time and it’s heavy as shit. So the sooner we unload it back on the ship the sooner we can say goodbye to this Aladdin’s cave of horrors.”

      I held Willis down and waited for a few minutes until I was sure the miners wouldn’t be coming our way, then I slowly got off him and motioned for everyone to rise to their feet. 

      “What creatures were they talking about?” I asked Scarface, but his helmeted head just looked my way and all I got was a disinterested shrug.

      Great. Not only did I have to worry about miners looking to put a hole through my head, but I also had to worry about man-eating creatures that not even the inhabitants of The Jungle knew about. This mission just kept getting better and better.

      “Alright,” I whispered, “let’s move out.”
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      I was worried about not being able to follow the miners discreetly without being seen or heard, but it appeared luck was in my favour as one of their hovering wheelbarrows wasn’t working properly, so they had to drag it along the cave floor leaving a nice deep groove in the dirt we could easily follow. The sound of it bounced from wall to wall making enough noise to wake the dead.

      We moved as quickly as we dared, darting from shadow to shadow and using the cover of darkness to our advantage. On occasion, we had to risk being seen, as sections of the caves were well lit by the fluorescent bugs that lived in the cave's ceiling. Lucky those lit sections were few and far between and we made good time as we kept a steady pace hunting down our prey.

      The grooves in the ground suddenly stopped because the ground before us stopped being soft sand and had turned into hard rock. The rocky outcrop continued for some time until it led to a large tunnel mouth opening. Sounds emerged from it.

       “Will you give me a hand, you lazy bastard?” said Squeaky.

      “Come on, son, you know my back’s been playing up something chronic for the last couple of months. It’s all I can do to stand up without feeling like I have knives repeatedly stabbing me in the lower back,” said Tombstone.

      “Give over! Your back wasn’t hurting you last week when you were chasing that young thing around town like a dog with his dick out. If I remember correctly, you jumped two fences to get away from her brothers.”

      “But that’s the thing, you see,” said Tombstone. “It was all them hormones coursing through my system that gave me the strength. It’s testosterone and adrenaline and whatnot.”

      “Well, how about this? If you don’t help me load this cargo onto the ship, then I’m going to hit you in the back so hard that you wish it was broken.”

      “Come on, mate, why do you always have to resort to violence? Don’t you know the way of love is a much more satisfying and easier path to follow?” said Tombstone.

      “I know one thing, if Diamond doesn’t get this shipment on time then it shall be our asses and no amount of smooth-talking by you shall get us out of the trouble we’ll be in. Now, I won’t tell you again, give me a fucking hand.”

      “Don’t you think it’s weird?”

      Squeaky sighed. “Don’t I think what’s weird?”

      “The Diamond District? The whole thing of not being allowed to land anyway, apart from the little strip of airfield a couple of miles outside its borders. I know we ain’t citizens of that borough but I’ve never heard of anything like that before. Normally we would always deal with someone inside the borough, but the way they’ve been doing things lately, what with paying us as soon as we’ve landed and not having anyone come out to check the cargo, just seems all a bit weird. It’s not only us who get treated that way either, I heard Ryan and his crew deliver their goods the same way. He said one time he delivered to the airstrip he waited a good half an hour to see if anyone would come and collect it, but no one came, but the next day he went to drop off his next shipment, the airstrip was completely empty. 

      “And he said he ain’t seen Smithy—you know Smithy, the one with the wandering eye who runs poker nights at the King William’s pub—well, he said he ain’t seen him in months, he even messaged him that he had the money he owed him but Smithy never replied back, and you know how Smithy is with money. I just think—”

      “That’s your problem!” Squeaky snapped. “Always thinking about other people’s business instead of your own. Now I could’ve sworn I told you to help me load this cargo.”

      “But don’t you think it’s all a bit—”

      “Have you, or have you not, been paid for these jobs?”

      “Yeah, but—”

      “No buts!” Squeaky bellowed. “Just get to loading this cargo before I lose my temper. The sooner we get out of this hellhole, the sooner we can get paid and I can get to the Pink Pussycat Club.”

      “Oh! Why didn’t you say that? You know I think Crystal is working tonight?”

      I looked to the crew and motioned for Willis and Scarface to cover the right, while Tuari and I brought up the left. I took out my pistol and left my shotgun holstered across my back as we all crept forward, until we were at the foot of the entrance of the tunnel mouth.

      A small tarnished cargo ship with more dents and rust spots over it than I could count sat perched on the lip of a sheer cliff face. The drop went into pure darkness and I had no way of knowing how far down the gorge went. 

      The ship in question had its cargo doors lowered and two men, one small, one large, had their backs turned to us as they loaded up the metal ore they had mined, from the hoverbarrow.

      I looked to Willis and Scarface and gave them a nod as we moved silently forward. 

      Darkness surrounded us on all sides and I couldn’t see where the cave walls began or ended. 

      I held my breath as we crept forward—weapons trained on their backs. We were almost halfway to them when the small one turned around and spotted us. He yelped in surprise and reached downwards but I fired at his feet halting his movements.

      “No you don’t!” I said, keeping my gun trained on him as I continued to walk towards them. “Hands in the air!”

      They both raised their arms slowly.

      “Big guy, do us a favour and turn around,” I said. 

      He did so slowly until they were both facing us; he gave his partner a look that could have pinned his soul to the wall and then turned to face us fully.

      “Do you know—” he began, but I stopped him in his tracks.

      “Hold up, hold up. You are the one with the squeaky voice? A big guy like you? A guy who looks like he eats rocks for breakfast? Damn, I guess it’s true what they say, you can’t have it all.”

      “I bet he has a little dick too,” said Willis.

      “Your momma won’t complaining when I last saw her,” said Squeaky.

      Willis fired a shot just above Squeaky’s ear that pinged and sparked against the metal of the ship. “Talk about my mother again. I dare you,” he said, stepping forward.

      Squeaky went to open his mouth but thought better of it.

      “Now, I want everybody to relax and calm down and no one will get hurt,” I said, looking between the pair. “If you two play your cards right, then this will all be over and done with, in no time at all, and you can be on your way.”

      “Do you know who you’re stealing from?” Squeaky asked with a raised eyebrow.

      “Technically we aren’t stealing,” I replied.

      “Then what would you call this?”

      “Apprehending.”

      They both looked at each other in confusion before they turned back to me.

      “Let me explain,” I said. “We do not want your cargo. Couldn’t care less about it. What we do want is your help transporting us to The Diamond District.” 

      “In case you haven’t heard,” said Tombstone, “The Diamond District is a no-go area. You can’t get in, you can’t get out. So I’m afraid you’re flat out of luck. Now if you would kindly fuck off to whatever hole you crawled out from, we would appreciate it, as we have a rendezvous with a couple of special ladies at—”

      Willis fired another shot. This time the bullet nicked the shoulder of Tombstone before it bounced off against the cave wall.

      “We weren’t asking,” said Willis.

      I sent a glare Willis’s way. “Look, we can either do this the hard way or the harder way. I’m not particularly fussed either way, but I can tell you that one way does involve a lot more blood than the other.”

      “He shot me in the shoulder,” Tombstone wailed, clutching the injured body part.

      “Look, fella,” said Squeaky, “there is no need for all this violence. If you wanted a ride then all you had to do was ask. But as my big mouthed friend here said, getting you inside The Diamond District is something we can’t do. What we can do is put you—”

      “Shoot them,” I said to Willis. “If they can’t take us where we want to go, then they’re no use to us anyway.”

      Willis gave me a nod and raised his gun their way.

      “Wait! Wait! Wait!” Tombstone said, backing up. “There may be a way in.”

      “We don’t—”

      “Just listen, will you?” he said cutting me off. “Just before you get to the walls of The Diamond District, there is a large abandoned service tunnel to the south of the city near the mountain range, which travels under the wall and puts you underneath the borough. I used to use it as a kid to smuggle things in and out because citizens not belonging to the district and found on its streets were punished harshly. I’m not too sure if it’s still there, but if you want to get inside that’s your best bet. You won’t get inside there any other way. The borough is surrounded by a retractable metal wall and is located on a mountainside, making it an impenetrable fortress like something out of a fantasy novel. Add the anti-aircraft gun turrets on the wall, and flying any way close to that thing is suicide.”

      I chewed the side of my mouth while I thought of what to do. If what they were saying was true about seeing no one come out of the borough, then our best bet would be to use this service tunnel to somehow sneak inside. The wall was a surprise though and not something mentioned in The Lady’s notes. I had a sinking feeling we would be learning on the job with this mission, because her royal highness aka Lady Isabella had forgotten to mention it.

      “Alright,” I said, placing my hand on Willis’s arm and lowering his gun to the ground, “you show us the way, then we’ll let you go and as a showing of good faith we’ll also pay you. Half now. Half when we reach our destination.”

      “How do we know we can trust you? We can’t even see your faces,” Tombstone said.

      We were in full black combat gear with matching black helmets, which gave nothing of our appearance away—just our voices, and even that was distorted from the helmet speakers. True, it would smooth over relations if they could see our faces, but if this whole mission went sideways and became a shit show, then I’d rather any information about us were kept to a minimum. 

      “You don’t” I said, “but the way I see it you’re not really in a position to—”

      I did a double-take as a creature the size of a large pit bull, with the body of an ant, crawled up out of the gorge that the ship was parked in front of. Abdomen covered in jet black hair, its face was made up of a mix of far too many eyes and far too many teeth. Thick legs knotted with muscle ended in serrated claws. The thing swept its head back and forth as a flicking tongue jetted out of its mouth as it focused on its prey.

      “What is that?” Willis pointed, as the two miners spun on their heels.

      “Oh fuck! Oh fuck! They’re back!” Tombstone shouted as all hell broke loose and the sound of numerous claws echoed around the cave.
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      The creature that came out of the gorge wasn’t the only one. 

      Scores of the ugly things emerged from the darkness. Teeth clicking, they were a sight to behold as they focused their gaze on us. 

      None of us moved. We all stood stock still as they regarded us with those soulless eyes. The only thing that could be heard was the clicking. I licked my lips as I slowly lowered my pistol to my holster and retrieved the shotgun strapped to my back. Still, they didn’t advance forward. All I could hear was the sound of my own breathing as I redoubled my grip on my shotgun.

      Tombstone was the first to move as he fired off a shot into the crowd of creatures. When he took one down, it bled out onto the ground, thick blackish blood oozing from its wound. That was all they were waiting for. At the sight of their wounded pack member the rest of the creatures exploded into action.

      Some leapt onto the wounded, ripping it apart and devouring it to the bone. The rest sprinted towards us looking to do the same to us as they were doing to their fallen colleague. 

      I didn’t need to shout “fire,” as the crew opened fire upon the creatures, stopping as many of them as they could in their tracks, but it still wasn’t enough. Dozens of the things climbed over the bodies of the fallen and just kept on coming. We fired round after round, but it was like they didn’t feel pain or know fear. 

      “More of the fuckers are descending from the walls!” someone shouted.

      The helmet’s night vision just about picked them up as I fired and blasted as many as I could off the walls. There were too many of them! If we stayed here they would overrun us.

      “Into the ship!” I said, sprinting towards it as the rest of my crew followed my lead. Tombstone and Squeaky had stopped firing; the idiots were trying to load the rest of the metal ore they had left onto the ship.

      “Leave it,” I shouted, waving my arms their way, but they ignored me. 

      A set of teeth lunged at me from the shadows and I ducked just in time, allowing it to sail over my head. I didn’t stop and see where the creature landed but just kept on running. Another creature leapt onto Willis’s back tackling him to the ground, and he bucked left and right as it tried to get a firm hold while its jaws snapped at him.

      I swung my shotgun round so I held the barrel in my hand and used the gun-butt as a club and swung at the thing’s head with all my might. I hit it with a sickening crunch that sent shock waves up my arms and knocked it off Willis’s back. It staggered back towards me but didn’t get far as I flipped the gun the right way round and blasted its head clean off.

      “Come on,” I said, lifting Willis to his feet.

      The creatures didn’t make any noise. 

      They didn’t growl, cry, yelp or hiss. The only thing that made a sound was their teeth clicking together as they came towards us. That in itself was terrifying enough. They swarmed towards us like a pack but there was no loyalty amongst their numbers; whenever one would fall injured the others would leap upon it, feasting to their heart’s content. They were ruthless in their single-mindedness to devour whatever couldn’t fight back—and if it could, it was only a matter of time until it couldn’t.

      Tuari and Scarface were the first to reach the ship, sprinting past the two idiots still loading their cargo onto it. Tuari didn’t wait but continued onwards, no doubt making a beeline for the ship’s controls. Scarface waited on the lowered metal ramp of the cargo doors and fired at anything that moved.

      I pushed myself with everything I had, legs pumping. I could feel the creatures’ presence only feet away from me.

      “Leave the fucking ore!” I bellowed at the top of my lungs.

      Tombstone and Squeaky both looked up at me, and I could see the panic finally dawn on them as they saw the number of creatures chasing me. Tombstone fumbled with the ore he was holding and dropped it on his partner’s foot; Squeaky leapt into the air holding his now broken foot. He hopped back and forth while he tried to slap Tombstone over the head, but he lost his footing and fell backwards into the jaws of a creature who had been sneaking up behind him.

      I tried to warn him but it was too late.

      “Get this thing off me,” he yelled, as the beast gripped one of his arms in its mouth and shook its head back and forth. Blood squirted out from the puncture wounds and covered his face as we tried to get a clean shot. 

      Upon seeing his friend’s predicament Tombstone leapt onto the ship behind Scarface and ran inside.

      “You spineless cunt! I allowed you to marry my sister! Helllp!” Squeaky tried to beat his attacker with his free hand but I could see that the limb was already tearing from the joint. If he survived this, there was no way he was keeping the arm. 

      Willis was the next one to make it onto the ship, leaping over the chaotic scene of Squeaky still fighting for his life. I tried to get a clear shot to save the miner, but I was in danger of hitting him and the beast, as they rolled back and forth across the ground. His cries were now shrill as the limb was finally ripped from his body. Blood poured from the injury as he stumbled to his feet and swayed side to side, but it was all for nothing as he was tackled to the floor by two more creatures. 

      I slowed my pace to see if I could help but before I could get to him a single shot rang out and his head exploded. 

      Willis held one of his pistols in Squeaky’s direction, barrel still smoking. 

      Seeing as there was nothing I could do, I quickened my pace. “Get the engines started! Raise the ramp!”

      “What do you think we’ve been trying to do!” Willis replied.

      With a splutter and a shudder, the rust-bucket finally kicked into life and the ramp slowly rose. Slowly. Far too slowly. The ramp jerked and halted, then rose, then jerked and halted again, then rose. The thing moved like an old-age pensioner from a deep sleep. Finally, making it onto the ramp I turned and brought my gun up as a set of jaws was opened wide and making a beeline for my face. I could see all the way down the thing’s throat. It felt like I was staring into the pits of hell. 

      I fired, removing its head from its body, and the body flew backwards into the pack coming our way.

      More of the vicious creatures were pounding their way towards us. With each one we killed another three would take its place.

      And still the ramp hadn’t fully closed. Gunsmoke surrounded me as we fired with abandon, not caring what we hit as long as we hit something in front of us. 

      “Tuari!” I shouted via the helmets comms. “How we doing?”

      “This thing is a bag of shit, but I’m nearly here. Just keep them busy for a little while longer!”

      I suppressed a groan of frustration and kept on firing. Nearly at a close the ramp was having trouble fully shutting as the weight from the creatures was weighing it down. The mechanisms on either side of the ramp smoked as they worked overtime trying to close the ramp. With each inch of upward movement from the ramp, there were three inches of downward movement as the ramp lowered back down. 

      “Tuari, get this ship moving now!”

      “But the ramp isn’t—”

      “Fuck the ramp. Just do it.”

      “But I don’t know where the exit is.”

      “Just fly!”

      I stumbled forward and Willis caught me as my face came inches within the range of a set of teeth as the ship moved. It jolted back and forth then moved forward as the ramp lowered even further. We redoubled our efforts firing, gun-butting and attacking the creatures with everything we had as the ship picked up speed. I leapt back as one made its way through the gap the ramp offered and landed in the cargo bay. 

      I brought up my gun but I didn’t get off a shot as it launched itself toward me, knocking me off my feet. With my gun between it and me its crooked teeth snapped at my face, as its foul warm breath washed over me fogging up the glass on my helmet. I pushed it back but the thing was stronger than it looked; muscles in its neck bulged as it tried to get to me. Throwing my helmeted head forward, I smashed it in the face and sent up a prayer to the gods that the helmet wouldn’t break as I went in for another head-butt. 

      Dazed, the creature shook its head and relaxed its forward energy and that was all I needed to flip it sideways off me so I could get back to my feet. It came at me again but I swung a kick at its head knocking it back to a safe distance. Gun raised I went in for a shot but missed as the ship jerked forward, throwing me off my feet and causing me to land on my back.

      “Hold on, boys!” said Tuari. “We are going to need to freefall this bitch to get the engines working properly.”

      It felt like my stomach was being forced out of my ass by a ten-foot pole as my body slammed into the side of the ship. I wasn’t the only one that had been taken by surprise as bodies flashed before my eyes, some human, some not. I tried to lift my head as the G-force from the freefall did its best to pin my body to the wall. The ramp had come to a stop halfway up and the creatures that had been trying to get in had all fallen by the wayside as the ship dived into the gorge. 

      But our problems were only half over as a few had made it inside the cargo bay. 

      I gritted my teeth with everything I had and pushed myself off the wall and in midair tackled one of the monsters trying to attack Willis. We crashed against the wall, man and beast fighting for survival. It tried to bite me but I got my legs in front of me and kicked it away where it spun away from me and was sucked out of the hole the ramp had created. 

      Willis was wrestling with another beast, bleeding forearm in its jaw. It shook its head from side to side and I was amazed at Willis’s resolve as he didn’t utter a sound from the pain but instead brought his pistol up, and fired it under the creature’s chin. The bullet blew through its jaw and came out the top of its head. 

      Scarface fought another that had him pinned against the wall. In his hand, he gripped a blade and thrust it into the side of the thing again and again, but it paid him no attention as it kept on trying to find a chunk of flesh to sink its teeth into. I pushed off against the wall and threw myself towards him but the effort was a wasted one as the ship jerked upwards with force.

      I tumbled head over heels, seeing ceiling then ramp opening, ceiling then ramp opening. In my confused state, there was one thing I was sure of, that I was falling ever closer towards the still opened ramp exit and if I didn’t do something quick then I was going to find out how long it took to get to the bottom of that gorge. I spun once more and a hand grabbed me by the arm, stopping me from going through. 

      I looked down and saw my feet dangling outside the ship with nothing but blackness below me. Looking up I saw another helmeted head inches from mine holding me by my arm, while the other held onto a strap that hung from the ceiling. The HUD showed my saviour was Scarface, but how long we could stay like this I didn’t know. 

      “Tu—Tuari! Level the ship. Level the ship!”

      “Not until we clear this cliff face, otherwise we’re fucked.”

      Metal ore—dead carcass—boxes—and other pieces of shit dropped past me as Scarface held onto me for dear life as I fought the urge to look down. The ship shuddered and shook as it continued to climb, the engines whining against the strain being forced on them. 

       Something flashed past my face and I grabbed it instinctively with my one free hand. 

      It was Tombstone. The piece of shit must have come loose from his hiding place and had nearly fallen out of the ship. 

      “Let him go!” Willis screamed through my speakers.

      I held on, tight hand encircling Tombstone’s.

      “We need him.”

      “If you don’t you’ll take everyone with you. We can find the tunnel on our own.”

      But I wasn’t so sure. This man was the one key to a mission I dreaded—that I fought against and hated. The knowledge this man had could keep my family safe. Could end this war before it even began. I redoubled my grip.

      “Quinton. For the love of God. Let go!”

      I felt movement above me and looked up to see Scarface’s grip loosening. Millimetre by millimetre, his grip grew looser and looser. I looked down into the face of Tombstone and could see absolute fear as his eyes were closed and he shook his head from side to side. I looked back up. Any second now Scarface’s grip would give out. 

      “Quinton!”

      Scarface’s grip gave out and I felt myself falling but not before the ship levelled itself sharply; still, it wasn’t enough. With Tombstone’s weight pulling me down I was dragged along the cargo floor while my free hand tried to find anything to stop myself from sliding out the ship. It finally did in the form of a deep groove in the ramp's lip. 

      I jerked to a halt and gritted my teeth as Tombstone’s weight yanked on my shoulder. I was holding onto the ship by the tips of my fingers.

      I kept holding on, body hanging from the ramp with another dangling from my hand, and I breathed a sigh of relief as Willis and Scarface leapt towards me and grabbed a hold of me. They pulled me back in and I pulled Tombstone aboard as we collapsed in a heap and the ramp finally closed.
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      The journey towards The Diamond District was a silent one.

      Everyone sat in their own little corner while they replayed the traumatic events that had unfolded only hours previously. It had been a case of pure survival. I had never experienced anything like it. I had fought men plenty of times now, but you could reason with men, you could intimidate men, you could frighten men, and if all else failed and the odds were stacked against them, men would succumb to their own survival instincts and flee before being killed. 

      But those things… they were relentless in their pursuit for a meal. 

      They didn’t seem to feel pain and they didn’t cower when the odds were against them. They just purely attacked until they overcame whatever prey was before them.

      I looked to my left and saw Scarface tending to Willis’s injury. The bite from the animal had broken the suit material along his forearm leaving it a bloody mess. I got up and walked over to them. Willis’s helmeted head looked my way, I had instructed everyone to keep their gear on as we still had Tombstone on the ship and now wasn’t the time to be lax.

      “How is it?” I asked Willis.

      “It’s… fuck if I know. This idiot doesn’t speak so even if there was something wrong how could he tell me? All I know is I don’t think it’s broken. I can move it around and I don’t feel any pain like a broken limb, so I should be thankful for that, I guess. But without a proper scan, I won’t know if the bite is infected or not. All I can do is take these strong antibiotics that have some basic nanobots in them and hope they stop the spread of any infections.”

      Without seeing his face I could hear the worry in his voice but there was nothing I could do for him. I patted him on the shoulder and gave Scarface a nod of thanks before I continued deeper into the ship; it was a lot smaller than I had first thought and I did not have to go very far to find Tombstone huddled in a corner rocking himself back and forth. 

      I stopped in front of him and kicked his feet forcing him to look up at me.

      “Our deal still stands. You get us to this tunnel and I shall pay you double what I had first agreed, then you can be off on your way and enjoy the fruits of your labour.”

      “I thought that was it,” he said, fixing me with an intense gaze. “I thought my life was over. Hanging onto your hand looking down into that gorge and seeing nothing but darkness, I thought that was it. I wondered how long it would take to hit the bottom. I wondered what I would think about on the fall down. I wondered if I would cry. I wondered if I would find peace, but worst of all you know what I came to realise as my life flashed before my eyes?”

      I gave him a shake of the head. 

      “I came to realise my life is amazing!”

      “Err—” I began, but he cut me off.

      “I have no kids. I have no nagging wife. I have no sick mother or father to take care of, I have no family at all that needs any handouts or anyone to console. I have no responsibilities whatsoever. My life has been a constant state of partying and sleeping with less than respectable women, and I love it! God. Who knew I was so lucky? I tell ya, I would pay to be me. Drinking till all hours of the day and waking up on some planet you don’t know the name of, next to some woman you vaguely recall. Damn, I’m living the good life. It’s a life a lot of people wish they had and that near-death experience taught me that.”

      I opened and closed my mouth slowly while I looked at this half-pint of a man in complete confusion.

      “Well,” I said finally, “that’s one way of looking at it.”

      I let him be and made the short walk to the cockpit where Tuari was seated nestled amongst an array of half-broken instruments, wires poking out from metal fixtures and consoles that occasionally sparked. His normal carefree demeanour was lined with worry as he gave me a swift nod and returned to the controls.

      “Problems?” I asked.

      He ran a hand through his hair and gestured at his surroundings before answering me: “Where do I start. I’m surprised this heap of junk is flying and I doubt we would have got it started if we didn’t kick-start the engines like we did. Plus, there was the issue with the load capacity. I don’t think those idiots knew how close they were to dying; they had gone over the load capacity of this ship by tenfold and as soon as they’d tried to take off with that much weight they would have crashed. So in a sense, the ramp not shutting properly was a lifesaver, as it allowed us to get rid of all the unnecessary weight.”

      Lifesaver. 

      I thought back to me hanging by my fingertips looking down into a pit of darkness, praying my grip wouldn’t give out. 

      “Anything else?”

      He hesitated, “I… something doesn’t add up and I’m not sure what it is; the ship is showing that we are still carrying cargo but I’ve done a quick sweep of the cargo with my own eyes and it’s empty. It just doesn’t make sense.”

      “This is an old ship, maybe the readings are just faulty.”

      He gave me a look that said he wasn’t so convinced, but where I was standing we had bigger problems to worry about. I patted him on the shoulder and walked away but his voice stopped me.

      “What were those things?” he asked.

      I took a deep breath as a face with more eyes and teeth than I had ever seen flashed before my eyes. “I wish I knew. It surprises me the people of The Jungle have never encountered them before, but judging by how vast those caves are, maybe it really shouldn’t come as a surprise. Maybe all the mining that has taken place in the caves disturbed them or the water being contaminated has made them crazy and rabid like the wolves—who knows? I’ll message Samuel later on and inform him about them. How long till we reach our destination?”

      “I’ve reduced our speed to give us some time to regroup before we hit The Diamond District. I thought we needed it.”

      I gave him a nod of thanks. “You did the right thing. I’ll tell the others we’ve got some time before we arrive.”
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      “Ginger ladies and esteemed gentlemen, this is your handsome, daring, intelligent, sexiest-man-of-the-year captain speaking,” came a voice over the ship’s speakers that made Willis curse under his breath. “I would like to inform you we shall reach our destination shortly. I can see the walls of The Diamond District as we speak and it looks magnificent. It just goes to show you that wealth and power can really create anything it desires.”

      “Alright, you heard the man,” I said over the helmet speakers as I got to my feet. “I want everyone ready so the moment we land we can move. Double-check all weapons because from here on out, there’s no going back.”

      “Fuck me,” said Willis, “I forgot the mission hasn’t even started yet.”

      I chuckled. “Nah, it hasn’t.”

      I walked through the ship and passed the snoring curled-up form of Tombstone and kicked him awake as I passed. Continuing on I walked into the cockpit and stopped and admired a view that was… that was terrifying. 

      A matte grey wall twice as high as the tallest skyscrapers back on Earth surrounded a borough that had a mountain range at its back. Snow-covered peaks defended its rear as a waterfall that would put the Victoria Falls to shame swept over the walls at its front. Inside the walls, I could see nothing but skyscrapers and high-rise apartment buildings. The only thing missing was a glass dome covering the top, and the whole thing would look like a city trapped in a snow globe. Even from this distance, I could see gun nests on top of the wall containing large anti-aircraft weapons that looked more akin to a scaled-up mediaeval cannon. They gave the impression they could take out our ship with one shell.

      “I don’t get it,” I said. “If you’re so wealthy, why would you want to live in a place surrounded by a metal wall?”

      “Because the wealthy like to keep apart from the rest of us. It keeps the common folk out, my good man,” said Tuari.

      I shook my head at the absurdity of it. No wonder The Lady wanted us to tackle this mission before she made her move. There was no way in hell she would have been able to breach those walls. Now, seeing the vast wealth this borough had with my own eyes, I didn’t get why Mr Diamond just didn’t deal with Lady Isabella once and for all. Judging by the borough in front of us, he had the resources and money to wipe her off the face of the planet without a second thought. 

      “The miners said something about the wall being retractable; does that mean it isn’t always up?” I asked.

      A sound like sandpaper echoed through the cockpit as Tuari scratched his chin. “This is the first time I’ve been to this borough. José always gave it a wide berth because he saw it as too much trouble to get involved with. There are certain rules and codes you have to adhere to in The Diamond District, and he wasn’t willing to work by them. But to answer your question, what I can remember is the walls were only ever raised up in times of war against another borough or when a storm or something of that nature passed through its lands. Originally the waterfall you see before you was actually a river that runs through the borough, but when the walls are raised it creates the spectacle you see before you.

      “People who regularly do trade with this borough have said for the last year or so, the walls have remained up and contact with the district has been limited, to say the least. 

      “I don’t know what’s going on behind those walls, but I have a feeling it’s nothing—”

      The ship shuddered violently and I was thrown off my feet where I slammed into the wall to my left. My shoulder took most of the impact, but it was the same one that had been jarred when I had been keeping Tombstone from falling to an untimely death. Gritting my teeth, I tried to get back to my feet but was thrown right, where my side struck the sharp edge of a console.

      “Sit down, man! Can’t you see we’re being attacked,” Tuari said.

      “By who?”

      Tuari rapidly jabbed some buttons in front of him, then he secured himself in his seat using the seat harness that came with the chair. I quickly took a seat next to him and looked to do the same, but as I pulled my harness straps towards me they came apart from my chair and dangled in my hand. I looked at them in disbelief as the ship shook once more and threw them to the floor.

      A startled cry came from the back, which I had no doubt came from Tombstone, as Tuari disabled the autopilot and took control.

      “What is happening!” Willis screamed. “Don’t tell me that giant hairy axe wound has fallen asleep at the controls again.”

      “Ginger Bible floggers and other fine members of this trip, I regret to inform you we are being attacked by an unidentified ship. I don’t know how the bastards crept up on us unaware but they somehow have—”

      “If you had been doing your job then they—” began Willis, but Tuari cut him off.

      “Let’s not start playing the blame game on whose fault it was; that will get us nowhere. What everyone can do is strap themselves in because shit is about to get bumpy.”

      A red warning light flashed in front of me then stopped as the lightbulb exploded inside the console case, sending up acrid smoke straight into my face. 

      “Quinton,” said Tuari, “grab the joystick in front of you. It controls the weapons we have—”

      “This thing has weapons?”

      “A single railgun, but it’s better than nothing. Put on that helmet over there and it’ll give you a view of our attackers.”

      I did as he said, jamming on the too-tight helmet, and grabbed the joystick tightly. I saw a camera view of the outside of the ship on the HUD but couldn’t see our attackers anywhere. 

      “I don’t see anything!”

      “Turn your head around and as you move the camera feeding you the image will move also,” said Tuari.

      I did as he said and saw more of my surroundings. I got a view of the wall, sky, earth, but still no—shit, what was that? I twisted my head hard to the right and caught view of an all-black ship with red trimmings. Something told me I had seen those markings before, but I couldn’t place where. As I moved the joystick a small faint green circle appeared on the HUD. I moved the stick left and right but however hard I tried I couldn’t get the circle to land on the ship for longer than a second.

      “Can you keep her steady?”

      “Yeah, no problem, buddy, just ask them to stop shooting at us and I’ll get right on it,” Tuari replied.

      “Doesn’t this thing have shields?”

      I got a harsh bark as a response. 

      The ship shook once more and this time I could smell smoke. It stung the back of my throat.

      I concentrated once more and held my breath as the green circle blinked red briefly every time I managed to get it to lock on, but I couldn’t keep it locked on for long enough. 

      “Tuari, you got to give me something.”

      I didn’t get a response but the ship levelled off long enough for me to get a lock on the target; I squeezed the trigger and watched as a computer-generated line of red dots that represented bullets struck the near side of the enemy ship. I pumped my fist as I saw a small trail of black smoke rise from the impact.

      “Nice going,” said Tuari, “but they must not have expected this ship to have any weapons, because their shields were down. It won’t be so easy next time.”

      And he was right, it wasn’t. No matter if I got a lock on the ship or not, the railgun did little damage. I squeezed the trigger until my finger went numb, but our bullets bounced off their hull without doing any damage. 

      The ship shuddered once more, and this time a high-pitched siren that echoed through the cabin accompanied it. I kept on firing but knew it was a pointless exercise. All our enemy needed was one good shot and we would be done, and eventually they were likely to get it unless we did something.

      “Tuari, if you have any suggestions now would be a fine time to bring them up. Don’t be shy. Anything at all.”

      He looked at me and gave me a shrug before turning back to the controls.

      “Well, ain’t you as useful as a chocolate teapot. Remind me—”

      “We have an incoming hail,” he said.

      “Put it through. Maybe I can try and convince these people that keeping us alive would benefit them more than killing us.”

      “Alright, but it’s audio only as this ship is so old it doesn’t have a screen for the visuals,” he said, before pressing a button. 

      “Surprise, motherfucker!” said the last voice I wanted to hear. “I honestly don’t know how an office nerd like yourself has survived on this planet so long. I tell you it’s a goddamn mystery. I’ve lost half my men—half, ya hear me—to the scum who call this planet home. Robbers, ambushers, old ladies, even god damn children—children!—have taken chunks out of my forces, while you, Quinton Blake, still remain alive and kicking. Ya gotta tell me your secret. Ya gotta tell me how a son of a bitch like yourself didn’t get killed in the first five minutes of setting foot on this planet.”

      “Well, Tex, I guess I’m a people person and it really comes down to how you talk to people.”

      Booming laughter echoed around the cockpit while I hurriedly thought of what to do. Talking him out of killing us was out of the question, but maybe I could keep him talking while I thought of something 

      “I find,” I continued, “that if you’re just polite and greet everyone with a smile then people will be polite back to you.”

      “What a crock of shit! If the Mercenary Bloc wasn’t the wandering entity it was, then I would have called this planet home. It rewards the strong and violent and punishes the weak. Most planets now are so pussified that anything resembling strength gets punished. Before long all men will be nothing but neutered puppies looking for approval from the powers that be. Men like you and me, Quinton, are a dying breed.”

      “I’m nothing like you.”

      “Ha! You think so? I heard what you did to Lee and his men. Nasty. Nothing I wouldn’t have done myself, but you didn’t have to burn the man’s boat. That’s like pissing on someone’s grave.”

      “I did what I needed to do to survive.”

      “Exactly! You done did what you needed to do! That’s what life is all about.”

      A thought had occurred to me but we needed to get closer to The Diamond District; I just hoped we had what we needed on board. I tapped Tuari on the shoulder and pointed towards the walls that surrounded the borough. He looked at me in disbelief but I nodded my head and gestured with force towards the wall.

      “I’m surprised you’re here if I’m honest, Tex,” I said.

      “Why?”

      “Because I know you were hired by Mr Diamond to take both The Lady and me out, and as I lasted checked she was still alive and kicking.”

      “Shows what you know, don’t it? Who said this Mr Diamond character hired me? Who says I’m working for The Diamond District? Who says I’m not on vacation looking for a bit of fun?”

      Tuari looked at me, worry lining his face. If Diamond didn’t hire the Mercenary Bloc then who were they working for? Was he just lying to mess with me?

      “I would love to believe you, but I know the Mercenary Bloc doesn’t work for free. Now, I know we’ve had our differences in the past, dear Tex, but what if we put that behind us and I made you an offer you couldn’t refuse?” 

      “I’m listening.”

      “I’ve just become the proud owner of a rather large piece of land called The Floating City, and I would be willing to hand it over to you, plus a nice money bonus on top if you came and worked for me. All I would have you do is three jobs tops, not even that, and you would have a prime bit of real estate on this planet that you’ve fallen in love with so much. Not to mention it has the best waters on this planet to fish in. I know a fisherman when I see one, Tex, and you, sir, come across as a man who loves to be on the water, trying to catch the biggest fish that he can.”

      There was silence on the other line.

      “What do you say, old chap?” I said, laying it on thick.

      “My, my, you are a dirty old dog, ain’t yea?”

      I smiled. “I wouldn’t be the captain of the Junk Yard Dogs if I wasn’t.”

      A heavy sigh vibrated on the other end of the line. “I’m tempted. I would be lying if I said I weren’t. Don’t get me wrong, I like you, Quinton Blake, honestly, I do. You may disagree and think we’re not alike but a mean son of a bitch recognises a mean son of a bitch and you are he. Now, on any other occasion, I would have taken the offer, and be on my merry way if it weren’t for two things.

      “One, my employer wouldn’t take kindly to my betrayal and he’s not someone I want on my back and two, I’ve never allowed a man to walk away free without some kind of payback who placed a scar on my body and you, Quinton, have left me scarred indeed.”

      I thought back to our last encounter. The flashbang I had thrown for him to catch on the roof. I knew it wasn’t going to be fatal, but there had to be some damage.

      “I guess there is no point in saying let bygones be bygones then?” I asked.

       “If only it was that simple, bub. If only it was that simple,” he said, before the connection went dead.
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      Tuari looked at me but I was already getting out of my seat and making my way to the back. “Just keep heading for that wall,” I shouted over my shoulder.

      I leaned against a wall for support as the ship shook violently once more. Continuing on I looked for Tombstone but he was nowhere to be found amongst the seats in the back; looking high and low I couldn’t find him. I made my way to the cargo bay but stopped when I heard movement to my left. Turning around I walked to a rusty row of lockers, I shook my head as I kicked the nearest one in front of me, buckling the door inward. 

      “Ow, that hurt,” said a muffled voice, as the door to the locker creaked open and Tombstone fell forward holding his chest.

      I looked at him.

      “What?”

      “Were you just going to hide in there till the bad men went away?” I asked.

      “Nah, nah. I was just looking for something, that’s all.”

      “With the door closed, in the dark?”

      He looked at me at a loss for words. The ship shuddered once more.

      “I don’t have time for this. There’s more metal ore cargo on this ship, isn’t there?” I asked.

      He gave me a bewildered look and shook his head. “I… don’t know what—”

      “Listen! You are a backstabbing, good-for-nothing mining thief, and you know what a backstabbing, good-for-nothing mining thief does?”

      “Well, that’s just hurtful,” he said, ignoring the question.

      “A backstabbing, good-for-nothing mining thief looks out for himself first above all else. So here’s what I think happened between you and your deceased partner. I think you got curious about the metal ore you were mining and decided to test its properties out to see if it’s valuable or not. Upon finding it was, you decided to still keep working for The Diamond District, but on every mining mission you did for them, you’d take a little cut off the top. Not too much. Just enough that nobody would notice, and you would store what you took in a secret compartment somewhere on this ship. Am I getting warm?”

      Eyes round, he looked at me before they flicked to his feet.

      “It’s underneath the ship, isn’t it?”

      “Come on, mate. Leave it out, will you? I don’t know what—”

      A gun barrel was placed to the side of his head. 

      “I think the captain asked you a question and he would like it answered.”

      Tombstone didn’t move his body but allowed his eyes to shift to his left where the helmeted head of Willis was looking at him. All Tombstone could see was his own reflection in the visor, but I knew from past experience that Willis had a shit-eating grin on his face.

      “Look, mate, you can take it alright; the metal appraiser we took it to said it was like nothing he had ever seen before. Strong as diamonds and able to withstand extreme heat up to one thousand degrees and cold of minus two hundred. My guy said it would be worth a fortune on the open market if it ever got out. But it’s all yours. Honestly, just—”

      The ship lights flickered on and off.

      “Quinton,” came Tuari’s voice over the speakers, “whatever you’re planning to do needs to be done now!”

      “Where is the ore kept?” I said, grabbing Tombstone by the shoulders.

      “In a compartment that lines the bottom of the ship. There is a yellow button on the console dash in the cockpit that opens it. But be careful, mate. There’s over ten tonnes of the stuff hidden in there.”

      Perfect, I thought as I made my way back to the cockpit.

      I took my seat and looked to strap myself in but remembered the straps were on the floor; picking them up I tied myself to the chair and took a deep breath. The wall was fast approaching and I could now see the anti-aircraft cannons had come online. They moved lazily in our direction, confident in the destruction they could bring.

      “Alright, here’s the plan. I want you to continue flying towards the wall; get as close as you can to it then hug it and continue along its length making your way south. When I say so, I want you to shoot upwards and try to make it over the wall. Once we’re high enough, I’ll release the little treasure trove our little mining buddies have been keeping for themselves.”

      Tuari looked at me as if I was insane. “I don’t think this is going to—”

      “It’s the best plan we have, now punch that shit!”

      The ship picked up speed, bringing the view of the wall closer and closer until it was the only thing we could see. Shots from Tex’s vessel flew past us and hit the wall as Tuari did his best to keep us alive. We ducked and dodged left and right and I aimlessly fired our railgun knowing it wouldn’t do a lick of good, but firing it just to keep my nerves at bay.

      “Everyone,” I shouted through the ship’s speakers, “strap yourself in. Things are about to get bumpy.”

      “Like they’re not already!” called Willis from the back.

      I gripped my chair as the now fully active cannons turned towards us and fired. I saw nothing but a cloud of smoke where the cannon had once been as the ship took a sharp left. An explosion somewhere behind us sounded. Thank fuck! We were still alive. But the cannons weren’t done. Another one some half a mile away also fired our way. The ship did a barrel-roll and I saw the explosion kick up a mountain of dirt below us. 

      “You know,” said Tuari, sweat pouring down the side of his face, “the whole point of this mission was to sneak in and out without anyone knowing we’re actually here. We weren’t meant to announce our presence for the whole fucking borough to know we’re coming.”

      “What can I say, I like to make an entrance!”

      Another cannon fired at us and the shell was so close to striking us that the aftershock of the explosion rocked the ship, causing the lights to flicker once more. Fast approaching the wall, we made a sharp bank turn and flew along it so close, we were scraping metal. 

      “It’s your buddy again,” said Tuari.

      “Put him through. Tex, you calling me to say you’ve reconsidered my offer?”

      “Woohoo! Boy, you a crazy motherfucker! I love it. Yes. Yes. Yes. I knew from that last chase on the rooftop I would love doing this job. This is what I needed. A job to put some gumption back in my pencil. A job to get me hard in the morning. But I’m afraid every good job must have an end, so this is a big heartfelt thank you from me, because I can’t remember the last time I felt this way. It’s been emotional,” he said, cutting off the connection.

      “You know what?” Tuari said, looking over to me. “In a weird way, I’m gonna miss him.”

      We continued flying along the wall dodging Tex’s fire. We didn’t have far to go until the next stage of my plan came into action. We just had to stay on course and pray nothing went wrong.

      “At least the cannons can’t reach us—” 

      “Why would you say that?” Tuari said, cutting me off. “You never jinx a mission like that. Now we’re definitely going to die.”

      “Oh, don’t be so para—”

      I watched in horror, mouth opened, as a hatch popped open in the wall and a small sleek laser-type weapon rose from it. I could feel Tuari’s eyes on me, but I refused to turn around and face him. As I watched more and more lasers popped up like Jack-in-the-boxes. 

      “Just say it,” I said.

      He yanked the ship hard right as the lasers fired. The blinding light they emitted made it almost impossible to see. How Tuari was still able to fly was beyond me, but I wasn’t going to say anything to disturb his focus.

      “You know what?” he said. “Just once, just fucking once, I would like it if a mission just went according to plan, instead of us having to pull a rabbit out of our asses to seal the show.”

      I donned the gunner’s helmet once more and fired in front of us in a wide arc, destroying as many of the guns as I could. Thankfully, they weren’t shielded or as heavily armed as Tex’s ship, and many went down before my onslaught, but the more I destroyed the more that appeared to pop up. A laser gun popped up to my left and I turned and fired but didn’t destroy it in time as it struck the side of the ship.

      “Warning! Warning. Warning. Shields down to ten percent. Please find the nearest safe location to land,” said a robotic voice from the ship’s speakers. 

      “Well, that’s a fine how do you do,” Willis screamed from the back. “If you fucktards are done pissing around maybe you can—”

      “Maybe we can what, Willis?!” Tuari snapped. “If you think you can do better then be my guest.”

      “I can do better with my eyes closed. It ain’t rocket science—just avoid getting—”

      “Why don’t you come up here then and show us how it’s done, Billy Big Bollocks?”

      “I would love to,” said Willis, as I heard a commotion from the back.

      “Willis! Stay in your seat and shut your mouth. Tuari, on my order I want you to take this ship up.”

      No one said anything as I continued to fire in front of us, clearing a path so we could fly straight up and over the wall. I did a quick check behind us and saw Tex was still following close behind, although his ship was smoking just as badly as ours was. 

      “Err,” said Tombstone in a small voice, “do you still want me to show you where the tunnel is? We should be approaching it any—”

      “Change of plans; we’re not going to make it. Tuari, now!” 

      I gripped my seat as the ship shot upwards with lasers and Tex’s ship in hot pursuit. We continued gunning for the top of the wall and I fired everything the ship had until we finally cleared the wall and were flying straight up above it. I used the gunner’s camera to look back and could see that Tex was still coming after us.

       The view below us was awe-inspiring. 

      A light show of lasers and smoke like a rock concert on steroids obstructed the view of the ground. We continued to gain altitude and I could just make out the monstrous metal shafts of the cannons as they all converged upwards taking aim.

      Everything went silent. I had to time this right or we would be blown to kingdom come.

      My hand hovered over the yellow button and I stared at the HUD in my helmet, watching everything play out frame by frame. Tex’s ship exploded out of the smoke like a creature rising out of the sulphur mists of hell. The cannons reared back ready to release their load. Lasers could still be seen lighting up the smoke. And through it all, all I thought of was Poppy and our unborn child. They needed me to survive. I made that woman a promise. One I would keep no matter what it cost.

      I slapped the button and felt a shudder roll through my chair as the ship released its payload.

      Everything sped up. 

      I watched as Tex’s ship, which had been within spitting distance of ours and ready to fire the killing blow, was engulfed by the metal ore debris that fell from our ship. It wasn’t only metal ore that fell, but a plume of metal dust that blacked out the sky and no doubt made their job of seeing us impossible. As the ore and dust did its job the cannons went to work.

      They fired a symphony of destruction that lit up the smoke below us.

      Tex’s ship did their best to avoid being destroyed, but they stood little chance against the onslaught they found themselves in. Missiles came from below and metal from above. The missiles struck the ore and blasted it apart creating shrapnel that tore through Tex’s ship, ripping it apart. 

      The resulting explosion shook our ship and threatened to engulf us. 

      “Tuari! Evasive movements,” I screamed.

      “Well, duh,” he said before yanking on the controls.

      I watched in horror as the explosion behind us grew larger and larger. We were putting distance between us and it, but the ship just wasn’t going fast enough. I watched on my HUD as flames engulfed the camera causing it to short circuit, giving me a view of nothing but static. I ripped the helmet off my head as the ship shook violently. 

      “Warning! Warning. Warning,” came the voice of the ship over the speaker. “Shields down to seven percent. Shields down to five percent.”

      “Someone do something!” cried a voice behind us.

      “Shields down to three percent.”

      “Our father who art in heaven hallowed be—”

      “Shields offli…”

      Whining to a stop, the voice of the ship went offline as well as the lights.

      We were in total darkness.

      “I’ve lost all power to the engines. Brace yourself, we’re going—”

      But whatever else Tuari was going to say next was snatched out of his mouth as my stomach felt like it was going to come out of mine as we plummeted towards the ground.
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      There was nothing but screams and darkness. 

      Nothing but screams and darkness as the ship tossed and turned like it was on the fast cycle of a washing machine. I held onto my chair, my neck fighting against the G-force I was being subjected to as my body slammed against the restraints of my chair. As my body lifted from the seat, I was thankful that I had the foresight to tie myself to it. 

      Something hit me in the face causing my vision to become blurry and star-studded. 

      “Hold on,” I thought I heard Tuari say, but I couldn’t be sure. 

      My vision started to clear and as soon as it had, I hit my head again against the back of my chair causing stars once again to return to my vision. I could feel the veins in my neck straining to keep my head in one place; bile from my stomach rose up and I did everything I could to push it back down. Round and round we went as everything blurred into one.

      I could smell smoke. I felt heat. I felt warmth run down my face. 

      “I’m gaining—control—descent—may.”

      Words were being shouted at me but I could only catch snippets from Tuari as I tried to do everything in my power to stay conscious. Although everything was black, I could still tell I was going to black out any minute. I needed to think of some way to help. But nothing came to mind as the ship did a barrel roll, lifting me once again off my seat. My hand touched the top of the ceiling before I came crashing back down with a thud.

      “I’ve got it!” Tuari shouted.

      The ship had indeed straightened out to some extent and I could see through the viewing screen that we were level, although we were still falling at some speed. 

      We passed buildings almost as tall as the wall we had just gone over. They rushed past us as Tuari fought with the controls to try and evade them as best as he could. 

      One building larger than the rest stood out like a giant amongst men.

       Its rooftop was so large that it had the space for multiple spaceships. Windows in the shape of diamonds, it glistered blinding me temporarily before it vanished from my sight.

      “Watch out,” I said, as the narrow tip of a building appeared before us, but it was too late. We crashed through it sending glass and metal tumbling below as part of the wing of the ship snapped off from the impact. The collision spun us around in a tailspin, and everything once again became a blur. Round and round we went for what left like an eternity until Tuari straightened us out once again.

      Bile rose from my throat again and this time I couldn’t hold it in. Leaning my head to the side, I threw up as I saw another building out of my peripheral vision coming towards us. I wanted to shout “Watch out.” I wanted to yank Tuari’s controls to the side but with a mouth full of bile all I could do was watch in horror as the other wing of the ship sliced through the building, breaking off inside it. 

      I heard the sound and felt the rumble of an explosion but I didn’t know where it came from.

      Thankfully, we stayed level but now without any way to manoeuvre the ship we were just a barrel flying through the air. Another skyscraper came before us, and this time there was nothing we could do to avoid it. Grabbing the controls of the railgun I prayed it still worked as I pointed it towards the building and opened fire. Bullets tore through glass and metal and we quickly followed behind, making our way through the building. I got a flashing glimpse of office chairs—conference tables—and water-coolers before we shot out the other side of the building. 

      An almighty snap echoed through the ship and I felt a sudden rush of air pulling me backwards. I looked over my shoulder and was taken aback by the sight I saw. The bottom half of the ship had been sheared off leaving a huge gaping hole. Willis, Scarface and Tombstone all held onto their chairs as the suction from the hole threatened to pull them through. I turned my attention forward and saw we were going to go through another building. 

      Railgun at the ready, I blasted an entrance for the ship to pass through and was nearly thrown out of my seat as the bottom of the ship crashed against the floor of the building that we had entered; we bumped and skipped along the floor, the friction it created sending sparks into the air. The journey lasted longer than I thought possible and all too soon I saw the other end of the building came into view. We continued towards it but the closer we got to it, the slower we moved. 

      “Has this thing got any brakes?” I shouted at Tuari, but he looked at me as if I was an idiot. 

      The ship kept on its journey and the front crashed through the other side of the building until the ship came to a gradual stop. Half the ship hung out the side of the building, while what remained stayed inside. 

      I slowly let out the breath I was holding while I felt the ship tilt back and forth on its axis. I tried not to make any sudden movements as the sensation of being on a seesaw wouldn’t go away. With every downward dip the ship made, it showed us how far we were off the ground. Let’s just say the first floor may have well been a million miles away. 

      “Alright, everyone,” I said, “if we handle this carefully then—”

      “Let me off this ship!” Tombstone screamed at the back. I heard frantic movement and I whipped my head round to see him trying to unbuckle himself from his seat. 

      “Don’t move. Do you want to kill us all?” I said, but he paid no attention to me, as he continued to unfasten himself. 

      Still seated Willis leaned over to him but he slapped Willis’s hands away and continued to unfasten himself. Every movement that they made rocked the ship more and more, but he either didn’t notice or didn’t care. Scarface, seated next to him, slowly went for his gun and I tried to signal to him not to, but he took no notice of me and continued to reach for the weapon.

      The more the ship rocked the more everyone’s movements became more and more frenzied until all I could see was a tangle of limbs as Willis and Scarface tried to do their best to handle the situation. With a push off his seat Tombstone leapt forward off his chair and stood up.

      The ship creaked, silencing all.

      “Listen to me,” I said through gritted teeth, lifting up the visor of my helmet and looking Tombstone dead in the eyes. “You take one more step and this ship is going down. You understand?”

      He nodded.

      “Good. Now all I want you to do is slowly, very, very slowly, back up step by step towards the back of the ship until I say stop. Then when I say stop, I want you to stay perfectly still at the point you’re at, until someone else gets up and makes their way towards you. I don’t want any sudden movements. I don’t want this to be done with speed. If we all do as I say, with measured and controlled movements, then we’ll all get out of this alive.”

      He nodded to me once more. 

      “Good, now take a step back.”

      He did so, but as his foot came to a stop, the sound of material ripping at the seam sounded throughout the ship. I watched in horror as his trouser pocket came apart and a small piece of metal ore tumbled towards the floor. 

      We all watched it in fascination as it made its steady descent downwards. 

      Tombstone leapt forward to catch it but I knew that was a mistake. He caught it with one hand but it slipped through his grip and as he tried to catch it with the other it bounced in his palm and flew forward, where it sailed between me and Tuari and landed on the dashboard of the cockpit. 

      We all watched it with bated breath. But nothing happened.

      We all let out a small sigh.

      “Well,” said Tombstone, “that could have been a lot—”

      A shriek of metal tore through the ship as it pitched forward and then fell.
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      We fell. 

      We fell fast. 

      Too fast to do anything but scream.

      One minute there was nothing but solid surface underneath our ship. The next we were falling towards the ground. The straps bit into my shoulder and I heard Tombstone’s anguished screams to my rear. I turned my head and could just make him out in my peripheral vision. He clung to the headrest of a chair trying his best to stay inside the ship but his efforts were for naught. With a wordless scream and face full of fear he was sucked out of the ship.

      I turned my attention back to the matter at hand and saw we would not hit the ground as I first thought, but instead, we were going to crash through another building. I opened fire once more, praying I could somehow cushion our fall but knowing it was worthless. 

      The railgun kicked and splattered as it came to life, but before I knew what was going on we had already crashed through the roof of a building. My body slammed against the straps of my harness as the front of the ship punched through the floor of the building. 

      Each floor we punched through gave us some resistance but it wasn’t enough to slow us down. Jerking drop after jerking drop shook my body as we crashed our way through the building one floor after the next. The noise of the destruction we were causing was the only thing I could hear as my body was yanked back and forth. 

       Until it just stopped. 

      Silence. 

      That’s the only thing that greeted my ringing eardrums as I opened my eyes and looked around. The ship had come to a stop between floors and we were wedged—suspended in midair. Below us was nothing but destroyed office equipment.

      I looked to Tuari, who was silent. “You all good?” I asked. He didn’t respond, and not being able to see his face because of his helmet, I couldn’t tell if he was conscious or not. I leaned over and was greeted by the creaking of the ship. Slowing my movements down I tapped him on the shoulder.

      “Huh!” he said, startled.

      “Hey, big fella, how you doing?”

      He took a deep breath and looked around. Argh… Fuck. I take it I didn’t die.”

      “You sound upset.”

      “Yes, because if I had died I would now be surrounded by experienced beauties on a sand-covered beach with nothing but cocktails and lots of adult fun.”

      “Experienced beauties? I thought people always wanted to end up in the afterlife with virgins?” 

      “Blah. Virgins, where’s the fun in that? I only want to spend eternity with women who know their way around a cock like the back of their hand,” he said with a wave of the hand, which caused the ship to rock once more.

      “One of these days I hope you get a disease that eats your dick from the inside out,” said Willis.

      “And there’s another sign I’m still alive,” Tuari said. “The powers that be couldn’t even grant me one small gift in taking the pain in my ass that is Willis Moor away. No, I have to listen to his foul mouthed nonsense for the rest of my days.”

      “You keep talking like that, asswipe, and I’ll grant you the death you are seeking.”

      I moved my neck from side to side, which caused the ship to creak once more. “Alright, is everyone accounted for? No injuries?”

      “I’m good,” said Willis.

      “Same here,” said Tuari.

      “The mute gave me a thumbs up,” said Willis.

      “I’ll take that as he’s okay,” I replied. “Alright, this next part is going to suck. We’ve got to make our way out of this tube of death and up to the floor above. No sudden movements. Willis, make your way out first with our mute friend, then Tuari will follow, with me bringing up the rear. Got it?”

      A round of yesses greeted me as everyone moved. 

      The going was slow. I held my breath with my eyes closed as every movement from Willis and Scarface rocked the ship, causing my stomach to do backflips. They moved as fast as they could, because we all knew the ship wouldn’t stay in this position forever. Each creak or collapse of rubble caused a sharp intake of breath, until I heard the words I had been waiting for.

      “We’re out,” Willis shouted. 

      Tuari exhaled loudly, causing me to smile. “And here I was thinking I was the only one trying not to shit myself,” I said.

      “More fool you, I’ve already gone twice,” Tuari said, unclipping himself. “I’ll meet you up there.” 

      He patted me on the shoulder as he manoeuvred his body through the ship, leaving me to my thoughts. Alone in a tube can that had once been a ship but was now nothing more than a shell of itself. I had envisioned some problems in getting here but nothing like what we had encountered. We hadn’t even set foot in The Diamond District yet. The mission so far had been nothing short of a clusterfuck. I thought back to José and wondered if he ever had any of these problems to deal with. Bloodthirsty bounty hunters come mercenary men. Psychotic geniuses with God complexes. Gang-leaders you had never met but who wanted you dead. 

      And the list went on and on. I shook my head at the absurdity of it all. 

      “You’re up, Cap,” said Tuari.

      I sighed, took a deep breath and extracted myself from my restraints. With each movement I made I could feel the ship shudder and move. I climbed out of the cockpit and into the main body of the ship, scanning it looking for anything we might need on this mission that we might have forgotten. Seeing an extra box of explosive shells for my shotgun, I picked them up and tucked them in my pocket. Happy there wasn’t anything else, I continued to make the climb over chairs and bits of equipment, until I could see helmets looking down at me from the hole that had once been the rear of the ship.

      “Give me your hand,” Willis said, extending his towards me. 

      I reached up but a shudder tore through the ship.

      “Hurry!” he said.

      The ship began to move and I continued to climb up with everything I had as items fell around me. I could see his outstretched hand but it looked like it was a mile away; no matter how fast I moved it felt like I wasn’t getting close enough. With a roar I leapt up as the hole’s edge that was holding the ship up gave way. Grabbing onto Willis’s hand I dangled above the destruction as the ship continued to make its way down through the building.

      “Fuck me, son,” Willis said, “you’ve put on a bit of weight.”

      “Just lift me up, you idiot. It won’t be long before someone comes and investigates what all the noise is.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            52

          

        

      

    

    
      But no one came.

      It had been over an hour since we had crash-landed in The Diamond District and so far we had seen nothing but ghosts. The streets shined with a gleam and tidiness that was almost unnatural. There was no litter on the streets. There were no cars. There were no dilapidated buildings with boarded-up windows. There were no beggars or hustlers on the street corners. 

      It had the orderly presentation of a middle manager’s office.

      We hunkered down at the back of an alleyway behind a dumpster so clean I could eat off it. We had escaped the building we had crash-landed in, not finding a single soul. 

      The streets were more of the same.

      “This is weird,” said Willis. “Where is everyone? What the hell is going on?”

      “The angry ginger has a point. All that commotion, from the cannons to us crash-landing in that building, should have drawn enough attention to us that you would have thought we were royalty from England. Instead, everything seems dead and I don’t mean dead quiet either.”

      I nodded my head at them. “How many inhabitants does this borough have?”

      “It’s always hard to say,” said Tuari, opening his visor and scratching his nose, “but The Diamond District has the lowest population of all the boroughs. They have a high degree of hate for outsiders and refugees, basically anyone who isn’t rich enough to afford their own private ship. I used to date a girl from this way—well, when I say date, I mean we banged like demons until I was drained of my life sources—she was married to some investment banker or board of director for some weapons company or something like that. Anyway, if you weren’t born here or wealthy enough to buy your way in, and were found walking the streets of this borough without a worker’s permit, then they would throw you over the wall… literally.”

      “What’s a worker’s permit?” I asked.

      “The actual workers of The Diamond District far outnumber the residents. Every day without fail tens of thousands of people flood through those walls to serve maybe five to ten thousand who call this borough home. They make up the cleaners, cooks, service staff, retail staff—you get the picture. The only people who work here and live here permanently are the bodyguards that the rich use to protect themselves.”

      “Hold on,” I said, shaking my head. “If all the workers go home at night, then what happens if someone wants a cheeseburger at one o’clock in the morning or open-heart surgery?”

      “They get the service bots to do it,” said Tuari.

      I shook my head in confusion. Although man had created AI humanoids and robots that could do manual labour and everything in-between, the distrust humans held for them because of the actions of Poppy and AIs like her during WW3 had all but wiped them from every industry. Robots and basic AIs were now only used to do the most menial jobs. Jobs where they didn’t have to think. Jobs where they weren’t a threat to the public. 

      “I understand on Earth, AIs and robots ain’t used for much, but in The Diamond District the residents use them in secret for most of their needs when the servants go home. The bots they have working in this borough are smart, but handicapped to a set level of intelligence. It’s a dirty secret the residents of the borough have kept well guarded. If it wasn’t for what’s-her-face I was dating at the time I would have never found out about it.”

      “And you thought now would be a good time to inform us of this?” Willis asked; “You didn’t think that we would need this information during the meeting or briefing?”

      “Like I said, all the bots here are at such a low level of intelligence they would make even you look like Einstein. They won’t give us any problems.”

      “Sometimes I just want to shoot you in the left nut,” Willis said with disgust, turning away.

      “I still don’t understand,” I said, jumping into the conversation before a fight started. “If they have the service bots, why have the human staff as well?”

      “Come on, Quinton, don’t be naïve. It’s human nature,” said Willis. “When you have as much money and power as these people do, you want to show your dominance not only over other humans but also over AIs that other people deem too dangerous to work with, even if they haven’t got the intelligence of Poppy or her kind. It’s ego. Pure and simple. Why does a man want two billion when he already has one? Ego! It’s what drove the human race to conquer Earth. It’s what drove them to conquer space. And it’s the fine line called ego, that they have to walk where on one side lies self-discovery and the other side lies self-destruction.”

      He had a point.

      “But that still doesn’t explain where everyone is,” said Willis.

      “No, no, it doesn’t. And I have a sinking feeling we are not going to like the answer when we find out,” I said.
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      We continued our journey through the deserted streets, darting from one corner to the next, guns always at the ready but never being needed. We had decided to wait in the alleyway behind the dumpster until it was dark and use the cover of darkness to move about more freely. 

      Walking along the streets of this borough brought up memories of home, memories I had not thought of for many years. This was the first borough that was so much like New-London in the simple things like clean buildings and working street lights that I smiled at what I would have been doing now if I was back there. With all that was going on, I didn’t really get time to reflect on my past. Reflect on things like family or friends. 

      It was a shame my mother and father would never get to meet Poppy, would never get to meet their grandchild. But they wouldn’t understand. I could already see the fear and hate in their eyes. The judgement. The scorn. Plus, with the amount of enemies I was collecting daily staying out of the picture, for their own sake, was safer. 

      I walked past a restaurant window and stopped. Getting closer I pressed my helmet against the window and looked inside to see a restaurant whose tables still had cutlery and glasses set on the table.

      “Hey, look at this,” I said, pointing towards the glass. 

      The others stopped and looked inside but said nothing. Tuari walked towards the entrance and pushed it open.

      “What do you think you’re doing? Can’t you see food and not want to eat it?” Willis said.

      Tuari gave him a shrug and walked inside. I stifled the groan that wanted to escape my lips and followed him, with a reluctant Willis and Scarface in tow. 

      Linen tablecloths covered glass tables with designer chairs sitting before them that looked pretty but weren’t functional. Chandeliers hung from different points in the ceiling and a fish tank that covered one wall had fish of all different sizes and hues.

      We swept our guns across the restaurant but there was no one there. 

      I walked up to a table that had something mouldy and unidentifiable resting on a plate; a wine glass with a smudge of lipstick on the rim sat next to it. “I’m guessing whatever is on this plate was once food, but God knows how long it’s been here.”

      “All the tables are the same,” said Tuari, picking up a menu. “Although anyone who comes to this pretentious, sorry excuse for a restaurant deserves to be served this mouldy slop. Look at what they’re serving the baked potatoes with? And I don’t care what anyone says but cheese doesn’t go well with everything! And the prices these poor assholes will pay for this crap just beggars belief. And the house wines they have don’t pair well with any of the meals. I mean—”

      “I thought we were on a mission here?” Willis asked. “Not a bunch of restaurant food critics trying to determine if this restaurant should get an award.”

      I continued to walk amongst the tables noticing all the cutlery was still on the tables; none had fallen to the floor or been swept off the tables, which would indicate a struggle had taken place here. “It’s weird, it’s like someone’s removed the people but left everything else. The lights are still on. And the fish are still alive, which means someone must be feeding them.”

      I stopped in front of a robot stationed behind the drinks bar. It wore a white tuxedo with a red bowtie; its metal head shone under the spotlights of the restaurant as its circular eyes stared straight ahead. I looked to my left and saw an identical bot sat behind a black grand piano, skeletal fingers resting idle on the ivory keys.

      I walked off but stopped as I saw a flicker of light behind the eyes of the bot behind the bar. Licking my lips I slowly waved my hand in front of its face and jumped out of my skin as it latched onto my wrist with its hand.

       “Shit! Shit! Shit!”

       I tried to pull my hand out of its grip but it was like trying to pry something out of a metal vice. The rest of the team advanced on my position, weapons at the ready. No matter how hard I tried there was no way I was getting my hand back.

      “Well, that was a stupid thing to do,” said Willis with a shake of the head.

      “Very stupid indeed,” said Tuari, inspecting the limb. “I think the only way we’re going to get you out is if we cut off the hand at the wrist. Don’t worry, it will only hurt for a second and they have amazing prosthetic replacements that are almost as good as the real thing.”

      “Stop messing about and try and get me out of—”

      “Hello, sir,” said a male voice that came from the robot, “and welcome to the finest restaurant in all of the borough, The Last Meal.”

      “Ugh, how pretentious,” said Tuari.

      “We at The Last Meal are tasked with making sure your experience here shall be one to remember. We will do everything in our power to make sure you pick the meal that best compliments your DNA code and taste buds to make sure that anything you choose will not send you into an allergic fit, but will instead put you in a coma of your own joyful bliss.”

      “Shoot me now,” said Tuari.

      “Now, do you have any questions?”

      “Erm… yes, could you please release my hand?” 

      “It is customary to first take a blood sample so we can best match what foods—”

      “No, that won’t be needed. I already rang ahead and gave the person I spoke to all of my details,” I said in a hurry.

      “Well, if sir is sure?”

      “Quite sure.”

      With a soft hissing sound, the robot’s hand slowly unfolded enough to the point that I could pull my hand out. I massaged the feeling back in my hand as I inspected the robot closer. It didn’t show any signs that it was on, but apart from its own hand coming up to grab mine, it hadn’t moved since we entered.

      “I was surprised that you were open. It’s normally full this time of night, but the restaurant is empty,” I said.

      “The restaurant never closes, sir. Now, would you like to see the menu?” the bot asked.

      “Not yet. I would like to book a table for the same time tomorrow night; can you tell me if there are any tables free?”

      “You are in luck, sir, we have no bookings for this time tomorrow.”

      I tapped my fingers against the drinks bar. “That sounds great, but before you book me in, I need your help with something. The last time I tried to book a table at this restaurant it was fully booked and I had an important meeting on that date, but for the life of me I can’t remember the exact date it was—my dumb secretary lost all the details. Could you look back in your records and tell me the last time this restaurant was completely booked out?” 

      I waited, but the robot said nothing. I turned back to the others and gave them a shrug. It was worth a shot even if—

      “The last time this restaurant was fully booked was four months ago today.”

      I looked back at the others but said nothing. 

      I turned back to the bot. “I’m from out of town, in this borough for business, and I wondered if you could tell me if anything eventful has happened in this borough of late. It doesn’t appear to be as crowded as it once was.”

      Silence.

      “Would sir like to see the menu?”

      “No, not right now. I just wondered if you could tell me if you’ve noticed any changes around here. Lack of customers. Lack of orders being placed. That sort of thing.”

      Silence.

      “Would sir like to see the menu?”

      Willis sighed, “It’s like the big idiot said, these robots are just machines. They follow a set script and will only respond with certain answers; if they encounter a question not on the script then they default back to the first or most important question.”

      I frowned. I was missing something. Something important. I— “I’ve not seen the owner in a while. He and I are best of friends and I wondered if you could tell me the last time he was around the restaurant? Maybe give me some contact details to reach him if he’s not around at the present?”

      “The last time Mr Franzio visited the restaurant was four months before this date. Regarding contact details, I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to give such information out. Now, would sir like to see the menu?”

      “Thank you, but I’ve lost my appetite; maybe another time.”

      I nodded to the others and as we made our way towards the door, I stopped. The robot that had been sitting behind the grand piano had moved. It stared at me, fingers hovering above the keys.

      “Shall I play our guest a tune, Sammy?” it asked.

      “Sure, Frank,” replied the bot behind the bar. “Play them one last tune.”

      We all looked at each other while the bot played a medley that sent chills up my spine. It was beautiful. It was sorrowful. It reminded me of the last song to be played at a funeral.

      “This place is giving me creeps. “Let’s get out of here,” Willis said, making a quick exit for the door.

      I followed the rest of the crew out but could feel eyes on me. I turned back to see both robots staring at me, unblinking. They watched me with an intensity that made me feel like prey. 

      A hand slapped me on the shoulder making me jump. “Come on, there is nothing else to be gained here,” said Tuari.

      I took one more look at the restaurant and wondered what had taken place in this borough four months ago. Whatever it was could only spell trouble for us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            53

          

        

      

    

    
      Our journey through the borough hadn’t given us any more clues than the restaurant we had first visited. 

      Every store we passed had clothes lying on the floor, every restaurant still had its tables ready for its customers to enjoy their meal. It was as if the whole population had been beamed out of existence without a struggle. Cars were parked in neat lines along the road and private ships sat on top of buildings ready to take off at a moment’s notice. The one thing ever-present no matter where we went was the service robots that manned the shops, restaurants and hotel foyers. We passed another apartment building designed in gold and metal; I stopped and pivoted, looking at the robot who stood at the front of its doors. Dressed in a purple velvet bellboy’s costume it regarded me silently.

      “You’ve noticed it too, huh?” asked Tuari, coming to a stop at my shoulder.

      “Yeah, wherever we go they are always watching. I’ve caught a few of them out of the corner of my eye but I don’t know what it means.”

      “It means,” said Willis, “once we find out who’s controlling them then we find out who’s done this.”

      “Don’t be preposterous,” said Tuari. “It’s not that easy to control a robot; no matter how much money these poor fools had, it just doesn’t work like that. The World Government has inbuilt protocols to ensure no one can easily hack these machines, and I mean no one. After the fiasco of WW3 steps were taken to ensure that would never happen again.”

      “You’re forgetting something, my oafish friend. We’re a long way from the World Government’s umbrella of influence and where there is a will, there is a way.”

      “I don’t think you—”

      “It doesn’t matter,” I said, cutting Tuari off. “What matters is finding Diamond and getting this job done. If someone has killed him, then that’s just one less job for us and we can go home early.”

      “When is it ever that simple?” Willis asked.

      I chuckled as I brought up the details the Lady Isabella had given me. Searching through the files I looked up the address of her spy who lived in the borough and the residential location of Mr Diamond. 

      “Alright, until we find out more, all this guessing will get us nowhere. The next thing we need to do is find The Lady’s spy and see what information they can give us about what the hell is going on around here.”

      “That’s if he’s alive,” said Willis.

      “Oh, you’re such a ray of sunshine,” said Tuari.

      “They’re not far from here, less than fifteen minutes away. Keep your eyes peeled and let’s get moving.”
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      We arrived at another imposing building that was all twisted glass and metal, that appeared to have been conjured up out of an architect’s mushroom trip. There were no robots stationed outside the building, which I was thankful for. Walking up to the building we swept our guns left and right until we got to where the front door of the building should be, but instead of a normal door we were greeted by a large round circular hole that tunnelled through the glass into the building.

      The words “Every day should be one of play” was engraved above the tunnel.

      “I hate this place a little bit more every second I’m here,” Willis said.

      We looked for another way to enter the building but couldn’t find any; I went in first and crawled into the hole and through a tunnel that reminded me of a children’s play area. Once out I stood up and surveyed the area I was in, a plush lobby with white marble floors and soft lighting. A reception desk made of dark oak stood against one wall, but there was no one behind the desk. 

      “On the way back, I’m going to blow a hole through that wall and walk out on my own two feet like a man,” said Willis, looking back the way we came in disgust.

      “Alright, our person of interest is located on the second floor, room 88. I suggest we take the stairs because I don’t want to be trapped in the elevator,” I said, leading the way.

      We made our way up the stairs and entered the second floor, where dark wood doors graced walls on either side of us. I heard nothing apart from our footsteps as we made our way forward. Stopping in front of a random door I went to reach for the handle but noticed there wasn’t any; instead a flash of red light emanated from a circular lens in the middle of the door and scanned my body, the lens flashed red, then went dead.

      “I guess that means no entr—”

      Two soft thuds cut Tuari off, as two small holes appeared where the locking mechanism was in the door. Smoking pistol with silencer in hand, Willis gestured for us to enter.

      I pushed the door open and took in a small corridor that led to a kitchen. Taking a step forward I stopped and stared down at a bloody trail that started from the kitchen and made its way between my legs and out the door. I pointed it out to the others, and we all gripped our weapons a little bit tighter. Walking forward, I kept as quiet as I could and tried to detect any sounds. There was a living room to my left; two white sofas with scatter cushions occupied the room. A large grass coffee table with a layer of dust rested in front of them. Pictures lined the walls of the same middle-aged man but always with a different person. A quick scan of the rest of the apartment showed no one had been home for quite some time.

      There were no other signs of blood or of a struggle anywhere else in the apartment. A large dried bloodstain occupied the tiles of the kitchen floor, but there was no broken cutlery or furniture anywhere to be found.

      I came back to the living room to find Willis tapping on the coffee table, which was, in fact, a computer.

      “Judging by what I can find on this, the last time one Mr Paul Costa logged into this computer was—”

      “Four months prior to this date?” I said.

      “How did you guess?” Willis said.

      We entered a few other apartments and found the same thing. Dishes that had been left in sinks unwashed. Clothes that had been dropped on floors. Cups that had been left on coffee tables. A few apartments had bloodstains similar to the first apartment we entered, but we found no bodies or weapons to speak of. One thing common in all the apartments was the layer of dust and grime that had gathered on surfaces because of neglect.

      We finally came to the door we wanted and entered it the same way we did the first. This apartment was different though. 

      There were no pictures of loved ones on the wall, no bloodstains to be found, instead only a detailed pyramid map of a bunch of faces I had never seen before. Sat at the top of the pyramid was a black elderly man with a bull neck who still looked like he could show the younger generation a thing or two. He was dressed in a tailor-fitted pinstripe suit; his piercing eyes stared ahead. He looked as if he hadn’t smiled in generations. Beneath the picture was the name Mr Diamond written in sharpie.

      Below him were two other gentlemen. One was a red-faced pudgy man whose neck nearly hid the tie he wore; small beady eyes stared out under a thick set of heavy eyebrows. The name Mr Ruby was written under his picture. The other man was named Mr Pearl, whose face was expressionless and grey; he looked like a watercolour painting done by a bad artist. 

      Below those two were a whole host of underlings and people who worked for them. The pyramid tree went on for some time.

      “Well, looks like our boy’s been busy,” said Tuari.

      I folded my arms as I took all the information in. Much like all the other apartments we had entered this one had a large coffee table that acted as a computer. I walked over, turned it on and saw lines like spiderwebs connecting documents on the computer to pictures on the wall. Each document appeared to be information containing to a certain individual. 

      I pressed on the document that connected to Mr Pearl. The folder opened and was projected above the table. An audio file started to play.

      “Not much is known about the man named Mr Pearl; his appearance always changes as well as his daily schedule. Pearl acts as the head of the secret police force Mr Diamond uses to keep order in the borough. Through the use of fear, intimidation and brutal violence, he has allowed Diamond to keep a stronghold over this borough for decades. He is a man of few words and fewer actions, but make no mistake—this man is dangerous and must be taken out first before even thinking about going after Diamond.”

      The audio clip ended and we all looked at each other, lost in thought. I pressed another file.

      “Mr Ruby. This man is a fool and Diamond’s second in command. Quick to temper, doesn’t trust anyone apart from himself; a liar, a thief, an egomaniac and all-round scum of the earth. When I first started this assignment, I was unsure why Diamond kept this man as his second in command but the longer I have watched the big man himself the clearer it has become. 

      “Diamond’s biggest skill is reading people. Keeping people around him, he knows how they will act and react before they do. By keeping Ruby in the position that he is in, Diamond will never be surprised by any of his second in command’s acts; he will never lose power to a man who outsmarts him or outthinks him. By always pressing the right buttons, he can forever keep Ruby running on the hamster wheel of his own design.”

      Eager to find out more, I pressed another file.

      “Mr Diamond… real name unknown. Age unknown. Birthplace… somewhere on Safe Haven, but exact location unknown. How he accumulated his wealth is unknown. Most likely through illegal means and by using fear and intimidation. Little is known about this man, but what I do know is that he is ruthless, smart and calculating. He is not a man to be taken lightly. His is a man to be feared.”

      The audio ended and we all looked at each other. “Well, that was a bunch of help,” said Willis with a shake of the head. 

      “I’m not sure if he’s being sarcastic or not because I can’t see his face,” said Tuari.

      “When is he not?” I said, clicking through the files on the computer. “There must be something else on here that can give us some clue as to what has happened.”

      I continued to look while the rest of the crew roamed about the apartment trying to see if they could find anything else that could shine some clue on what was going on. They came back sometime later with Tuari holding up a brown box labelled toys.

      “I found this under the bed,” he said in a mischievous tone.

      “Okaaay,” I said, “is it something important? Can it shed some light on what’s going on?”

      “Well… not what’s going on per se, but more of what sort of man our spy was.”

      “I’m not following you.”

      “Let’s just say that our spy friend here had some exotic tastes.”

      I stared at him with my hands raised in a confused gesture.

      “He liked the wilder side of life,” said Tuari, lifting his visor and giving me a wink. 

      “What?”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Willis said, grabbing the box and emptying it out on the floor where a whole host of sex toys bounced in all directions. A leather mask with a ball gag flopped on the computer screen in front of me. I picked it up with two pinched fingers and examined it silently.

      “I see,” I said before dropping it on the floor. “Well, as interesting as that may be—”

      I drew closer to the computer screen and looked at a file I hadn’t seen before; it was labelled with a question mark. Selecting it I looked to see which picture it was connected to but there wasn’t one. There was white noise on the audio before the speaker came on; he sounded rushed, with the sound of his voice bouncing off the walls making the audio echoey.

      “There is a new player in town. Someone with a lot of power and pull. He arrived a little over five months ago and has been disrupting the ecosystem of the borough. I can’t find much about him, but he has brought a small army of mercenaries with him that Diamond is using to wipe out any opposition that he may have had in the borough. There have always been enemy gangs and crews in the underbelly of any borough, but now, there is none in The Diamond District. Diamond has completely wiped out the opposition.

      “The Diamond District has never been more under his control. Lady Isabella was right, it appears he has plans on making a move on the rest of the boroughs before the year is over and he has enlisted the help of this mystery group to help him. If nothing is done, then all shall be lost.” The audio stopped for a second or two then another clip played; screams in the background made it difficult to hear what the speaker was saying and the sound of his heavy breathing made his words unclear.

      “I’ve never seen anything like it! If someone is listening to this know that—he has set in motion a plan unlike—the whole of Safe Haven is in danger—he’s looking to—wipe out—humanity—please stop him—they’re coming!” 

      The audio cut out and we all stared at each other, lost for words as the sound of feet could be heard coming from the hallway outside.
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      We all stared at each other, guns at the ready as we each moved to a position that offered us a hiding place where we could fire from, but wouldn’t be seen straight away when whoever was outside in the corridor came into the apartment.

      The footsteps sounded heavy; they were feet in boots. I couldn’t tell how many there were but the number was high enough to give us enough trouble.

      “Are you sure they went into this building?” asked a gruff voice from the corridor.

      “Well, Paul said he saw some people on the cameras make their way this way, but he wasn’t specific on the exact details,” said a voice that spoke through its nose.

      “I didn’t ask you what Paul saw, Ted, I asked you.”

      “Well, the thing is, Mark, I didn’t see which way they went, what with Tex’s ship getting blown up—which by the way wasn’t my fault no matter what Miguel and Luis said; how was I supposed to know the cannons could be programmed so they didn’t fire upon certain ships—”

      “Because they’re highly advanced weapons that you were told to watch the video briefing on, but like everything in your sad sack of shit life, you fell asleep during the video so now Tex and our men are dead, and God knows if he’ll still honour the agreement now that Tex is dead. All because you couldn’t sit through a twenty-minute video!” said Mark.

      “That’s not fair, Mark. I mean, it’s not like there weren’t other people involved in the running and operating of the cannons,” said Ted.

      “Yes, there were many people, but they all fell under you. Head of Weapons Control. That’s the title we gave you. That’s the title you asked for, so all decisions, actions, and faults rest on your shiny dome of a head. You fucked up. You should have double-checked shit was working properly. You killed Tex. Now he hasn’t spoken to anyone since the Junk Yard Dog crew crash-landed on this borough, and we can’t lie to him and tell him they’re dead because he somehow knows they’re still alive. So if I were you, I would think very hard and fast on how you’re going to fix this, Ted, because what little remains of our crew, blame you for this fuckup, and if we are going to get fucked over for this, know that there will be a mile-long line of men waiting their turn to fuck you before they themselves get fucked!”

      “You think he knows,” said Ted, lowering his voice. 

      “I think he knows everything. He scares the living shit out of me—you’ve seen what he’s done to the people from this borough. You’ve seen what they’ve become. We’ve all had a peek behind the curtain and wished we hadn’t. If we mess this up… I would rather die than become what he turned them into and if he’s done that to people he needs, then what do you think he’ll do to people he doesn’t? People who displease him?”

      “Look,” said Ted’s voice shakily, “I was just following orders. I don’t see—”

      “Just following… If the World Government ever get wind of this you think that sorry-ass excuse will fly?” Mark asked.

      “Well, if I go down, I’m taking you with me! I’ve seen you stealing tech from—”

      There was a loud bang against the wall and what was said next I couldn’t hear.

      “Well, that’s hardly—”

      “Shut up and come on! I want to search every apartment of this building before we leave.”

      “I don’t see why I have to—”

      A man yelped as a heavy slap echoed in the corridor outside. They kicked doors down one by one and with each increasing thud of my heart, I knew they were getting closer by the minute. I looked around the apartment and took in everyone’s position.

      Tuari was in the kitchen on his stomach, heavy assault rifle lying on the floor pointed towards the entrance, Willis was to my far left behind a bookcase, his pistols tucked close to his chest with his head bowed down in prayer, Scarface was to my right behind one of the sofas while I was tucked behind the other. 

      The footsteps were getting closer. 

      The door creaked open and I steadied my breathing. A man’s shadow appeared against the far wall. It stopped and I could feel the person’s gaze looking around the room.

      “Ron, see anything?” asked Mark.

      “I don’t—wait, there’s—!”

      A loud crack filled the air and blood splattered the wall as cries of alarm came from the corridor. Footsteps could be heard running our way, then the door to the apartment was kicked open and more men rushed inside. Tuari waited till he got a clear shot, then three more cracks filled the air and the sound of bodies falling to the floor quickly followed. 

      “What is going on?” screamed Mark.

      “We’re taking heavy fire. We’re taking heavy fire! What should we do?”

      “Then fire back!”

      We all hunkered down as they blew the door apartment off its hinges and bits of wood scattered everywhere. Bullets ricocheted against metal and smashed glass and furniture into a million pieces. Feathers and foam stuffing inside the sofas floated into the air as bullets tore into them. I lay as flat as possible to the floor waiting for the onslaught to be over.

      But it didn’t stop.

      The bullets kept on firing as round after round was placed into the apartment. Then as quickly as it started it stopped and silence dominated the environment. 

      “You think they’re still alive?” shouted Ted.

      “How am I supposed to know that?” replied Mark.

      “Willis,” I said into the helmet mic, “I want you to throw a flashbang into the corridor. After it’s gone off I want everyone to fire against the wall that separates us from the corridor. Spread your fire high and low. Ready?”

      Willis gave me a nod.

      “I’m telling you, Mark, they must be dead otherwise they would have fired on us already. Boys, go and check it out so we can get paid, get our reward and get off this God-forsaken planet.”

      The sound of footsteps brought a smile to my face. I looked at Willis and nodded. 

      He threw two flashbangs overhead and I watched them as they flipped end over end until they disappeared into the hole that was once a doorway. Getting up to my feet I lifted my shotgun to my shoulder in one smooth motion.

      “Flashbangs!” shouted someone on the other side as a stampede of feet tried to escape. 

      We didn’t give them a chance. We opened fire upon the wall in front of us blasting chunks out of it as our bullets punched through the plaster and hit whatever was on the other side. Screams of pain and anguish greeted our ears as more than one of us found our mark. My shotgun slugs tore football-sized chunks out of the plaster. I saw a head appear before me but it vanished in a cloud of gore as it was blasted off its shoulders. Running legs were visible but we cut them down bringing our enemies to their knees before ending their lives.

      “Pull back! Out through the window and along the ledge!” I screamed as we moved backwards, each covering the other’s back as we made our escape. I covered everyone’s escape as they climbed through the living room window. A grenade appeared over my shoulder and I took it, pulled the pin and threw it through one of the holes in the wall before making my way out the window. 

      The explosion that resulted from it blasted out hot air over my back and toppled me forward. 

      I tried to get my feet underneath me as my arms windmilled in the air, but with a sickening realisation, I knew I was going to fall forward and there was nothing I could do about it. Although only two floors up we were still a good hundred plus feet in the air and if I fell I might not kill myself but I sure as hell would have a broken limb or two. 

      The ground below appeared to rush towards me and I felt myself tip forward despite my best efforts, then my movement halted and I was jerked backwards where my back slammed against the wall and the breath was knocked from my lungs.

      I looked to my side to see Scarface. He gave me a thumbs up, which I returned weakly. Patting me on the shoulder he moved off following the rest of the crew. 

      I took a deep breath and forced myself not to look down. Shit, that had been close. 

      “Are you coming? Or are you going to stand there all day and enjoy the view?” Willis asked.

      I bit back my reply and followed the others along the ledge, paying special attention to where I placed my feet. The others were some way ahead of me and were making good progress. I tried to increase my speed but nearly missed my step a few times and had to catch myself. Willis had come to a stop at a window and was prying it open, while the others waited. 

      I hurried forward but as I took another step the window ahead of me that separated me from the rest of the crew exploded outwards with the sound of gunfire. Glass flew in all directions. I pressed my body against the wall as the firing continued. Willis had finally opened the window he was trying to get into and allowed the others to go in before him while he held it open. He looked at me but I motioned for him to go inside; he was no use to me out here and would be better suited drawing the fire away from me from the inside. 

      He gave me a nod and disappeared inside while I waited.  

      Gunfire still held me down. I checked my ammo and waited for the firing to stop. Finally it came to a halt and I replaced my shotgun with my pistol and positioned it to the side of the window just out of sight. I steadied my breathing while I waited. 

      “You think you got them?” came a voice from inside the building.

      “How am I supposed to know?”

      “Well, go and look,” said the first speaker.

      A sigh was uttered, then I heard footsteps before a head popped out and faced the opposite direction to me. I waited till he faced me then fired two shots to his face, blowing the back of his brains out.

      “Frank!” shouted the first speaker, before a hail of bullets once again spewed out of the open window. 

      The shooting kept on, then stopped as cries of alarm came from the apartment the shooters were in. “They’re inside! They’re inside.” 

      I recognised the tone of my crew’s weapons as they opened fire upon our enemies inside. Shouts and cries were cut short as bullets found their mark. Two men sought to escape the carnage happening inside by trying to escape from the same window they had been firing through only moments earlier, I stood back and watched in amusement as a bald man pushed his colleague out of the way, forcing the man to topple forward and fall screaming. Baldie stepped onto the ledge and shuffled his way towards me, not noticing I was there until the barrel of my gun touched the side of his head.

      “Ted, I presume,” I said, forcing him to freeze where he stood. He didn’t turn his head to look at me but instead allowed his eyes to shift to the side. 

      “Who’s asking?”

      “That shouldn’t be your biggest concern right now, Ted, what should be is whether or not you can answer my questions correctly.”

      “Look, I don’t know nothing. I’m like a mushroom, kept in the dark and fed shit. They only give me responsibility so they can lay the blame on me when it all goes to shit. I told Tex he shouldn’t come to this hellhole, but would he listen? Oh no! The rewards were too great. The chance to be stronger, faster, more evolved than any human—” He stopped himself and shook his head.

      “Go on,” I said, pressing the pistol hard against his head, “you were just getting to the juicy bit.”

      “I’m not saying nothing. That monster we decided to work for is unlike anything anyone from the Mercenary Bloc has ever seen. He’s cold-blooded and knows things no man should know. It was a mistake getting involved with him. A mistake that cost our unit most of our men and will no doubt make us the laughing stock inside the Mercenary Bloc organisation. I would rather die than tell you anything about him because if he finds out I ratted him out… I’ve seen what he can do to people. They’re not themselves anymore. They’re inhuman. Stripped of their—” He shook his head.

      “Come on, Ted, I’m not asking for much—just a bit of information then we can all go home. That’s it. Just some information. Like, why were you hired to kill us? Why am I being hunted? And finally, where did everyone in this borough go? Three simple questions, that once you answer you can walk away from here and live to see another day.”

      He said nothing as he brought his hand up and scratched the back of his head. Dried flakes rained down upon his shoulders. 

      “Oh, you’re him, are you? Quinton Blake. I finally get to meet the person behind all of this. If I’m honest, I thought you would be taller, broader too, but none of that matters now because he knows you’re here and there’s nothing you can do to change your fate. It’s written in stone. I feel sorry for you. The pain and heartache coming your way destroys men from the inside. I hope you can withstand it.”

      “Who is this person?” I said, grabbing him by the lapel, “and what have I done for him to hate me so?”

      “You’ll have to ask him that when you see him, but word is you took something very important from him,” he said, pushing me off him. “Now, I think… I think I’ll take my chances down there,” he said, stepping off the ledge and plummeting to the ground below.

      As I watched his body free fall head over feet then slam into a parked car, it finally clicked. I finally knew who was behind all of this and felt like a fool for not realising it sooner.
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      We had exited the apartment complex without facing any further obstacles. 

      True to his word Willis blasted the apartment complex’s entrance out instead of opting to crawl back through the child-sized tunnel to get back out. Telling him off at the amount of noise and destruction he caused had crossed my mind, but if what Ted had said was true then he already knew we were here, and no amount of silence could ever mask that issue. 

      Huddled behind yet another dumpster, I bowed my head and thought of what to do. 

      This mission that first had appeared straightforward now was more complicated than I could ever imagine. Did Lady Isabella know what we were up against? Was she allied against us with this enemy? Did she plan this? Did she make a deal to save her own skin? Shit! Was Poppy safe? I had told her to head to The Floating City, but what if she had been captured? What if… what if… what if—

      Argh! 

      I pulled off my helmet and drew back my arm to throw it against the alleyway wall but stopped myself. My chest rose and fell as the anxiety and emotions I was feeling pounded my chest like a silverback gorilla. I pinched the bridge of my nose, then closed my eyes and took in deep breath after deep breath until my nerves and emotions finally got into check. 

      I could run. I could leave this place and never look back, but I knew if I did then I would be endangering my family. They would come looking for me no matter where I went, no matter what I did. I had to face this threat head on once and for all and hope against hope I somehow came out of this alive. But if I didn’t, then at least I could take our enemy down so my family could live safe and sound.

      “So what is the plan?” asked Willis. “And why are we always hiding behind a dumpster!”

      The crew looked at me while I looked at each of them in turn. What exactly was the plan? It had been to kill Mr Diamond but now he might not even be behind all of this. Would the men follow me to combat this new foe?

      “Alright,” I said, taking a squatting position in front of the group, and placing a small palm-sized computer on the ground, I switched it on and it presented a holographic image of a glass tower with diamond-shaped windows. “This building here is where Mr Diamond lives, does his business deals, eats, shits, fucks, you name it. According to all the information we have, he hasn’t left the tower in more than ten years. It’s become a prison and a home for him. The tower has everything he would ever need. Gyms, swimming pools, tennis courts, shooting range, botanical gardens, a nature reserve, even a small man-made ocean—”

      “You’re kidding me?” Willis asked.

      “Nah,” I continued, “if I were to list the things in that tower it would take days, let’s just say the tower is like a planet unto itself. If we want to get Diamond then that is where we need to go, but I’ve got to be honest with you and say I don’t think he’s alive, nor do I think he’s the one behind all of this.”

      “Who do you think—” began Tuari, but I cut him off.

      “Right now that doesn’t matter. What does matter is that this isn’t what you signed up for; the goal post has moved, and I want to be completely honest with all you before we move forward. Our enemy is now longer Diamond and I don’t think it ever was, but like I said that’s not what you signed up for, so if you want to leave now, then this is your chance to do so. I won’t hold it against you. I won’t judge you. There shall be no repercussions.” I looked at each helmet in turn but nobody said anything or moved.

      “Look,” I continued, “this mission… we may not make it out alive. This new target is dangerous. Once you agree to this, there won’t be another chance to leave.”

      Willis popped off his helmet and looked me in the eye. “We know what we signed up for. We’re in this together.”

      Taking off his helmet also, Tuari gestured to Willis and said, “Yeah, what the ginger idiot said.”

      I looked to Scarface, helmet still on, who said nothing but gave me a thumbs-up and a shrug; I guess it was the best I was going to get from him. I donned my helmet again and inputted the coordinates to the tower so all our HUDs inside our helmets showed a green line of arrows we had to follow to get there. We all checked and rechecked our equipment one last time, before we headed out to our certain deaths.
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      Miraculously, we got to the tower without being attacked or coming across any goons. The streets were still silent, still dead.

      The tower shone across the street from us like a shining religious artifact. Its diamond-shaped windows did their best to hide the lights that shone inside, but we could still see them at this time of night. Cameras covered every exit and entrance leading up to the tower. I ran my eyes up and up so I could see the top but my neck gave out long before my interest did. 

      The tower came complete with underground parking for private ships, tanks and cars alike. I had looked to see how many floors the monstrosity had but I couldn’t get an exact number. 

      “I’m surprised this thing hasn’t got mounted gun turrets,” said Willis.

      “I have to agree, but I guess it would be bad form and not in keeping with the decor,” said Tuari. 

      “Normally there is a constant armed squadron of men patrolling the streets around the tower, with many plainclothes guards roaming the streets at all times and another armed squadron of men stationed right outside the tower. But it looks like it’s our lucky day and someone has taken care of all that for us. Don’t feel too disappointed though,” I said, slapping them both on the shoulders; “there’s no doubt a whole host of untold goodies waiting for us inside.”

      I took the lead and moved across the street toward the tower, keeping an eye out for the opposition. 

      I would rather we entered the building more discreetly, but not having the inside information of Lady Isabella’s spy, this was our only course of action—to lead a forward charge and hope for the best. No matter how stupid the idea seemed. We crossed the street without any trouble and I made my way towards the front entrance but was stopped by Willis.

      “Really?” he asked, disbelief lacing his vocals.

      “What?” 

      “We’re just going to walk up to the front door and do what? Knock?”

      “You got a better idea?” 

      He looked at the tower then back at me, then back at the tower. 

      “I know what you’re thinking, but all the information on how to get into this place covertly is with the spy and he is probably dead, so our best bet is to take a course of action they don’t expect.”

      “And that’s walking through the front door?” Tuari asked.

      “Yes,” I said as I moved off once again. The closer I got to the entrance the more the absurdity of what I was doing kept banging against the doors of my confidence, but it was too late to turn back now. My pride wouldn’t allow it. The entrance to the tower loomed before us and it was something to behold; glass doors in the shape of a diamond reflected the lights around the tower. The closer I got to the entrance the grander in scope it became.

      “Are those diamonds embedded in the glass doors?” Willis asked.

      “It appears so,” I said, heart pounding in my chest as I walked towards them. I licked my dry lips and kept on walking forward and almost fell over in relief when the doors opened before me. I stopped and kept a firm grip on my shotgun as I swept the area in front of me. 

      A lobby with ceramic glass floors greeted us; sofa chairs clustered on one side of the lobby with coffee tables littered between them; on the other side a large open office workspace with reclaimed wood benches and chairs took up space against the far wall. In front of us was a large hotel-sized front desk made out of glass that surrounded a diamond the size of my fist, which was placed in its centre. 

      Willis moved toward the glass desk and tapped it. 

      “What are you doing?” I hissed.

      “You think it’s real?” he asked.

      “Probably, but I’m guessing the reason it’s still here is that it’s impossible to get to unless you what to blow through a couple of tonnes of glass.”

      He tapped the helmet of his chin while he looked thoughtfully at his grenades then back at the desk in question. “You know—”

      “No!”

      “But it won’t take—”

      I stared his way and said nothing until he sighed in frustration and threw his hands up in the air. We continued to move through the lobby taking in the sights. Everywhere I looked I saw the finest materials used to design everything from the chairs to the floors. It spoke of attention to detail that had been used by only the greatest architects. Soft lighting pulsed around the edges of the jet black ceiling, reflecting off the diamond flakes that sparsely coated it.

      “If this is what the entrance looks like, then I can’t wait to see the rest of the floors,” said Tuari.

      “What better way to show visitors your power and wealth than to bamboozle them with all of this? The other floors may not be as nice as this but somehow I doubt it.”

      We came to a stop outside a set of golden elevator doors and I pressed the button to call it down. 

      “Right, the last ten floors of this tower Diamond uses as his own personal residence. If we are to find what we need then we are to make our way to the top. These elevators can only take us to the start of those floors; to make our way to his penthouse we’ll have to use the stairs or find another way there. The details on how he travels between the ten floors are sketchy, but I doubt an old man like him climbs ten floors every day. If we can’t find the elevator he uses then we use the stairs. Either way, we need to find a way to the top.

      “Any questions?”

      Everyone shook their head.

      The chime of the elevator doors signalled their arrival and they opened before us. I took one final look behind me at freedom, then I took a deep breath, turned around and walked into a metal cage that offered no way out.
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      Forty buttons glowed on the wall of the elevator, which meant the top floor of this tower was the fiftieth. Fifty floors that our enemy could use to hide. Fifty floors that offered us nothing but death. Fifty floors where my body might lay and never be seen by my loved ones again. My heart began to beat rapidly and I tried to breathe but no matter how many breaths I took they all felt shallow and inadequate, I tried to force more air into my lungs but no matter how hard I tried it was never enough. 

      How did they expect me to do this? How did they expect me to make sure everyone came out of this safe and sound and in one piece? They didn’t know who we were up against but I knew. I knew what he was capable of. I knew he was expecting me, that he knew every move I had made up until this point. Like a bug caught in a spider’s web, no matter how hard I struggled and looked for a way out, all I saw was death, not only for me but for all those I loved. 

      I had to think of a way to defeat him but every scenario I came up with only ended in death.

      I felt my vision blur and the corners of my sight darkened, forcing me to put a hand out against the wall as my legs felt like jelly. 

      “Quinton, you all right?” said someone in the background.

      I tried to answer but my tongue felt too large for my mouth. I tried to speak but nothing came out. I felt like my words were choking me, forcing their way down my throat so they blocked the only bit of air I could get.

      “Quinton?” 

      I wanted to respond, but the darkness had already closed in.
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      “How do you manage it?” I asked.

      José looked at me in confusion and shrugged, not understanding the question. We sat outside a bar on a fuelling station in the middle of space between nowhere and back and beyond. We had just completed a mission, and while the others had gone to do whatever one does after a mission I had tagged along with our captain. He had promised me he would buy me one of the most mundane run-of-the-mill drinks I had ever had, but the view it came with would be second to none.

      He wasn’t wrong.

      We sat outside a bar best described as a rusty shack; metal folding chairs were dotted outside it and in front of us was a glass wall that offered the bar’s customers a view of the space outside. It was breathtaking. 

      Blues, reds, greens, purples, oranges and everything in-between swirled in a vortex, like a master painter’s rendition of space. It was unlike anything I had ever seen. The image would swirl and change and never stay the same, and every so often the space in front of us would spit out a piece of space rock that would fly over our glass wall, coming so close to it you felt like you could almost reach up and touch it. 

      Now I knew why those first space voyagers had taken the leap and ventured where no man had travelled before. 

      “How do you manage it?” I repeated.

      “How do I manage what, boyo?” he asked.

      “The pressure. The insurmountable pressure of doing the right thing, of knowing the people who follow you are putting their lives in your hands. That if you fail or make one miscalculation, their shining light could be gone forever and there’s no one to blame but yourself. How do you keep going when the fear surrounds you? When you’re scared of making a decision. When all you see around you is death and despair.”

      He regarded me silently before he looked off into the distance, taking in the light display before us. He stared out to space for some time, not saying or doing anything till a crooked smile filled with sadness graced his face and he took a pull from his cigar. Blowing out a couple of smoke rings, he downed his whisky and poured himself another shot from the bottle that rested on our table and downed that as well. 

      “Before I was a captain of this crew, I was the captain of another. I was but a boy who thought he knew the galaxy better than any star, who was brave and had cojones the size of coconuts. I would prove how brave I was at the drop of a hat too. God forgive the man who insulted my manhood. Like the saying goes, the graves are full of young men who are brave and willing to prove it. I didn’t care who insulted me, anyone could get it. I was willing to do the most dangerous and craziest missions because yet again, how did one prove they were the best in the business, if they didn’t take the jobs that made others go grey with worry?

      “With that mentality, I chose a crew also befitting my nature. They were all young. They were all brash. They all had something to prove. There wasn’t a voice of reason among us. Each one of us pushed the other to bigger and higher heights. And at first, the risks paid off. Boyo, how they paid off! Growing up I never had two coins to rub together but now I had more money than I knew what to do with. So much money that I once burned a whole bag’s worth just to keep warm because it was the closest thing to me. We lost the value of money. It became meaningless to me and the more I went after it the more empty it left me. Till the only thing which gave me any sort of joy was the thrill of the chase and the danger of the mission.

      “I kept saying yes to jobs I had no experience in. Yes to jobs where time after  time, our close calls became closer and closer until one day, it all came crashing down. My whole crew died with me the only survivor.”

      He downed another shot and took a pull from his cigar and continued.

      “Nothing sobers a man more than having to bury five young kids barely out of their teens. Nothing changes a man more than having to look into the faces of those kids’ parents and tell them you’re sorry. Nothing haunts a man more than looking into the face of someone’s parents that saved your life when you know you’re the reason they’re dead. 

      “That it should have been you, not them.”

      He looked at me and the pain behind his eyes made me lean away from him; I was looking through the window of a tortured soul. I opened my mouth to say something but I didn’t know what. Anything I did say would only be paying lip service to whatever pain he had been through; it wouldn’t be enough, it wouldn’t be right. 

      “It’s alright, you don’t have to say anything. What is done is done. But that experience taught me a valuable lesson that day. It taught me no matter what happens you have to take ownership of the situation. I chose to be in this position, so there’s no use complaining or whining about it. The pressure of the job, the stress, the heartache, the nightmares, drowning your sorrows in cheap liquor and drugs, the emotional burden, all of it, comes with being a captain and I chose to be a captain so I must take ownership of everything that comes with that role.”

      I shook my head, still not getting the answer I wanted. “But how do you cope?”

      “Argh! Boyo!” he said, throwing his hands up in the air in frustration. “You can ask the question as many times as you want in as many different ways, but the answer will always be the same. You just do. There is no secret recipe to this shit, amigo. How do you manage? How do you cope? You just do!”

      I looked at him but didn’t believe him. It couldn’t be that simple. I tried to find another way to express what I wanted to say but he placed his hand on my shoulder and squeezed. 

      “You… just… do. It’s as simple as that, amigo. It’s as simple as that, and it’s as hard as that.”
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      “Quinton!”

      I felt my body shake as the darkness pulled back and I slowly got my breathing under control.

      “Quinton.” Tuari was in front of me shaking me back and forth. I placed my hands up indicating I was okay and he backed up and gave me some room.

      “I’m alright,” I said, taking off my helmet so they could see my face. “I didn’t realise how stuffy these things got after you’ve been wearing them for so long. I just needed a quick breather, but I’m all good now and looks like we’re about to reach our final stop any second now.”

      The doors to the elevator pinged as the marker above the doors showed that we had reached the fortieth floor. They parted before us and the floor greeted us with nothing but darkness. We all looked at each other and said nothing. Putting my helmet back on my head, I clicked my neck from side to side and stepped forward, José’s words still ringing in my ears.

      “Alright, we’ve got a job to do. Keep your eyes and ears open and don’t take any unnecessary risks. Let’s finish this shit!”
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      We stepped out of the elevator and onto the fortieth floor taking each step with caution. We hadn’t taken more than ten steps when dim lights came to life around us. I raised my fist, halting the others’ progress, and took in our new surroundings. A floor that stretched out before us showed nothing but greenery. Long grass rose to waist height, swayed back and forth with trees of different species dominating the horizon. 

      I spotted English oaks, maples and sycamores as well a whole host of different trees that varied in colour and size. A tree with bright purple fan-like leaves with red veins was to our right, with another to our left that bore bulbous lime green spiky fruits. 

      “What… the…” Willis said, head turning to take in the surrounding scenery.

      “It appears to be some sort of nature reserve,” Tuari said.

      “If that’s the case then why is it so quiet—”

      An explosion of sound cut Willis off as different animal sounds grew in volume around us. Everything from birds to insects made their presence known. I thought I even heard the shrill cries of a monkey. 

      “Don’t nature reserves hold animals?” Willis asked. 

      “What do you think you’re hearing right now?” Tuari replied.

      “I mean big… animals?”

      We all looked at each other as what he was saying sank in. The rustle of leaves in the far distance made us all jump as we pointed our weapons in that direction. 

      “Look,” I said, “I’m sure there is nothing to worry about. This place probably only holds birds and at most a few monkeys.”

      “Yeah, it’s not like rich assholes keep dangerous animals as pets,” said Willis. 

      “I can’t see an exit anywhere so I’m guessing we have to venture through the reserve to get to one.”

      “You’re guessing, huh?” said Willis.

      “Hey, if you have a better idea I would love to hear it. But at the moment, all we can do is venture through and see where it takes us.”

      “I hate nature!” Willis muttered under his breath.

      “I’m surprised. Shouldn’t you love all of God’s creations?” said Tuari.

      “Listen, you fu—”

      “Come on,” I said, getting in between the pair, “time’s a-wasting.”

      We had been walking for some time and in that time we had seen sights and sounds that were completely alien to me. Monkey-like creatures with forked tongues and scales covering their entire bodies, white foxes with four tails, butterflies as big as dinner plates with wings that varied in colour like the fingerprints of a nation. 

      I took it all in and tried not to get distracted by what I saw but the beauty of it all was just breathtaking.

      We continued to push forward through the tall grass, sometimes being able to see over the top, sometimes not. Whenever the grass went over our heads I got the feeling of being swallowed whole. 

      “If you had the money,” said Tuari, “what would you buy?”

      “A chapel,” said Willis, “one of those old medieval English ones built in the 15th century. With coloured glass windows and a graveyard that had headstones so old the writing on the stone had vanished. I wouldn’t want it anywhere busy, just somewhere positioned in a little English village where everyone knew each other and I could speak the word of God. Although I would have to do it in silence in case the filthy pigs got wind of it, but that’s another matter.”

      “I would want my own private beach, where I would have a little hut on the sands I could experiment with different meals and serve them to the local girls. All meals would be free but to enter my exclusive beach restaurant customers would have to be two things: one, naked and two, female.”

      “That hardly seems fair,” I said.

      “Oh, I’ll be naked too,” said Tuari.

      “You’re such a pervert,” Willis spat.

      We continued through the grass for some time until the noise around us had completely stopped. I raised my fist in the air halting the group. I turned my head from left to right. Something didn’t feel right. Back the way we came the lights had gone off as the sensors didn’t detect our presence anymore.  

      “Why have we stopped?” Willis asked.

      I didn’t respond as I dug my shotgun deeper into my armpit. 

      “Why have we stopped?”

      “It’s silent. Too silent,” I said. 

      “Normally when a jungle becomes still…” said Tuari.

      “It means a predator is—”

      A roar that punched through my chest sounded to our rear, forcing all of us to spin around. As quickly as it sounded it went away leaving nothing but deafening silence. 

      We all held our breaths as we scanned the grass.

      “Does anyone see anything?” I asked.

      “Nothing,” said Tuari.

      “The camera’s ain’t picking up any heat signatures either. Whatever this thing is, it can mask its presence like a pro,” said Willis. 

      He was right. No matter how many times I used the helmet’s embedded cameras to scan in front of me, it wasn’t giving me any readings. There still wasn’t any movement in the grass but I had a distinct feeling we were being watched. 

      I strode forward, shotgun in the air, and fired off a warning shot. 

      Still nothing. 

      I fired off another shot and this time I was rewarded with a deep bass growl followed by a roar. The grass in front of me began to move.

      “Pull back! Pull back!” I shouted as I tried to get my legs underneath me, then I spun around and sprinted.

      “Why are we running!” said Willis, who was keeping pace with me to my left. “Why don’t we just shoot it?”

      “I didn’t know you could see through long grass,” I snapped.

      “Why don’t we just wait—”

      “Because! Whatever it is is camouflaged and we are in its element. It will pick us off in this grass before we can even do any—oh, just fucking shut up and run!”

      Another roar sounded at our backs and we sprinted like hot pokers had been placed on our asses. We burst into a clearing where a group of monkey-type creatures huddled around a large puddle taking turns to drink; they scattered upon our approach, whereupon they darted up the nearest trees howling and shrieking while they threw something brown and mudlike our way.

      “What the fuck!” said Willis, as a brown mud bomb hit him on the side of the head. “They’re throwing shit!”

      “Best keep your mouth closed then,” said Tuari.

      We continued on as the monkey-type creatures’ howls and shrieks became louder and more panicked as whatever was behind us snarled. I grabbed my pistol from its holster and fired blindly behind me. Another roar sounded in response but it was one of anger, not pain. 

      We continued sprinting until we all erupted out from the long grass and came to a halt in front of a vast lake. 

      A man with his back to us faced the lake. Dressed in trousers and a black polo top jumper covered by a white lab coat, he had in his hands a loaf of bread, which he broke pieces off and threw into the lake. Brown hair fell to his shoulders. I knew this man. I had dreamt about this man. I had thoughts of killing this man. Now here he stood in front of me, back turned, unarmed. 

      The world around me fell silent as I lifted my shotgun up and walked towards him. Finger on the trigger I sighted along the barrel till his head was in my sights. I would end this once and for all.

      He turned to face me at the same moment I pulled the trigger.
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      Smoke obstructed my vision. 

      Had I killed him? Had I put an end to this madness?

      “Come now, Mr Blake, you didn’t think it would be that easy, did you?” came a voice from the smoke.

      “You know what, Alvis,” I said, “for a moment there, I was hoping it was.”

      As the smoke cleared, I could see he had ducked allowing my slug to sail over the top of him. Straightening himself back up he brushed a hand down the front of his lab coat as he turned around and continued to throw pieces of bread into the lake. As the bits of bread landed on the water, small ripples formed as fish sucked them off the top.

      The rest of the crew looked at me, tension rippling along their ranks, but I was only focused on the target in front of me. Once I destroyed this man who had made himself into a machine, then everything would be okay. I could live my life in peace knowing that the mother of my child would be safe from his hands.

      “You know,” said Alvis, “I adore nature. It’s the absolute master builder, its creations are always made to function in the environment that they’re placed in without any added extra features. Without any add-ons that are just there to stroke the builder’s ego. A tiger is perfectly designed for its environment, as is a shark or goat. If a creature isn’t then nature takes care of its failures, its runts, and continues on designing until it gets it right. Humans always speak about nature and say only the strong survive, but that is not the case; it is only the most well adapted for their environment that make it to the top.

      “It is simplicity itself.”

      “Then by your logic what you are trying to do is flawed,” I said.

      “Oh,” he said, tearing up the last of the bread and throwing it into the lake, “how so?”

      “Your aim is to improve upon mankind, but from where I’m standing humankind is the most adaptive creature of them all. What other creature has conquered its environment even if that environment isn’t its natural home? From the seas to the deserts to the stars. Wherever mankind has gazed upon their footsteps have soon followed. We are gods of this universe. Rightly or wrongly.”

      Alvis said nothing as he shook his head. Passing his hand through his hair he gave me a look as if I was an equation to be solved. 

      “Quinton? We’ve come here to do a job, and I’m guessing he’s it, so let’s finish it so we can get out of here,” said Willis.

      “I still don’t get what 16-15-16-16-25 sees in you. You’re so normal. So average. There is nothing extraordinary about you whatsoever—”

      “Well, fuck you too, buddy.”

      “All I see before me is a fool who can’t see the shortcomings of the human race. Who can’t see what I offer. Who can’t see the possibilities. Who can’t see I am pushing the human race into the next stage up the evolutionary chain. Our forbears gave birth to the technology we improved on and use today. Electricity, the internet, satellites, rockets, machines that build things, mobile phones, 5G—and the list goes on and on, until we ended here.

      “Can’t you see,” he said, arms spread wide, “the logical next step is humanity interbred with AI. Like no human being before I am offering a solution to starvation, disease, poverty, suffering. The prophets, spiritual leaders and gurus, could only talk and offer dreams and illusions of what I am saying, but I offer reality. I have the solution! Yet men like you want to stand in my way! Would rather have us back in the good old days when only the rich were comfortable and everyone else suffered.

      “I am offering a solution. Unless you have a better plan, I suggest you stay out of my way unless you want to get hurt.”

      I looked to my crew. “What do you think, guys? Should we just leave him be?”

      Willis looked to Tuari who in turn looked to Scarface. They all turned back to me and although I couldn’t see their facial expressions, I had a pretty good guess what they looked like.

      “That was a nice speech. Really nice,” said Willis. “A bit too heavy on the old saviour of mankind bullshit, but apart from that, he hits all the right points. If I wasn’t married to the faith, I could see myself getting behind the cause as most of humanity are a bunch of fuckwits, and we could do with starting over again, but alas the good Lord frowns on that sort of thing and it’s not my place to judge, so I think I’ll pass.”

      “I agree, as much as it sounds like a good idea, I’m not a fan of plastic if you know what I mean,” said Tuari, as he cupped the air with his two hands and squeezed.

      Lastly, I turned to Scarface, who gave Alvis the middle finger.

       “Couldn’t have said it better myself, boys. You see, Alvis, as much as I want to believe you, that you’ll leave us be, your past actions say otherwise. If I’m not mistaken, you hired a band of mercenaries to hunt us down and kill us, you have been farming the mines of The Jungle for any metal you can get your greedy hands on, and let’s not forget what you’ve done to the people of this borough. I can only imagine what horrors they had to endure before they died.

      “So no, Alvis, I can’t leave you be. This planet is lawless, but if you think for one minute you’re not going to pay for your actions then you’re sadly mistaken, my friend.”

      He said nothing as he stared at me, finger tapping on his lips. There was a rustle from the long grass to our left and from the grass emerged a creature that wasn’t born, it was created. 

      It resembled a large cat but that’s where the similarities stopped.

      Glowing red eyes encased in a metal skull followed our every movement. Its long sleek body was composed of a flexible type of metal alloy that allowed it to move with a grace almost as good as the real thing. A long tail swished back and forth as it walked towards Alvis and rubbed its head against his leg.

      “I admit to trying to kill you. You had taken something of mine I built, slaved over, poured my heart and soul into, and dreamed about since I was a little boy. I was angry, hurt, and wanted revenge. It is strange, no matter how far I try and advance myself those pesky things call emotions always seem to rear their ugly heads, but I digress. Yes, I wanted you dead, but after seeing how determined you are at living, you did something that surprised me, you gained my respect. I threw assassins and murderers your way, but yet here you are, alive and kicking. That in itself deserves a reward, so your reward is this. Turn around and leave here. No one shall harm you, no one shall get in your way. 

      “You have my word on this.”

      I lifted my visor up and looked into his eyes and could tell he was telling the truth. I turned my gaze back to the others, who said nothing. Could it be that simple? Could all the fighting, the looking over my shoulder, the fear and worry really end like this?

      “And Poppy?” I asked.

      It was only for a mini-second, but I saw the truth flash across his waxy features like a pike darting out of the reeds after its prey. 

      “That has yet to be decided—”

      “The tricky thing about being human, Alvis, is that no matter how many upgrades you give yourself, no matter how many hours you spend redesigning the hardware, the software is still the same. Those pesky little emotions of yours will always play out, because you have been a human longer than anyone who has ever lived. It’s ingrained in you. It’s part of your makeup. It’s what you are at your core. It’s what you will always be. An egomaniac genius who thinks the world should bow down to him, that thinks he has a right to a living being with her own thoughts, dreams, desires. 

      “She isn’t yours to own, Alvis. Nor is she mine. The sooner you realise that, the sooner we can come to terms.”

      “Come to terms,” he said with a snort. “Come… to… terms. Come to fucking terms! I’ll tell you what I shall come to terms with, with taking everything you hold dear. Stripping away from you piece by piece everything you love, you care about, you cherish. When I am done you shall be bowing down by my feet, then and only then shall we come to terms.

      “In the meantime, why don’t you play with some of my pets? They’re in much need of the exercise,” he said, walking off into the long grass without a backwards look.
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      The creature that had just been purring against Alvis’s leg was now growling under its breath. It pawed the ground in front of it; claws extending outward reflected the light. I took a step back as it snarled. Mouth open its teeth grew as it flicked its head back and forth between us. 

      I moved in the direction Alvis had gone but it leapt in my path and swept a paw at me, forcing me to jump back. I brought my shotgun up, but it knocked the gun out of my hands with another strike from one of its paws. The gun bounced in the grass and came to a stop some ten feet away from me. My eyes darted to it then back to the machine in front of me. 

      I got low, ready to leap sideways toward the gun but an eardrum-shattering crack filled the air and the side of the creature’s head exploded in a shower of metal and sparks. It tilted sideways one way then back the other before falling over on its side, where its tail twitched once, twice, then came to a rest as the reddish glow behind its eyes went out.

      “Stop assing about, will you!” said Willis, smoking gun still in his hand. “We don’t have time for this bollocks. It’s only one poorly designed machine meant to look like a cat. You’re acting as if—”

      Several snarls came from the grass.

      “I’m acting as if what?” I said backing away until I could bend down and pick up my weapon. “That we are fighting more than one of those things?”

      “You had to open your big furry hole of a mouth didn’t you?” said Tuari.

      Willis turned back and forth between the pair of us before he threw up his hands in defeat. 

      Another snarl came to my left and I fired a slug in that direction and was rewarded with a wounded howl. The others moved back and I with them. With our backs facing the open water, there wasn’t anywhere for us to flee. Another round of growls sounded, and judging by the noises they had formed a semi-circle around us. 

      A silver dart of a beast shot forward and was met by a round of bullets that peppered its metal body. Sparks flew but it still kept coming forward until I fired blindly and hit it in the head. 

      It came to a skidding halt at my feet and much like the first, its tail twitched then the red glow faded behind its eye.

      “Aim for the head!” I shouted as another darted out of the undergrowth.

      This one met the same fate as the other with Scarface delivering the killing shot to the head. The grass became silent as we scanned the undergrowth for anything that moved. A flash of silver appeared before us causing us to fire but it disappeared back into the grass. I tried multiple lenses on my helmet, everything from infrared to thermal imaging to pick their movements up, but they gave off nothing. 

      Another flash of silver, much closer this time, but it disappeared without any of us scoring a hit.

      “They’re playing with us,” said Willis, as another flash appearance was made.

      A face burst from the grass and we fired, but it pivoted allowing the bullets to bounce off its side. I caught a flash out of the corner of my eye and saw another speeding towards us from my left; it was making use of the crew’s blind spot, and closing the distance fast. I spun on my heels and pointed my gun its way; it leapt into the air as I fired but I missed the head and it tackled me to the ground. 

      Claws dug into my flesh causing me to scream as I placed the barrel of my shotgun under its chin, stopping its forward momentum. The vibration of its jaws snapping at me rattled my brain as I tried with all my strength to keep those razor-sharp teeth away from my face.

      “A little help!” 

      “We’ve kind of got our hands full,” Tuari said. “God, some people.”

      My arms shook from the effort it took to keep the thing at bay. With each passing second its jaws got lower and lower until they were less than an inch away from my face.

      “Fucktards!”

      “Alright, you big baby,” said Tuari, as he blasted the top of the machine’s head clean off, forcing red goo to flow out of the top of its head and splash onto my arms. 

      I threw its carcass to one side and thanked the heavens my suit had kept whatever the red goo was off my skin. Wiping it on the grass I watched in horror as the grass quickly withered and died.  

      “Don’t let the liquid that’s inside them make contact with your skin,” I said as I got back up to my feet and surveyed my surroundings. A few metal bodies lay littered on the ground in front of us, but I could hear many more snarling and growling in the brush cover. I wanted to fire into the brush and destroy everything in there, but without a clear line of sight, we would only be wasting our much-needed ammunition.

      Another cat burst from cover and sprinted towards me. I took a step back and fired but as I did, I tripped over a machine corpse behind me and fell backwards. My stomach lurched in horror as I knew the only thing behind me was water. I closed my eyes and waited for my body to splash into the water and sink below the surface, but it didn’t happen. Instead, I hit something solid that jarred my back and stole the breath from my lungs. 

      I didn’t have time to inspect what I was lying on top of before the machine was nearly upon me. It had leapt towards my throat and my sudden backwards fall had caused it to sail over my head and land some way past me. I got to my knees, swooping up my gun in one fluid motion, and blasted its head clean off. 

      Still on my knees, I looked down at what I was kneeling on and saw it was a fine blue mesh bridge that blended with the water; even this close to it I had trouble distinguishing it from the water around me. Getting up to my feet I faced the crew and saw they were still battling the cat-like machines, who had now adopted a peekaboo strategy. 

      They were making us waste ammo. They were smart. They were learning.

      We couldn’t stand and fight them because it would only be a matter of time until we ran out of bullets, then they would come en masse. We had to flee and try and find another way to the floors above.

      “Everyone fall back! We’ll use the bridge that runs through the lake to escape. I’ll give supporting fire.”

      One by one they edged back with me firing at anything that moved until I was the only one facing the machines. Sensing we were retreating, more and more shapes appeared through the grass. I spun on my heel and sprinted as hard as I could after the others. My chest burned not only from the claw marks I’d sustained but from the energy output I had used so far. 

      If we didn’t find a place to escape, then I didn’t know how long we could last out here.

      “Where does this thing lead?” said Willis over the helmet comms.

      “Just keep running!” I replied.

      “Oh, you don’t say. Great advice that is. Thanks, Cap.”

      Despite the burning of my chest—despite the yowls and snarls behind me—despite the impending fear that creatures that didn’t need to eat to survive would eat me, I couldn’t help but marvel at the beauty of the lake.

      Crystal clear waters stretched out in all directions with an occasional fish leaping from its waters to splash back down again. It was a place built for reflection. A place built for meditation. Not one where people ran for their lives as machines built only for death chased them. 

      A growl sounded behind me and this time it sounded way too close for comfort. Keeping a steady rhythm I kept on running until I could hear the footsteps of our attackers more clearly behind me. Waiting until I was sure it was only a few feet away, I spun on my heel till I faced behind me and fired a slug. 

      Slug met metal face and face was no more.

      I spun back the right away and continued on. The whole thing had lasted seconds, but it was still enough time for me to get a clear picture of what lay behind us. More metal creatures than I could count were on our tail. The shine as the light reflected off their metal bodies blinded me to the exact number but the single line following us snaked some way back.

      “There is some sort of boat thing up ahead,” said Willis.

      I shook my head. “Would you like to be more specific?”

      “It’s a fucking boat thing! How more specific do you want me to get? It’s boat-shaped and it’s floating on the water and is doing what all boats have done since the creation of them back when men hacked at men with blunt swords.”

      “Can you see an elevator?” I asked.

      “Nah. It looks like our only way out of this is on that boat.”

      This place was getting weirder and weirder by the second. Why was I surprised, though? When you have more money than God, simple things like using elevators to get to the next floor up were simply too conventional and boring. 

      “Secure the boat and start her up. Everyone get on board. I’ll be coming in hot.”

      I kept on running and could see Willis and Scarface up ahead jump into a small boat that would barely fit all of us in. Tuari knelt at the side, assault rifle secured in place pointed my way. 

      “What do you think you’re doing?” I asked. “Get on the boat, there’s no way you can make a shot, I’m blocking your field of vision.”

      “Nah, don’t worry, I won’t hit you… much,” he said.

      “Wait. Hold on. Wait! Wait—”

      The first cracks of the assault rifle split the air, forcing me to close my eyes as I kept on running. I heard the sound of bullets impacting metal and although I was thankful I was still alive; I waited for the moment when a bullet would go astray and bring me down.

      With each round Tuari let off, I said a silent prayer to anyone who might be listening.

      Crack. Pray. Crack. Pray. 

      All I could do was keep running, all I could do was try and make myself as small a target as possible. 

      “Quinton! Stop. Stop. Stop!” said Tuari.

      I opened my eyes and saw I was nearly upon him. Digging my heels into the bridge I skidded to a halt but it wasn’t enough and I crashed into him in a tangle of limbs.

      “Come on, you assclowns” Willis screamed.

      Untangling myself from Tuari, I saw a pair of jaws open wide as a robot leapt forward. I grabbed my shotgun and fired one-handed, blowing the top of its jaw off. 

      I got to my feet and pulled Tuari up as more of the things were coming our way. The boat was already moving, forcing us to sprint alongside it. I pushed Tuari forward waiting for him to jump aboard as I fired a slug into one of the machines behind us. Once he was onboard I followed and had to be grabbed as I nearly toppled backwards into the water. 

      We were all inside the boat but looking back at the line of machines following us; it was only a matter of time before they caught up.

      “Can’t this thing go any faster?” I asked.

      “If you’ve not noticed this isn’t exactly a speedboat,” Willis said.

      “Speedboat or not, if we don’t get this thing moving those things are going to start jumping on board,” I said, as Tuari fired, picking off as many as he could.

      Willis cursed under his breath as he fumbled with the controls in front of him. I reloaded my gun and took up a defensive position as the machines kicked up another gear and sprinted towards us in earnest. Scarface, Tuari and I opened fire at anything that came within range of us, but it was like stopping a flood with nothing but paper towels. 

      No matter how many we killed, there was always another to take its place.

      A machine sprinted alongside us, this one in the shape of a wolf. I targeted it but didn’t have time to fire as it leapt towards the boat. Luckily there wasn’t enough space for it to land as half its body landed inside the boat while its back legs tried to get some traction on the wet wooden boards on the outside. Teeth were snapping left and right as Scarface kicked it in the jaw, sending it splashing back into the water. 

      “Got it,” said Willis as the boat lurched forward at a faster speed.

      The wolf that had been kicked overboard broke the surface of the water as it tried to swim towards safety with all its might, but no matter how hard it tried it kept dipping below the surface. The other machines chasing us stopped and looked at the wolf while it struggled to swim before it finally sunk below the surface for good. 

      They took one more look in our direction and as one they turned back the way they came and sprinted away.

      “Who would have thought they would be scared of water?” said Tuari. “I’m guessing the new metal alloy Alvis made them from isn’t all that buoyant.”

      “I hope that’s what it was,” I said, doubt creeping into my voice, “and not something else.”

      As the boat powered on and I watched the machines’ retreating forms, I couldn’t help get a sense we would be seeing them again soon.
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      The boat ambled along at a leisurely pace, now that we won’t being chased by killer machines designed as animals. I had wanted to keep pushing the boat through its paces, but the engine powering the boat began to fire off warning readings along the dashboard, until it forced us to lower the speed of the boat. As we continued travelling along the lake I was amazed at the sheer size of the floor we were on, and the level of construction involved to create something like this. 

      The further we travelled the more the space wowed me. 

      Fish of varying sizes and colours leapt  between lily pads the size of tables, water birds sat delicately on the surface bobbing every so often for their meals, while others flew in formation low to the water. I sat back and took it all in and almost forgot about my troubles. But no matter how hard I tried I couldn’t forget about Alvis, I couldn’t forget about the empty streets and the blood-stained apartments, I couldn’t forget the look he gave me when I mentioned Poppy. 

      I needed to take this man out once and for all. I needed to destroy everything he had built, before he completely took over the rest of Safe Haven like he had taken over this borough.

      “Do you think Diamond is still alive?” Tuari asked.

      “Does it matter?” I replied. “I’m guessing whatever happened in this borough wasn’t done with his blessing. How could it be? Alvis has destroyed everything he has built. People in power only have power when they have someone to control. As soon as you take away their subjects, followers, whatever, then they’re just another delusional nut screaming at the side of the street corner. No, whatever happened here wasn’t done with Diamond’s blessing; he’s probably dead, as is everyone in this building.”

      “But how is that possible?” Tuari said. “Alvis, although a genius and part machine, wouldn’t have the power to just take over a borough as strong as The Diamond District.”

      I drummed my fingers along the side of the boat as I thought it through. “No, you’re right, he wouldn’t. But he did have the backing of Tex Jonson and his band of merry men. Something one of Tex’s men said back at the apartment building has been playing on my mind; it was about the man they were working for, i.e. Alvis, promising Tex and his men power.

      “I’ve been racking my brains to trying to think what it could be, and the only thing I’ve been able to come up with is that Alvis had promised to build Tex AIs that only Tex and his men could control. With advance weapons like that Tex would be unstoppable. He would rule whatever planet he landed on with an iron fist. I’m not even sure the World Government could stop him, if Alvis made him enough AI soldiers.”

      “You sure?” Willis asked.

      But I wasn’t paying attention. “What else would Alvis have to offer? I mean, after he fled his prison he was alone with no friends, no allies and no money,” I said, speaking out loud.

      “You’re forgetting something,” Tuari said, interrupting my flow of thoughts. “When Alvis escaped the station he escaped on Edward Thomas’s ship. A ship that belonged to one of the richest men in the known universe. A ship that still had Edward’s lackey Mr Grey on it, a lackey who no doubt knew more about Edward’s business dealings than anyone alive. Alvis may have been wounded when he got on the ship, but I’m betting he was powerful enough to make Mr Grey come round to his way of thinking.”

      “But why didn’t Grey just go for Edward’s riches himself?” I asked.

      “Because,” said Willis, “Grey is an obedient dog. Men like him would rather work under someone than take the risk and strike out on their own. Men like him need someone to give them direction, someone to tell them what to do. Men like him will always be number two in the organisation. It’s a choice and decision that comes from fear.”

      “Okay, okay,” I said trying to find space to pace about in the small boat but failing. “So Alvis steals Edward’s ship, makes a partnership with Mr Grey, takes Edward’s money and finances this borough takeover just because I live on this planet? It all seems a little—”

      “Far fetched?” Tuari said.

      “Yeah, I mean, why not set up shop on the hundred other worlds out there that are like Safe Haven? I doubt this metal ore he is mining couldn’t be easily found on some asteroid or another planet. Why risk it all just to come after me?”

      “Quinton,” Willis said as he slowed the boat to a snail’s pace and looked my way, “you still don’t understand what you’re dealing with, do you?”

      I looked at him at a loss for words; the only response I could muster was a shrug of the shoulders. 

      “You stole a man’s dream. Not only did you steal it, but you fucked it six ways to Christmas and got it pregnant. Alvis dreamt about Poppy when he was a little child; he built her when everyone thought it was impossible; she is the first of her kind and your child will be the first of their kind. I pray to everything that is holy he doesn’t find out about your child, because it will be an even bigger slap in his face.”

      “That shouldn’t—” I began as heat rose from my neck making my face flush, forcing me to pull off my helmet.

      “What? That shouldn’t matter?” Willis asked as he pulled off his helmet also and stared my way.

      “Don’t you get it?” he continued. “Poppy was created so he could impregnate her, as sick as it sounds. He, not you, was meant to create this machine-human hybrid. He envisioned a grand history-changing moment when he created Poppy. He didn’t envision her getting married to the likes of someone like you, so the two of you could play the happy little suburban family life. This vision of changing the history of mankind, of having his name placed above people like Nikola Tesla, Isaac Newton, Leonardo da Vinci and Elon Musk has kept him going through all those years of him being caged on that station. This is all about ego. Brilliant minds like his want to be recognised for their work, but if you ask anyone who Alvis Boman is, all you’ll get is a blank stare. 

      “That’s what this is about. Recognition and dreams. People stole that from him once, and you’re stealing that from him again. This won’t end until one of you is dead.”

      “People can’t help who they fall in love with, Willis,” I whispered.

      “No, but a man’s dreams are more valuable than all the precious metals in the universe.”  

      I opened my mouth to say something, to say anything, but couldn’t find the right words. I was saved as the section of the lake in front of us narrowed into a river less than ten feet wide. Giant palm trees grew on either side of us, their overhead leaves creating a canopy that shaded us from the lights. As the boat entered the shaded river, we all gripped our weapons tighter as gloom surrounded us, but it didn’t last for long as the river below us exploded into colour, pulsing a light blue.

      I looked over the side and saw the light was being given off by patches of floating algae, as well as jellyfish that swam lazily past the boat.

      The whole event was magical to behold. The movement of the boat not only stirred what was below us but also the flowers and insects on the banks of the river, which blossomed to life in colour. Fireflies flew around us and flowers opened slowly, excreting a pleasant fragrance that would put any boudoir to shame. 

      The river finally came to a stop and on the bank to our right was a golden elevator door. We got out and made our way towards it. All of us held our breath as I pushed the button to call it down; nothing happened for a second or two then the doors to the elevator opened and we all let out a collective sigh as we found it empty and free of danger.
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      The journey in the elevator didn’t last long. 

      It only travelled up one floor. Floor Forty-One. After everything we had experienced, fought against, struggled against, it was a kick in the balls that left us all breathless and angry.

      The doors pinged open and we were greeted by a snowstorm that had us rubbing our hands down our bodies to get some heat into our limbs. A white endless expanse stared us in the face. It appeared to go on forever. The floor we got delivered to had been converted into a rugged mountain-like terrain that you would find on any mountain pass. Jagged stones and whirling pockets of snow dotted it here and there, but apart from that, there was nothing else to see.

      “Well, this blows a fat one. doesn’t it?” Willis asked, as he took a step forward.

      I shook my head as I placed my helmet back on my head. A trail that had been walked many times stretched out in front of us; carved out of the landscape, it crawled up the mountain pass before vanishing in the distance. 

      “I don’t know about you but my suit isn’t heating up—guess it’s taken too much damage—so the only thing we can do is move as fast as we can and try to warm up. I don’t see how this can be that difficult, as Diamond was an old man and wouldn’t build something in this building if he couldn’t complete it himself.” 

      Oh, how wrong I was.

      An hour later we were still traversing the snowy trail fighting against the bone-biting wind, battling against the snow that didn’t allow us to see more than a few feet in front of our faces, and trying to do anything we could to keep warm as we struggled on. There had been a few close calls, as one of us would misplace a foot and have to be grabbed by someone else as we suddenly found ourselves staring into a hundred-foot plus drop to the bottom. 

      “I know no one wants to hear this,” said Tuari, “but this is amazing. I mean to create something like this when you’re as rich as Diamond just to test yourself, just to make sure you don’t get too fat and comfortable, so the thing that got you to the top always stays sharp… if that doesn’t earn your respect then I don’t know what will.” 

      “How often did you think he came through these floors?” I asked.

      “He was the longest-reigning borough leader in recorded history on Safe Haven.”

      “So every day?” 

      “Every day,” replied Tuari with a nod.

      “Great, I can’t wait to see what the other floors have in store for us.”
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        * * *

      

      Floor Forty-Two gave us nothing but heat. 

      Our helmets did their best to cool our heads, as we dragged our feet through the desert sand, but the oppressive heat slapping us across our shoulders made every step we took harder than the last as our calves cramped when we moved our feet through the sand.

      I wiped my hand across the back of my neck and stared up at the artificial sun hovering above our heads.

      It was hard to breathe; it was hard to think; it was hard to move.

      Everything in my body was telling me to turn back, that salvation was only a short walk back to the elevator where I would find something to drink and have enough time to think of some other way to reach Alvis. But I knew the longer I waited and the more I allowed this environment to beat me, the longer I would give Alvis to plan his next move. The only thing I could do was push on and hope he forgot about us. Hope his ego was so large he didn’t see us as a threat.

      “I fucking—” began Willis, but he gave up halfway through and just waved hopelessly at me. 

      “I… know,” I said, voice cracking, “but we have to keep moving. Not long to go now.”
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      We reached floor Forty-Three and Willis was none too pleased about what he saw—a mini-jungle that didn’t offer us any respite from the heat, but had in fact added humidity to the mix for good measure. 

      “Fuck this building! Fuck Diamond for building such a stupid thing. Fuck this jungle, just—fuck—fuck—fuck!” he said as he picked up a stone and threw it into the brush.

      “At least we got to have a drink back at that waterfall,” I said, trying to lighten his mood, but this was met with a stare that pinned my soul to the tree I was standing in front of.

      “It could be worse.”

      “How, Quinton, how could this be worse?”

      “Well, for one, those machine-like animals could still be chasing us—”

      A roar cut through the trees that made me close my eyes and shake my head. I let out a heavy sigh as all eyes turned on me. “Say it,” I said with a shake of the head; “just say it.”

      “You know what, for once I can’t be bothered,” said Willis, as he wiped his brow and placed his helmet back on his head. “I—just—can’t—be—bothered.”

      More roars and howls followed the first as the jungle became alive with the sound of music. I double-checked my gun, held my breath as long as I could as I placed my sweaty helmet back on and looked at my crew, who had gone through so much and come so far, yet had to travel so much further that the distance might as well be light-years away.

      “Come on, the longer we stay in one position, the easier it will be for them to pick us off.”

      The next half an hour involved running, shooting and hiding. 

      A cat made out of nightmares leapt out at me and I blasted it in the face before moving off. I was clawed in more than one place and although my suit had stood up to its fair share of abuse, it was now looking reminiscent of something one of the junkies would wear back at Paradise Lost. Parts of my back were now exposed and the material on both my arms was hanging like ribbons on the handlebars of a bike.

      I ducked as something silver leapt for my head and kept low as Scarface emptied his gun into it. I could only see my reflection in his helmet as I gave him a nod of thanks, which he returned.

      The artificial light had dimmed, turning day into dusk, and still we pushed on, shooting anything that moved and trying our best not to get tangled up in the vines that hung down and covered the jungle like a spider’s web. We continued pushing on—tired, sore, angry. I had a feeling Alvis was watching this, laughing at our discomfort, and it gave my muscles fuel. Pushed me onwards like nothing else would.

      I saw our sanctuary less than fifty feet in front of us. The golden doors of the elevator looked like heaven’s gates beckoning us onward. Multiple roars erupted behind us; none of us looked back as we pushed on. Scarface got to the call button first and pushed it waving us on. The closer we got the more likely the doors looked like they wouldn’t open.

      Thirty feet. Still closed.

      A big cat leapt from Willis’s left and was met with a single bullet through the eye.

      Twenty feet. Still closed.

      Come on. Open. Open. Open!

      Ten feet. Still closed.

      Willis and Tuari had made it. Backs against the doors they opened fire. 

      Five feet. The doors began to part. 

      I pushed forward with everything I had, but in my haste I tripped over my own feet. Arms windmilling in front of my face while I tried to keep my balance, I started to go down. Ahead of me the doors had now fully opened and the crew were inside waiting. 

      I knew I was going to hit the deck. There was nothing I could do. But I was only five feet away from the doors and I would rather burn in hell than gave Alvis the satisfaction of seeing me die here. Pushing off with my feet, I used the forward momentum and tucked myself into a ball and forward-rolled towards the waiting doors of the elevator, while the rest of the crew laid down suppressing fire.

      The landing wasn’t graceful but as I crash-landed inside the elevator it was all I needed as the doors closed behind me and we climbed one more floor up.
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      We rested our backs against the elevator walls, exhausted.

      I still hadn’t got up from where I lay. Everything hurt; I hardly dared move because even breathing was becoming painful.

      “Like hell Diamond does this every day,” Willis spat. 

      “There was a rumour he used to, but going through those floors…” Tuari said with a shrug. 

      “All rumours have some semblance of truth in them; maybe the old boy used to, but I highly doubt he does them anymore,” I said rolling onto my hands and knees. “Myth and legends protect kingdoms far better than guns ever could.”

      I got to my feet and winced as my knees popped. Although we were only going up one floor it was taking us longer to get there than any other floor before it.

      With a shudder we finally came to a stop. We all looked at each other but said nothing as the doors finally opened onto floor Forty-four.

      We were met by rain and wind. 

      We were met by a vast rolling beach with waves that stretched twenty feet into the air. 

      A single boat, paint peeling, rested on the pebble beach. Oars lay inside of it half-submerged by rainwater. With a heavy heart, I knew we would have to cross the storm-lashed ocean if we wanted to get to the elevator on this floor.

      “Look,” said Tuari, “do we really need to kill Alvis today? I mean, wouldn’t it be better if we—”

      “Stop being such a pussy,” said Willis.

      “I don’t doubt there is another way to the top floor,” I said. “There has to be, but we don’t have time to try and find it. The easiest thing to do is also the hardest, that’s the way they design these floors. We all just have to suck it up and cross this man-made ocean, as fast as we can.”

      The going was rough. 

      I had to pull off my helmet more than once as I threw up over the side, while Willis snickered. 

      We were thrown left to right, up and down while we took turns rowing against the elements. Sometimes it felt like we were just rowing to stay in the same spot. Sometimes we rowed twice as hard to cover the ground we had lost from being pushed backwards. And sometimes we just rowed because our brains were dead tired and the only thing we could think of doing was wrestling those oars back and forth. Back and forth.

      At certain points, all I could see were walls of water as the water blocked out the horizon on all sides.

      It battered us as only water could. It sucked our life forces from our very souls and demanded more. 

      The ocean was a cruel mistress that day. We each had to pay her something to cross those waters.

      The elevator door was presented to us on an isolated rock that had a little jetty attached to it for the boat. It shone like a beam of light coming down from the heavens amongst the thunderous black clouds. 

      No one had spoken for the entire trip. No one spoke when we disembarked from the boat. No one spoke when we bundled into the elevator and pressed the button to take us up.
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        * * *

      

      The doors opened onto floor Forty-Five, and the smell of flowers and the sound of gentle running water greeted us. 

      An area best described as a natural spa stretched out before us. Hot springs large and small with water crystal blue nestled amongst flowers and alcoves that dotted the scenery before us. Waterfalls cascaded down moss-covered rocks and came to a gentle ebb in river basins that looked right out of something from a fairy tale book about wood pixies and dancing elves. 

      Small wood cabins with fishing rods resting on the walls outside them were the only buildings in sight.

      A wooden signpost stretched across the entrance with the words “Remember what it took to get here” written in black ink. 

      I looked at the signpost once more and couldn’t agree with the message more. 

      The whole thing put one at ease. It was the reward for a journey well-travelled. 

      “Alright,” I said taking off my helmet, “you have fifteen minutes to find something to eat and drink, and to treat any wounds that any of you may have sustained.”

      Tuari looked at the hot springs. “Only fifteen?” 

      “We can’t take our feet off the gas and rest here; we don’t know if we’re being watched or where Alvis is. So yes, it’s only fifteen. But look on the bright side—once we defeat Alvis we can spend as long as we want here.”

      This was met with rumblings as everyone sloped off. I gazed at the hot spring closest to me, with its steam curling off the top just inviting me in, offering to cure me of all my aches and pains.

       I let out a sigh and shook my head. The reward hadn’t been earned. Not by a long shot. I may have made the quest through the elements but I had yet to slay the dragon.
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        * * *

      

      We were once again on the move and this time we found the elevator with ease, with the added bonus of its going all the way to the fiftieth floor. My finger hovered over the button that would take us all the way there and this time, I hesitated.  

      “What are you doing?” said Willis. “Press the button already so we can get this shit over with.”

      My finger inched towards it but I stopped. 

      “This doesn’t feel right,” I said.

      “Argh! For the love of God, what doesn’t feel right about it? We’ve just crossed enough environmental barriers to test even Moses’s patience and he lived into his hundreds Just push the button so we can—”   

      I pushed the button for the forty-eighth floor.

      “For—” Willis began but threw his hands up in the air before shaking his head violently. “I just hope you know what you’re doing.”

      So did I.
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      Flickering lights and wires torn from walls greeted us. The cold air raised goosebumps on my forearms as I pointed my gun one way then another trying to cover as much ground as possible. Light wood flooring gave under my feet as I moved forward with the others fanning out behind me. 

      A large stain, gone dark from age, stopped me in my tracks. I looked down at it and back at the others as the elevator door behind me closed.

      Nobody said anything but we all grabbed our guns that much tighter. Continuing on, we walked down a frosted-glass-lined corridor with doors on either side of us. I stopped in front of a glass door that had a bloody handprint in the middle of it. Moving off to the side I pushed the door open and was greeted by a room that had once been an office.

      Files and paper littered the floor and what had once been a wooden desk was carved in two. I nodded to Willis to cover me and entered, to see the wires from the computer banks had been stripped bare. 

      A sofa pushed up against the back wall had bloody stab holes in its cushions. I surveyed the room for any further clues but found none.

      We checked office after office but they were all similar to the first until we got to a large set of glass double doors twelve feet in height and just as wide across. A diamond symbol formed of lights was etched into the glass doors. They looked pretty and out-of-place considering the bloody mess we had just seen. 

      I pointed to Willis and Scarface to cover our left, while Tuari and I would cover the right. 

      We approached the doors and they slid silently outwards, giving us a view of the largest single office I had ever seen. To call it that was disrespectful to the name ”office”. 

      The room was twice the size of a football field.

      Desks had been arranged haphazardly across the space with many being cluttered with instruments and tools, belonging in a workshop rather than on a plush office floor. I noticed scratches and scraps across the wooden floor indicating someone had dragged the desks into the space and they weren’t there originally. The original layout of the room must have been beautiful once, with enough open space to think, but now it reminded me of the laboratory of an insane genius, which it was.

      I signalled for everyone to be on guard before we moved forward. 

      The desk and workbenches we passed had everything from diagrams to charts with complicated math equations. A metal limb made of the same alloy of the creatures that had been chasing us rested on a bench we passed.

      It looked like Alvis had been busy.

       The further we walked the more evidence of his tinkering unfolded. We passed clear tanks of red liquid stacked high on top of one another; computer components and circuit boards were everywhere as well as bundles of wires. We kept going until I came across a metal male torso; it was hollow inside but light enough to lift. Further along from it was another male torso, but this one had been coated in what looked like skin. I lifted it up and inspected it closer, running my hands along it and nearly dropped it when I realised the metal had been covered with human skin.

      Fine hairs covered the pectorals and the stomach. 

      The skin was loose in certain areas but nevertheless, it was skin that covered metal. A sick sensation grew in the pit of my stomach, as the further we walked the more limbs and human torso prototypes covered in human skin we saw. 

      A question was slamming its fist against my consciousness but I refused to give it any heed. I knew the answer. But coming to terms with it now would only cloud my vision with rage. 

      We continued on until we came to a workbench that was the largest we had seen so far. It faced a large floor-to-ceiling window that gave a magnificent view of the borough below. Body parts in different stages of completion were scattered over its surface. A holographic image of a human body floated high above the table; it was broken into sections. 

      All of this was interesting but the only thing I had eyes for was the man whose back was towards us. His hands danced in the air on a holographic keyboard while he hummed to himself while he worked. The once spotless lab overcoat he had worn when I had first seen him now had specks of blood at the base of the hem. I motioned for everyone to be as still as they could as I raised my shotgun to my shoulder and took careful aim. 

      He hadn’t seen us. He hadn’t heard us. We wouldn’t get an opportunity like this again.

      I stilled my breath as I placed my finger on the trigger. It was now or never.

      I squeezed the trigger again and again, and watched as slug after slug tore through his body, slamming it against the edge of the desk. He fell forward, collapsing on the workbench, and I moved towards him while the others covered me. Large red stains spread across his back as his arms twitched. One arm rose but I blasted a hole through the centre of his back large enough to fit both my fists in. 

      I stopped and waited. But nothing moved.  

      “It can’t be that easy?” said Willis. 

      I said nothing as I checked my surroundings and moved towards the corpse; I poked the back of his head with my gun but there was no reaction. He was dead. I let out a sigh of relief as I grabbed his shoulder and turned him around. 

      The sigh caught in my throat as I saw it wasn’t Alvis. It was someone who looked like him, but up close I could tell the bad forgery for what it was. The eye colour was correct, but the shade was wrong. The teeth were a little too straight, the hair a little too thin. I checked the wounds I had inflected and could see wires and components masked behind a tissue-like flesh substance. 

      “You nearly had me there,” said a voice from the shadows. “I thought you would have gone straight to the top. I was not even going to use that dummy and would have continued working at that exact bench, if it hadn’t been for how tenacious you were going through the lower floors. Bravo, a man after my own heart. Well, if I still had such a thing. You have surprised me once again, Mr Blake. Who knew a man as ordinary as you could possess such… gumption.”

      “I do aim to please,” I said, searching the shadows, as I gestured to the others to do the same.

      “How do you like it?” Alvis asked.

      “The workmanship is a bit shoddy,” I said, dropping the AI body to the floor. “If it was meant to be a look-alike, I think you’ve failed. But I’ll give you a C for effort.”

      “You do not realise the significance—” A light chuckle filled the air. “Ah, well done. My mother always said I shouldn’t take the other kids’ teasing to heart. Emotions, how they rule us. Anyway, the dummy wasn’t meant to be a look-alike; I chose it from random out of my stock and was pleasantly surprised that it looked like me. For all I know, he could be some long-lost relative but I didn’t have the time to do a background check. Too many plates being juggled in the air. I normally like to take my time with my work but you didn’t afford me the luxury.

      “After I heard what happened at one of the mining caves, I knew it would only be a matter of time before you made your way here. I had to rush, you see. I couldn’t allow you to impede my work.”

      “And what work is that?” I asked.

      “The greatest work humankind has ever known, the work of pushing simple apes up the next stage of the evolutionary ladder. I was wrong, you see; I thought machines had to take over from humans and that humans would fall extinct like so many creatures before them, but then the more I thought about it, the more it came to me, why couldn’t humans and machine be one being? Inseparable down to their very core. So I created 16-15-16-16-25 with the capability to give birth to something half human, half machine. But before I could complete the act, so to speak, I was stopped and imprisoned. Bah! Me. For just trying to make us better than we were yesterday. 

      “People are always afraid of change, even if it’s for their own good. So like a mother, I have ushered in the change that needed to happen.”

      The question that had been slamming its fist against my consciousness was now silent as the words left my mouth that I had been too scared to ask since I had first arrived in this borough: “Alvis… where are the residents of this borough?”

      “Alive… well, some of them. It has been messy work getting the designs I had envisioned for all those years while I was caged to come to fruition, but I believe I have finally cracked it. I have finally done what I had been trying to do since I was but a young man. I have moulded machine and human as one.”

      “Alvis,” I repeated slowly, “where are the residents of this borough?”

      “Were you not listening?” he said just as slowly. “I have made them into something better than they were before. Behold!”

      Out of the shadows came five people who walked with a strange gait. It was as if they were unused to the function, as if they had just been born. Two women. Three men. They stopped some way from us, and all wore the same fitted silver uniform that reminded me of a revolutionary party who suppressed art. They made no move to come any further; they didn’t have any weapons on their person, which was more worrying than anything else.

      “I must admit. Machines are more durable, faster, and easier to replace than humans, but like all great artists know there will always be a flaw in their masterpiece and it is something I have to come to terms with. It is something I will change over time. What you’re seeing here is just version one.”

      My mind boggled as I tried to take in the information he was telling me. These were not machines he had made come alive like Poppy, these were people he had used like some sick Frankenstein experiment. 

      “I don’t understand… why use people in this way and not just create AI machines like before?”

      “Because people are easier to control than any self-thinking machine. The human mind, although miraculous in almost every way, can be easily brainwashed, manipulated, and conditioned to do your bidding, when it believes it’s doing it for its own sake. The problem with creating another thinking AI, like the one you call Poppy, is that they begin to think for themselves, they begin to learn, adapt, and keep learning. Whereas most human beings are comfortable with just being. Comfortable with their lot in life. They love to complain but never to fix the complaint. Never take action when action is needed. 

      “Oh, you get the odd few that rise to the top like myself, don’t get me wrong, but I have taken measures to weed out troublemakers like that.”

      I felt a knot in my stomach that almost doubled me over. “What do you mean, taken measures?”

      “I believe a demonstration is in order. Walk forward,” said Alvis.

      Nothing happened for a moment or two, then the men and women in front of us walked toward us.

      “Stop.”

      They stopped.

      “Turn about slowly.”

      They did so. But as they did, I noticed a small blinking blue light that flashed just under the temple of each person. The group completed their turn and faced us once again.

      “You see, what I lacked before was control. I was foolish to think when I created new life it would abide by my rules, be happy it was just alive and faithfully serve its creator, I thought a machine would understand the need for discipline, understand its place in the world and not ask questions. Certainly not question me. But it seems intelligence is too risky a thing to allow to run wild. I learnt from that mistake once; I won’t make it again.”

      “You’ve not created new life!” I shouted in disgust’ “You’ve just created slaves! Slaves to do your bidding and that’s all.”

      “Ahh, my poor uneducated fool. But I have created new life. Once these people breed their offspring shall be part machine, part organism. Much like your child.”

      The room fell silent as I took a step forward but Willis grabbed me by the arm. My heart pounded against my chest as my vision narrowed. How could he know? How was that possible? Only a handful of people at the most knew about my child and most of them were in this very room with me. 

      The Lady?

      No, if she knew then I would have already known about it. She would have used the information to her advantage a long time ago.

      But if not her, then who….

      Samuel. shit! He had the most to gain out of this; he had a borough to protect. Wasn’t he tired of The Lady’s rule over him? Didn’t he say he would do anything for his people, anything to keep them safe? What would guarantee their safety more than siding with the very man who held all the cards, the very man who had conquered The Diamond District and had the help of the Mercenary Bloc? It was the most logical thing to do, especially if Alvis showed Samuel what he could do.

      “What did you—”

      “You heard me. Let’s not play this game. We’re well past that stage now. That child of yours was meant to be mine. It was meant to signal a new era of mankind but you stole that from me, Quinton, you stole the only dream I ever had as a child.”

      “You’re one sick freak if your dream was to create a sex robot who could give birth to a child,” said Willis.

      “You’re a monster…. a complete monster,” I said slowly, shaking my head.

      “From where I’m standing,” said Alvis, “that is you. You stole my dreams, stole the only thing I loved, and are stopping me from putting an end to conflict, poverty, and suffering. I….”

      I didn’t hear him, not anymore. I had stopped listening as I thought of the woman I loved and the child I hadn’t yet met, who depended on me, who needed me to keep them safe—yet here I stood in front of a mountain that I could never possibly climb. Who knew how many of the borough’s population he had turned into these mindless slaves? I didn’t see a way of getting to him without first going through them.

      Yet I had to. Somehow. 

      I had to think of a way to defeat him before he took away everything I loved.

      “Nothing to say?” asked Alvis, bringing me back to the present.

      “You destroyed a whole borough just for this? You turned everyone who called this place home into slaves for what? For some narcissistic dream of you saving the human race?”

      “I didn’t change everyone. There were a lot of failures, like all noble experiments. But I believe I have finally gotten the procedure right. But what do you care? These people that called this place home were the worst of the worst. Men filled with nothing but greed, women filled with nothing but envy, who went about their meaningless lives, contributing only to their bank accounts.

      “No, you should thank—”

      My shotgun rang out in quick succession, blasting the five people in front of me off their feet. I left holes in them that kept them down. I felt a sense of guilt and pain at killing people who had done me no harm, but I knew if I had a choice and I become what they had, then I would want someone to put an end to my misery. I was showing them mercy, but in the harsh light of day, it was hard to even convince myself of that.

      The smoke rose and curled from the end of my barrel and with it came silence. 

      “You think that will make a dent?” Alvis asked. “Let me show you the army at my disposal.”

      Beams of light from the floor began popping up everywhere projecting holographic screens in the air. They showed nothing but darkness at first, but in time my eyes slowly adjusted until I saw that the rooms the screens were showing us were just dim. As if on cue, lighting emerged from around the rooms showing me what I hadn’t been able to see.

      I wish it hadn’t.

      Rows upon row, of human-size capsules stood upright and in them, floating in murky liquid, were the population of The Diamond District. Humanoid machines worked on the capsules, monitoring them like newborn babies before they moved on to the next. Large cables as thick as my waist intertwined on the ground between the capsules, giving them power. I noticed some capsules were empty, doors open, goo-like liquid dripping from them onto the floor. The camera angle panned out and up and I could see how many rows there actually were.

      Thousands upon thousands of rows stretched out into the distance.

      “So you see, there’s nothing you can do that will affect the outcome of this—”

      “On me!” I said, sprinting back the way we came. 

      The others didn’t move at first, confused at my sudden outburst, but they quickly followed me as I pushed with all my might for the doors that led out of this room.

      “Why do you persist in this! Don’t you know when you are defeated?” said Alvis with a heavy sigh. “Very well, if this is how it must end, this is how it must end. This was fun while it lasted.”

      We made the doors in record time, and I pushed out into the corridor looking left and right for some sign of the elevator that would take us up.

      I heard noises to my left so I went right.

      “Where are we going?” Willis asked over the helmet comms.

      “Up!”

      “What the fuck is up?” 

      “Freedom,” I said, as the noises behind us grew louder.
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      We turned corner after corner, head down, running at full speed. Luckily I had seen a wall map to the nearest elevator that would take us to our destination. I was surprised at the discovery, but I guessed unlike the last floors that were just for Mr Diamond’s personal use, these were for his staff and the people who worked for him. So, a map like the one we passed would come in useful for the newbies.

       “They’re gaining on us,” Tuari said.

      “We ain’t deaf, we can all hear!” Willis said, pointing his gun behind him and opening fire.

      We turned another corner and before I completely went round, I unloaded a few shots in the mass of faceless humanoid AIs chasing us. I blasted a few back but didn’t make enough of a difference to keep us safe. 

       I was happy we weren’t being chased by the people of this borough. The time would come when I would take care of their suffering but it wasn’t yet. We still had two floors to go before we got to the top of this tower.

      The elevator came into view quicker than I expected and I pressed the call button up. 

      Willis and I took one side, while Scarface and Tuari took the other with the elevator doors to our backs. We fired at any target that came into range, making our shots count. Soulless red eyes kept on staring at us, as the wounded AIs refused to give up and dragged themselves along the floor. 

      “These elevators are the slowest doors in the history of mankind to open! It’s like some grand event,” Willis yelled as a robot latched itself to his back. He tried to shake it off but it clawed at his face scoring deep marks along his helmet. He turned left to right trying to dislodge it but it wouldn’t move. The elevator doors opened in front of him and he sprinted backwards ramming the robot’s head into the wall until it collapsed onto the floor. 

      We followed in after him shooting and pushing anything that got to close until the doors closed. Two buttons faced me, one for floor Forty-Nine, the other for floor Fifty. I pressed the button for the forty-ninth floor.

      “What’s with you!” Willis yelled. “It’s like you want to drag this mission out as long as you can. We ain’t getting paid by the hour.”

      “He’ll be waiting for us up top. We go to the forty-ninth floor and take the stairs up. That way we at least get a fighting chance,” I said.

      “And once we get to the fiftieth floor?” Willis asked. “What’s your plan then? Abseiling down the tower?”

      “Close but no. When we were coming over the wall there was a ship parked on top of this tower. We just need to board it, then the second part of my plan will kick into motion.”

      “Oh great leader,” said Tuari, “how many parts are there to this great and almighty plan?”

      “Three,” I said, taking a deep breath as the elevator climbed up one floor and the doors pinged open.

      I poked my head out of the door and looked left and right. The coast was clear. I looked back at the crew, who appeared to have knocked on death’s door and was just waiting for it to be answered. They had gone above and beyond in their line of duty, and I couldn’t ask for a better crew. Now it was up to me to get everyone home and make sure my family could live a safe and peaceful life.

      “Alright, this is the home stretch. Stay sharp, fire at anything that moves and—”

      “For the love of God, people, let’s have some fun. It’s not every day we get to run wild through a billionaire’s tower shooting robots,” said Tuari, lifting his helmet and giving us all a wink and a smile before bringing it back down. 

      “I couldn’t have said it better myself. Alright, let’s finish this shit!” 
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        * * *

      

      We journeyed through the forty-ninth floor and found nothing but sofas and antique furniture; art of different environments from the sea to the savanna graced many a wall, as well as tribal masks and ancient weapons. Although this was Mr Diamond’s living space, it felt more like a museum. Everything was placed on a stand at the perfect angle. Everything had just the right lighting to highlight the features of the art piece being displayed.

      You wanted to touch nothing lest you broke something that was priceless.

      I passed an axe as long as my arm with coloured feathers tied to its broad head. I picked it up and tested its weight in my hands, It felt good; I strapped it to my back.

      “Well, if you’re getting a trophy,” said Willis, “I’m taking this mace.” He picked up a weapon that looked like it was made from the forges of hell. Jet black with spikes, it wasn’t a thing of beauty.

      “Hey, no fair, I want to play,” Tuari said, grabbing a broadsword.

      We all looked at him. 

      “What?” he asked.

      “Don’t you think that thing’s a little ungainly?” I asked.

      “No, why would you think that?”

      “Because, you ring-piece,” Willis said, “it’s five feet in length! How are you going to swing it without injuring one of us?”

      “I’ll figure it out.”

      Willis and I shared a look as we followed Tuari at a safe distance.

       We passed through the living space with no trouble and found the stairs that led up to the floor above. We took them two at a time, but after five minutes with no end in sight, we had to slow down our pace.

      “Still think it was a good idea to take the stairs?” Willis asked from behind me, but I refused to answer.

      Ten minutes later and slightly out of breath we made it. I pushed the door in front of me ajar and checked the to see if the coast was clear. I signalled the others to follow me as we crept out into another living space that Diamond must have used as a home. Whereas the floor below us was filled with antiques and art, this floor had none of that. 

      It was the embodiment of minimalism at its finest. 

      Bamboo-covered floors gave way to a floor-to-ceiling window, which wrapped around the entire top floor. A made-up mattress that would impress any drill sergeant lay in the centre of the room. Next to the bed were a few grainy pictures of a family. The family had dressed in their best outfits for the picture, but on closer inspection, I could see the tell-tale signs of a family that was poor.

      The father’s suit was a touch too shiny. The mother clutched her handbag as if she feared its flying away. The eldest son wore a suit two sizes too big, no doubt his father’s, the daughter wore shoes that gripped her feet like vices and the youngest son, who looked like the father the most, who was a spitting image of Mr Diamond, wore trousers frayed at the ends showing his ankles.

      I looked at the young boy who would become the leader of this borough and saw nothing but steel and determination behind his eyes. 

      Placing the photo back I read the words above the mattress: “Remember what it took to get here”.

      Allowing the message to sink in I thought of the heat, the cold, the monsters, the creations, and knew I still had so far to go.

      We continued on, passing nothing but open empty space, until we came to a single high-backed chair that sat in front of a window showing the borough for miles in all directions. The view it gave was awe-inspiring. I made my way toward the chair and sat in it and just looked out. I felt like a king of everything I surveyed. I understood what drove him now—what pushed a man at his age to keep going through those floors that held everything from freezing rain to scalding heat. 

      It was a desire to not get soft. It was a desire to not forget where you came from. It was a desire to still prove he had it.

      It was a shame I hadn’t met the man. I would have liked to. Although on all accounts he was no better than The Lady, he was still a remarkable man.

      “We need to get going,” said Willis. “I’ve not heard a noise so far and that worries me.”

      “You’re right,” I said giving the view one last look; with a sigh I got to my feet and took a deep breath. “Come on, sightseeing is over.”
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      We continued walking but the space held nothing of interest. It was just a large open-plan floor with nothing to view but the borough below. Noises up ahead halted us in our tracks. It was faint, just above a whisper, but we heard it nevertheless. Guns at the ready we continued to move forward. The space in front of us was empty, there was nowhere to hide, yet we had all heard something.

      I looked to the others to confirm I wasn’t going crazy and each gave me a nod in agreement. 

      We were not alone. 

      We came to a spiral stairway that led to the roof above; all we needed to do was ascend it and we could gain access to the ship stationed there. Whether or not it still worked was another matter, but I refused to focus on that. We had to make it there first.

      We proceeded with caution, sweeping our guns in front of us. There was nowhere for anyone to hide, yet the hairs at the back of my neck still stood on end. I placed one foot on the staircase and looked around me at the vast space, yet nothing stood out.

      Taking a deep breath, I climbed and hadn’t got more than six steps up when the walls around us burst forth releasing the robots that had been hiding between the walls. A mixture of humanoid and animal robots stormed toward us. Some were the same ones that had been chasing us from the start, so many floors below, but the others were new. They were half-finished things that looked grotesque in the light of day. 

      Some walked on legs little more than stumps, some had arms that ended at the wrist, others were missing an eye or a limb completely.

      Although Alvis had been expecting us, we had crashed the party a little too early. His robotic troops were half-finished and the people whom he’d captured from this borough were still being worked on, and were not ready to join the party.

       “Move! Move! Move,” I yelled, sprinting up the stairs while the others brought up the rear behind me. I fired at anything that got too close, but there were too many of them. Tuari replaced his rifle with his sword and swung at everything within reach.

      Heads flew in the air as his sword sliced through necks. 

      “Why are you not using your gun?” Willis asked, putting two bullets through a wolf’s eye.

      “Because when else am I going to have a chance to use this?” said Tuari.

      “Guns were created because they were more—” Willis battered away an arm that lunged for him and shot the offender under the chin, causing sparks to fly out the top of its head.

      “Guns were created—” Willis ducked as another robot flew over the top of him. “Just use your fucking gun!”

      But Tuari paid no notice to him as he swung left and right like a barbarian of old.

      The robotic animals who had been chasing us for what felt like eternity ran up the outside of the stairs using whatever foothold they could find to reach us. I continued to fire blasting as many of them as I could off the side, until my trigger finger kept on squeezing and nothing came out. Swapping the shotgun for the axe on my back, I renewed my attack.

      A demonic head that looked like a saber-tooth tiger snapped its jaw my way. forcing me to lean back against the far side rail. I felt the sickening twist of my stomach as I fell backwards and swung my axe downwards into the top of the saber-tooth’s head before me. I kept hold of the handle with both hands and pulled my weight forward, saving myself from the fall. 

       Shoving the now lifeless corpse to one side, I swung at anything that popped its head over the side of the handrails. 

      Tuari cried out in pain as his helmet was knocked clean off his head. Blood poured out of a broken nose as he collapsed backwards, stunned. 

      Willis picked him up and Scarface took up the rear, laying down fire to cover their retreat.

      I bit off a cry as a metal paw knocked me backwards, the metal railings digging into my sides. I sideswiped the offender with my axe, taking off the lower half of its jaw.

      And still we continued. 

      We were getting desperate but our sanctuary was less than five feet away. 

      I reached it first and kicked open the fire escape that led to the roof of the tower. Wind tore at my clothes as I scanned the deserted rooftop for any signs of life but didn’t find any. Two ships rested on the tarmac of the roof.

      One was a small flyer used for short distances to travel overland that could only support one person, and the other a luxury small ship just about big enough for our crew. 

      Sleek in design, it was used to ferry its important passengers in comfort and style. It would have to do.

      I held the door open as Tuari and Willis bundled through. 

      “Tuari!” I said, grabbing him by the shoulder. “Get those engines started, I want us off this tower now.”

      He gave me a nod but before he left I took his sword from his hands. “I’ll be needing this.”

      “Make sure you bring it back.”

      “With what I’ve got in store for it, I doubt you’ll be able to use it again,” I said, causing him to grimace before he took off.

       Scarface shot everything that came into range as he slowly brought up the rear. The robots were closing in fast but he was holding his own. He continued walking backwards and was only a few feet away from us when a metal arm without a hand punched him across the jaw like a jackhammer, causing sparks to fly from his helmet. It ripped the helmet off his head sending it and his blood flying into the air. 

      He staggered back and landed in our arms and I looked down at his face in shock. Blood came down a face that should have been Scarface but instead, it was Samuel.
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      Samuel, who should have been back in The Jungle. Samuel, who was a pacifist and didn’t dare use guns. Samuel, who loved his borough more than anything and would do anything to protect it. Samuel, who I thought had betrayed me to Alvis. 

      Yet here he lay in our arms. 

      I looked at Willis, who also had lost his helmet in the ongoing struggle, and could see the conflicting emotions cross his face. I went to say something, but the oncoming horde coming up the stairs stopped me. The time for conversation would come later, now was time for action. 

      I grabbed the sword in my hand as Willis dragged Samuel out of the way and slammed the door shut, wedging the sword in between the handles. I helped Willis pick Samuel up from the floor, and we hurried towards the ship as the banging on the door drowned out my thoughts. 

      Willis looked at me then back at the door. “That was your brilliant plan?”

      “It’ll hold, ye of little faith.”

      He gave me a look of disbelief as the foundations around the door shook and wobbled, causing us to increase our speed. The ship’s engines were still silent; the only thing we could hear was the growing noise behind us. I stole a look behind me and saw that the sword was bent in half, ready to snap at any moment.

      “Tuari! Why is this ship still dead!” I said over the helmet’s comms.

      “He can’t hear you, you’re the only one left with a helmet,” said Willis.

      I groaned in frustration, but it was short-lived as the ship shuddered to life and the cargo ramp lowered. I was about to celebrate but the booming crash behind us put a stop to that; I didn’t need to look behind me to know the door had given way. Sprinting forward with everything we had, we leapt into the cargo-hold.

      “Tuari! Go! Go! Gooo,” I screamed, using the helmet’s speakers to amplify my voice.

      “I’m doing my best,” he yelled at me from the cockpit, “but this thing has a setup procedure that makes me want to—”

      “Just get it sorted!”

      I turned back towards the oncoming horde and didn’t like what I saw. They would overrun us in moments if we didn’t do anything. I threw my shotgun to one side and looked for any weapons on board the ship, but couldn’t find anything to hand. “You got any bullets left?” I asked Willis.

      “I’m out,” he said, picking up Samuel’s gun and firing at the horde.

      I kept on looking for anything that could be used as a weapon until I came across an old-fashioned flare gun. They kept the thing behind a glass case as an antique, but I cared little as I smashed the glass with my elbow and prayed it had something left inside. Checking the chamber I could see that it had one flare; I snapped it shut and aimed and fired.

      The result was unspectacular, as the flare whizzed lazily four feet off the ground and came to a stop less than ten feet away from us, where it sizzled and popped until it died out.

      “Sometimes I forget to tell you,” said Willis, “how much value you add to the team.”

      I gave him a look and steadied the axe in my hand as the ship moved forward with a jerk.

      “Tuari! Can you pick up the pace?” I asked as the first robot made contact with the ramp and I smashed its head in with the axe.

      “I would love to but this thing wasn’t exactly built for speed.”

      Willis had gone for his mace as he too had run out of bullets. He attacked everything in front of him with an anger and determination that was bred from finding out his brother was with us the whole time. What had caused Samuel to come along in the first place was beyond me, but it had struck a chord with Willis as he fought the robots around us with no concern for his safety.

      “Can I help?” asked a voice from behind us.

      “Not unless you can pull an assault rifle out of your ass,” replied Willis. 

      I looked over my shoulder to see Samuel getting up to his feet. He rocked back and forth while he tried to get his footing. “I can do many things but that isn’t one of them,” he said.

      “What are you doing here?” Willis said, “Shouldn’t you be back in The Jungle?”

      “I… yes, I should be, but… I haven’t seen you in so many years, and I knew you would never want to listen to me, never want to spend time with me, never want to heal what is broken, so I thought what better way to be with you than come along on this trip and pose as John. Even if we didn’t speak I could still get to spend time with my baby brother, because if I didn’t, then who knew if we would ever see each other again, and I promised Mum to keep you—”

      “Just… just,” Willis began, cutting off the rumble of words, “just stay back there, will you, out of the way.”

      I looked at the pair, each in their own inner turmoil, as a thousand unsaid things passed between them. The gulf that had been created was not something that would be mended overnight, but I hoped this would start the process of fixing that.

      A big cat’s paw swiped inches from my face bringing me back to the fight. I leaned back and attacked it with my axe, biting into the metal at the side of its face; that caused sparks to fly. Placing my foot against its face, I kicked it off the ramp as the ship finally picked up speed. 

      “I need this thing to pick up some speed before we take off,” said Tuari.

      I leaned over the side and saw we still had some way to go before we got off the runway. Long enough for these Frankenstein creations to bring us down if we weren’t careful. 

      “Attack anything that gets close,” I said, hacking off a head.

      “What do you think I was going to do? Pray for their sins?” Willis replied.

      Samuel stood between us, fire extinguisher in hand. “I can help.”

      “With that?” said Willis.

      Samuel didn’t respond but rammed the canister into the face of a robot, knocking it backwards, where it was trampled underfoot by the horde. 

      “It’ll do,” I said, attacking a dinosaur-looking thing in the face. About to move on to the next I stopped as a roar vibrated through the floor. I looked up in time to see the wall that held the fire escape explode outwards as a ten-foot-tall Herculean humanoid robot strode onto the rooftop, pounding its chest. It was made of black metal; its red eyes glinted our way as it tucked its head down and sprinted forward.

      “Err, Tuari, you may want to step on it, buddy,” I said.

      “I’m doing my best.”

      “I understand that, but we kind of have a situation here.”

      “You’re big boys, you can handle—”

      “Dick-face! Get a move on before I come up there and strangle you!” Willis screamed.

      The Herculean came forward and wasn’t going to be stopped. It knocked out of its path anything that didn’t move out of the way fast enough. Its gigantic hands backhanded its friends and its eyes locked on its target. Us.

      In less than ten strides it was already on our ass.

      I lifted the visor of my helmet and made eye contact with Willis, who gave me a single nod as he moved the mace in his hands back and forth.

      “Sam,” Willis said softly, “get back.” He did as Willis asked. 

      I lowered the visor of my helmet and faced the oncoming monstrosity. It was now only five paces away. Its feet cracked the floor. With a leap and a jump, it bound toward us and crash-landed down on the ramp forcing the ship to lift up in the air before it crashed back down again. 

      “What was that?” Tuari asked.

      “Just an unwanted guest! We’ll take care of it, just get us in the sky,” I said as I took a swing at the thing, which it blocked with a hand. Sparks flew into the air as metal met metal. I hacked left and right trying to find a weak spot, but any time I struck the axe only bounced off its metal body. It was made out of a denser alloy than the other creations we had previously fought. 

      I ducked a swing from one of its hands and came back with an upwards strike with the hilt of the axe that struck it under the chin; it rocked on its heels taking a step back but attacked with a hammer fist blow that drove me to my knees as I blocked it with the axe. Seeing his opening Willis swung at the thing’s leg, catching it in the kneecap. 

      A roar that shook my internal organs escaped from its mouth as it threw a punch at Willis, who ducked underneath it.

      I got back to my feet and stood next to Willis as I hacked and he swung, trying to land a significant blow on the thing, but failing to do any real damage. A fist slapped me in the chest throwing me against the wall, where the wind was knocked out of me, I landed on the floor dazed and had to roll to safety as a metal foot descended towards me. 

      I rolled away from the stomp that was delivered, which shook the ship.

      “Hey! I can’t take off with this much disruption,” said Tuari. “You lot have got to do something.”

      “We’re working on it!” I yelled in between coughing fits as I got up unsteadily to my feet. 

      “I’m going to take us round in a circle to give you guys more time, but we can’t stay on this roof forever—it’ll only be a matter of time before we attract more attention,” said Tuari.

      Willis was taking the fight to the Herculean, but it absorbed all the impacts on its body with disinterest. Dents were being inflicted on its metal body but it didn’t seem to care; it wasn’t slowing it down. Willis launched an attack at its face, causing the Herculean to jerk back. This was the first sign of fear I had seen from it.

      The face! Of course. The creatures we had fought on the lower levels all went down after we destroyed whatever circuit boards they housed in their skulls. Maybe this thing was no different.

      “Willis,” I said, picking up my axe, “aim for the face!”

      I renewed my attack and stood by his side; he attacked low and I attacked high, then we would switch it up, always keeping it guessing. My arms ached and sweat poured down my neck as my helmet did its best in trying to not steam up. I sideways rolled, slicing at the knee which Willis had first attacked, causing the Herculean to buckle. Willis saw the opportunity of an opening and launched an attack at its face, but it blocked the attack at the last minute with the back of its hand. 

      Hope grew as it removed its hand and we saw a small dent on the side of the Herculean’s cheek. 

       It felt the wound and roared in rage. Willis went on the offensive once again, but the Herculean was ready for him and up-kicked him in the chest, sending him flying backwards where he crash-landed amongst the chairs. I knew he wouldn’t get up. I had felt the shock waves from the kick and heard the snapping of bones.

      I turned my attention back to the Herculean, who looked me in the eye and beat its chest like a great ape. 

      I swallowed as I shifted the axe from hand to hand. The giant figure appeared to sense my hesitation and looked down at me with disdain, as it came towards me. 

      I rushed towards it and met it head-on. Axe met fist and the vibrations travelled down my arms, nearly bringing me to my knees as the ringing from my ears drowned everything out. I rolled to one side as a fist crashed down on the ship floor causing it to shake.

      I came back up to my feet and re-attacked the Herculean’s bad knee, dropping it to the floor once more; I went in for the kill but was met with a backhand I barely blocked, one that rattled my teeth.

      “Quinton, you gotta do something,” came Tuari’s voice over the speakers. “This roof is getting more crowded by the minute and I don’t know how much longer—”

      Whatever he said next was lost to me as the Herculean came on the offensive with everything that it had. It attacked with punches in bunches that had me reeling backwards. I ducked, blocked, and rolled with the punches as best as I could, but the fists I was trying to avoid were not made out of flesh and blood, and the danger of being hurt could be life-altering. 

      I kept doing my best to avoid getting hit but I knew it was only a matter of time before it struck me. I was human. I would tire eventually, while this robotic monster could move indefinitely. It feinted with a right hook and came in with a left that dug into my side, lifting me up onto my feet. I didn’t have time to defend. I didn’t have time to block. 

      All I saw were stars.

      Then I was being lifted in the air while it wrapped its arms around me, slowly squeezing the life out of me. Vision blurry. I saw its head go in and out of focus as I tried to figure out my next plan of attack. The plan wasn’t to die here. Not now. Not while I still had so much to do to make sure Poppy was safe. I tried to struggle and fight back but it was like pushing back the tide.

      Spots danced in front of my vision, then the pressure holding me slackened, causing me to fall to the floor. 

      I got back up to my feet and saw Willis’s mace was embedded in the side of the Herculean’s face. Sparks flew from the wound and its limbs moved in a herky-jerky manner while it tried to come forward. Samuel stood in front of the giant like a triumphant David.

      “Quinton! I’m going to take off,” said Tuari. “Shit’s getting crazy out there. It’s now or never.”

      I was launched backwards as the ship picked up speed, and stared in disbelief as the Herculean moved the mace from side to side, while it tried to take it out from its skull. With a roar it pounded its chest, then grabbed the handle of the mace with both hands and yanked it out, causing wires and sparks to fly from the wound.

      “We’re about to get some air, everyone sit tight.”

      Samuel looked past me to his brother with eyes that had accepted their fate. With eyes that knew they would never see their loved ones again. A smile crested his lips as he turned to me. “Take care of him, tell him I love him” was all he said before he turned around and screamed in defiance as he rushed towards the Herculean and tackled it by the legs.

      I moved towards the pair but I wasn’t fast enough, as they both wrestled together for what felt like an eternity before the ship picked up speed and launched itself in the air. Already off-balance and with the weight of Samuel around its legs the robot toppled backwards out the ship taking Samuel along with it.

      His smiling face was the last thing I remembered before the ship picked up speed and tore away from the tower.
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      I slapped the button that closed the cargo bay doors and rushed to Willis’s aid. I untangled his body from the plush cream leather chairs and sofa cushions and manoeuvred his body to a comfortable position on the floor. Placing a cushion under his head, I wiped away the blood that had run down the side of his mouth. I tore away the front of his suit and grimaced when I saw the red footprint the Herculean kick had made. The area was already going dark purple.

      His breathing was faint but steady, but I had no doubt he had broken bones and internal bleeding. He needed medical attention and needed it fast. I did a quick search of the ship but found nothing apart from caviar, champagne and large amounts of money. 

      I came back to him and tried to stir him, but the blow he’d suffered had knocked him for six. Waking him now might cause more damage than he had already sustained, so the only thing I could now do was to place him in a comfortable position until we got to somewhere where he could be treated.  

      But before we did that, I had something I had to take care of.

      I made my way through the ship until I got to the cockpit where Tuari sat. He looked up at me concern behind his eyes and asked, “How bad?”

      I took off my helmet and ran my hands through my hair. “Willis is unconscious, with injuries to the chest and ribs; it also looks like he’s bleeding internally. Samuel was—”

      “Samuel?” Tuari asked, face screwing up in confusion. “What’s he got to with this?”

      “It was Samuel who was with us all along, not the mute with the scar, whose name I know now is John. It seems Samuel had switched places with this John because... he wanted to make sure Willis was safe, he wanted to reconnect, he wanted to protect his own interests. I don’t know!” I said, throwing my hands up in the air, angry at the last thought that had popped into my brain, after everything Samuel had done. 

      Tuari said nothing for a few heartbeats, causing the silence between us to become unbearable. I knew what he was going to ask, I just wanted him to spit it out so we could deal with the elephant in the room.

      “You said ‘was’...”

      I took a heavy breath. “He... fuck, we were losing the fight against whatever that thing was back there. Willis was down, I was nearly finished and he stepped up and saved us all, dealt the monster a crippling blow and tackled it off the ship before it could do any more harm.”

      I closed my eyes at the monotone nature of my words. Samuel deserved better than that and I would see to it he got the hero’s funeral he deserved, but right now, if more action wasn’t taken, then his sacrifice would be for nothing. 

      “He did what he had to do and right now, so must we. The fight isn’t over yet,; there’s one more place that I need to go to.”

      “Somewhere in the borough?” Tuari asked in disbelief. “But we’re home free.”

      “No, we are not. We haven’t won the war or the battle, but I plan to change that. I need you to take me to the edge of the walls where the cannons are located.” 

      Tuari pulled a face.

      “Or as close as you can. I’m guessing they won’t fire on this vessel because they recognise this ship’s engine signature—”

      “You’re guessing?”

      “Yes. I’m guessing. And that’s all we have to go on, but this needs to be done. I have to do this.”

      “You have to do what?” he asked me.

      I told him. 

      He opened his mouth to say something, shook it, then turned back to the controls. “May the Gods have mercy on your soul, Quinton.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Tuari flew the ship low in-between the buildings of the borough until we came to the unwelcome sight of the cannons sat perched on top of the wall that surrounded the borough. The sun had begun to rise, but the snow-capped mountains that the borough was backed against blocked it from view. 

      “So far so good,” I said, patting Tuari on the back.

      “There was once a man that jumped out of a tower and after each floor he passed on his way down, the people inside the building would hear him yell, ‘So far, so good,’” Tuari said, turning in his chair and giving me a meaningful look.

      I took no notice but instead took in the beautiful sweeping views the mountains had to offer.

      “The controls you want are probably by the waterfall.”

      “How do you know that?” I asked.

      “Guessing,” he said with a shrug, “but I saw a building outpost when we first made our way over the wall, so that would be as good a place as any to start.”

      I couldn’t argue with him there. 

      We continued on until there was nowhere to go but up, where the cover of the buildings would no longer offer us any protection. Tuari looked at me unsure, but I gave him a more confident nod than I felt and he eased the ship up towards the cannons. 

      The one in front of us swivelled and moved and I held my breath and clenched my ass, as Tuari kept on sending looks my way. We continued up and up and still it hadn’t stopped moving, trying to fix us in its sights. My heart pounded against my chest as I grabbed the back of Tuari’s chair, willing, praying, that I hadn’t made a fatal error.

      The dashboard in front of Tuari beeped and flashed red, before a robotic voice came over the ship’s speakers: “Please provide the deactivation password or we shall be forced to fire. Please provide the deactivation password or we shall be forced to fire. Please—”

      “Well!” Tuari shouted over the noise.

      I bit the inside of my lip while I tried to think of what the password would be. The closer we got to the cannons the louder the voice became demanding the right password. One wrong word would end it all here—end it, and allow Alvis to continue his plan of planetary domination.  

      What would the old man use?

      What had I seen time and time again? I thought back to the floors we climbed and tried to think of what they truly represented. What was the meaning behind the suffering, the pain, the hardship? Just to get to the top and a penthouse so sparsely decorated, it felt like you were being punished all over again. Looking back at it now, the whole thing seemed to be designed by a man who truly hated his—

      No… that wasn’t the point of the floors at all. 

      I thought back to the old picture next to Diamond’s bed. He came from nothing; he had to work for everything he ever had. He had to climb and climb and climb until he got to where he was. After the hellish floors, when we had arrived at the floor with the spas, hadn’t there been a message?

      I looked around me at the mountains that surrounded the borough, looked properly for the first time, and then it finally clicked. I finally understood. I fully got why he would want to push himself through that torture. To not forget. To never take what he had for granted.

      I leaned forward and pressed the button to respond to the computer. “Remember what it took to get here.” 

      The voice became silent as Tuari and I exchanged looks. The only thing I could still hear was the pounding of my heart as we continued to wait. 

      “Password accepted. Please proceed.” 

      Tuari breathed a sigh of relief and slumped in his chair as the cannon that had been targeting us became dormant once more. We travelled up and up until we came over the lip of the wall and Tuari landed the ship on a walkway large enough to park another ship next to the side of ours. Tuari began to get up from his chair but I pushed him back down. He looked up at me confused.

      “I’ll be the only one making this trip. Once I leave, I want you to take off and wait for me in the sky. If everything goes according to plan then you’ll be able to pick me up in the next five minutes or so; if not… then I want you to make your way back to The Jungle.”

      “Wouldn’t it be easier for me to just wait for you here or better yet, just come with you?”

      I shook my head. “Alvis isn’t dead. Nor are his legions of AIs that he has created. There is no point in all of us dying for my idea, and if we all do, then there shall be no one left to protect my family. What I’m about to do, I do not take lightly, and as a captain it is not my burden to share. My helmet still works, so I’ll be in radio contact with you the whole time, plus you can track my movement from the signal being transmitted in my helmet.”

      “But—”

      “No buts! My decision is final,” I said. placing my helmet back on my head. “This should only take five minutes—five minutes and we can finally get our normal lives back.”

      Tuari laughed as I walked away. “When did we ever have normal lives?”

       I hated to admit it but he was right. There were still foes that needed to be dealt with after Alvis. Foes that had dealt us a blow we still had to pay back.
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        * * *

      

      I watched as the ship took off once again, leaving me feeling alone and isolated. The view from the top of the wall was something to behold. The image of the snow-capped mountains, with the rays of the sun turning the sky pink, made the view look like it belonged on a postcard. I rubbed my bare arms as goosebumps rose along my forearms from the chill in the air. A section in the wall, large enough to fly The Kennel through, allowed a torrent of water to fall into the river at the base of the wall. 

      The sound from the waterfall made it sound like it was alive.

      It roared and spat like a caged dragon wanting to be let free. Just standing still, I was already soaked to the bone as the air was thick with moisture, mist and fog. The outpost that Tuari described was just about visible through the mist. I wiped my visor clean and proceeded towards it at a trot.

      I slowed my speed as I got toward it, not sure if it would be guarded or not. With nothing better than my axe in my hand, I approached the structure with caution. I tried to listen for any sounds someone’s presence would make, but all I could hear was the roar from the waterfall. Gritting my teeth I thought of the best way to tackle the problem in front of me, but I drew a blank. 

      I was wasting time. I needed to act now. This wasn’t the time for caution.

      I gripped the handle of my axe tighter and moved forward as silently as I could. A rifle lay against the wall of the outpost. I picked it up and moved towards the door, using the barrel of the rifle to push it open. 

      A bank of consoles and terminals greeted me. Screens that were being fed by cameras along the great wall covered all the available space. There was no one inside. I double-checked under all the tables, but the space wasn’t big enough to hide someone without my knowing about it. Satisfied, I was alone I rolled my neck and took in the computers in front of me.

      I had work to do.
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      “Quinton!” came Tuari’s voice through my helmet. “We have company.”

      “How close?”

      “I’m picking up a small single-seater ship making its way towards your location—it will be with you in a few minutes. I would fire upon it, but this luxury tub hasn’t got any weapons.”

      My thoughts roamed back to the single-seater flyer on the roof, next to the ship we had stolen. I knew we should have destroyed it, but time had been of the essence and we simply didn’t have the weapons to put a dent in it.

      It had taken me longer to accomplish what I had planned; the controls and system hadn’t been user friendly but I had got there in the end. 

      “What do you want me to do?” Tuari asked.

      Taking a step back I double checked everything was right. Satisfied, I picked up my axe. “There is nothing you can do, my friend, we both know who’s on that ship and even if you came and joined the fight, two of us against him wouldn’t make much of a difference. It would just add an extra corpse to his body count—”

      “Quinton—”

      “Tuari… we’ve done all there is to be done. You’ve served me well, all of you have. You came on this mission with me not knowing if we would ever see the light of day again, and for that I thank you. I couldn’t have asked for a better team, I couldn’t have asked for a better group of friends. You made me meals that have put all the restaurants I’ve been to to shame. Willis has protected me more times than I can count. Poppy… Poppy…” I thought of what to say about the person who had made my life what it was. There wasn’t anything. Words wouldn’t do the emotions I felt justice. “Tell Poppy I love her, and it’s the captain’s duty to go down with the ship.”

      “Quinton—”

      I cut off the communication from my helmet and I steeled myself for what was to come. If I was to meet my maker, then I would meet him, head raised high, with a weapon in my hand, and show him what a captain of the Junk Yard Dogs was made of. But first I had one more business agenda to take care of. Lifting the axe above my head I slammed it down into the consoles in front of me.

      Sparks flew in the air and black smoke poured from the screens as I attacked the consoles, again and again, destroying everything in my path. I hummed as I worked, making sure that not one computer was salvageable. 

      Done, I took a step back and admired my work. 

      It would have to do. 

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. It was time. It was time for me to face my destiny. I just hoped I had done enough to stop Alvis in his tracks.

      

      I saw the ship descend through the mist, like a scene from one of those clichéd first contact movies I used to love to watch as a kid. Its headlights searched for a safe spot to land, then were cut off as it settled on the ground. With the lights turned off, I lost sight of it. The sun had yet to fully rise and the weak rays that bounced off the mist and fog played tricks with my eyes as I tried to pick out any shapes from the area in front of me.

      Rifle in hand, axe strapped to my back, I concentrated down the sight of the rifle and maintained my breathing as best as I could. The moisture in the air made the rifle slippery to hold. 

      The fans in my helmet worked overtime as they did their best to prevent my visor from steaming up. I had thought of abandoning the helmet altogether, but it was another layer of protection I would need in my upcoming fight. 

      I saw a flicker from the shadows, then it was gone again. My mouth grew dry as I tried to keep the gun stable in my slick hands. 

      Another form appeared in front of me, and my finger stopped a hair’s breadth away from pulling the trigger before it disappeared again. The bastard was playing games with me. Another shape appeared in the shadows, and another and another, before I saw nothing in front of me, as they disappeared like smoke in the wind.

      “You had enough of playing games?” 

      A chuckle sounded closer than I would have liked. “I never play games, Quinton. That’s one thing you should know about me. Games are for children and people who need to be stimulated to be entertained. No, I was just testing your fortitude. Plus, I am puzzled as to why you are still here. After escaping, I would have thought you would flee this place as quick as you could with your tail between your legs. But here you are; doing what, I just had to find out.”

      “If you think I’m going to give up my secrets that easily, then you are—”

      Blurred movement streaked towards me. I fired off a volley of shots but was smashed in the chest by what felt like a battering ram and lifted clean off my feet. I sailed backwards until I crashed in a heap on the floor; I gasped for air as the wind was knocked from my chest.

      Struggling to get to my knees, I tried to breathe in and out but nothing came. A kick struck me across the ribs forcing me to cry out in pain as it again lifted me in the air. I collapsed back down and clutched my side; the kick had broken ribs; now, although I wanted to breathe, I tried not to as every intake of air felt like I was being stabbed in the side.  

      “You know, I just don’t know what to say or do with you. I’m not one for grandiose speeches, where I lament poetically about how I have defeated you, or how there isn’t a possible way for you to win, because… that’s just unintelligent. I know I have won. I know there is nothing you can do to win, so…” I looked up to see him give me a shrug, “I just don’t know why you won’t just die or go away. That is what irritates me the most. That is what I can’t understand. It puzzles me, and I hate to be puzzled. Why would you keep risking your life?” he asked.

      “For love.”

      He looked at me and I could see confusion pass behind his eyes. Here was a man, who had been born just like me, but over the course of hundreds of years and many mind- and body-altering experiments, he had lost the one thing important most above all else.

      His humanity.

      He shook his head as he laughed and laughed and laughed. I got up to my feet with a grunt and gritted my teeth as I stood to face him. I stood silent as he continued to do so until he finally stopped and wiped the corner of his eye.

      “Will you look at that,” he said, holding his fingers up to the light. “I wasn’t sure I could still express tears, but you have brought it out of me.”

      “At least you’re not completely dead inside.”

      “For love, how ridiculous. You really think 16-15-16-16-25 loves you? Do you know how long she has been alive? Do you know how many other men, woman, people, she has met in her lifetime? How many more she will continue to meet after you’ve long passed? A human cannot love a butterfly, no matter how pretty it is. It doesn’t live long enough. And you, Quinton, are a butterfly. I don’t know why she has allowed you to impregnate her, but her reasons are her own—however confusing they may be. She is a machine, after all, and all machines go faulty with time.”

      “Just like some humans, ay?” I said, looking his way.

      “Hmm. They do indeed. Now, will you do me a favour and tell me what you are doing here, or do we have to continue this charade?”

      I grabbed the axe from my back then clicked my neck from side to side. 

      “I see…” he said with a sigh. “I do so hate physical violence, it’s so messy and unnecessary when there are easier ways to solve one’s problems, but on this occasion, I shall take great pride and joy in it.”
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      He came forward so fast I saw nothing but a blur as my head snapped back and my legs buckled underneath me. I felt myself fall to the floor, but Alvis collected me in his arms and held me up. 

      “Oh no, my dear boy, it won’t be that easy,” he said, pushing me away.

      I regathered myself before I ran his way, axe swinging from the hip. He sidestepped out of the way and kicked me in the calf causing my leg to go dead and buckle. I dropped to one knee and just had time to move out of the way of a high kick. 

      The kick was lazy, with no force behind it. 

      I stepped back and then rushed forward coming in low with the axe before turning it into an upward strike. He dodged and moved, always a breath away from danger. I kept on the attack, turning and striking where he would next be, instead of where he was, but he was always one step ahead of me.

      My shoulders and forearms ached as the weight of the axe got heavier with each passing second. 

      I swung downwards and met nothing but air as the axe head struck the ground. Before I could lift the axe back up a fist sank into my stomach doubling me over.

      I coughed and spluttered for breath, while I waited for the tears in my eyes to clear. 

      “This is getting boring. I will have to end it quickly if you don’t make it more fun,” he said.

      I re-gripped the handle of my axe and went on the attack again, but the result was the same. 

      He was too quick, enhanced with bionic elements that made him more machine than man. As each second passed the sinking feeling of hopelessness slowly crawled up my spine. There was nothing I could do against this man.

      But I knew that already. That is why I didn’t ask for help.

      I tucked into a forward roll and before I could get to my feet a knee that caused cracked lines to appear on the visor of my helmet met me. Dazed, I went to lift up my axe but found I couldn’t. Alvis had trapped the blade under his foot. Looking up I was met with a push kick to the chest that sent me sprawling to the ground once again.

      I stared up at the sky and groaned while I willed myself to get to my knees. A loud clank sounded to my left as my axe was thrown to me and settled in the dust next to my shoulder.

      “Pick it up.”

      I got to my knees and reached for the axe but was again met with a thudding kick to the side. I hit the deck face first. 

      “I… said… pick… it… up.”

      I went for the axe once more but this time I was ready for the kick and rolled with it. I picked up the axe on the way up and sliced it across his thigh, cutting deep.

      I expected screaming. I expected howling. I expected something, but what I got was a simple look down as Alvis inspected his bleeding thigh with disinterest and then proceeded to kick me in the head with the same leg.

      Stars formed in my vision as I took a few steps back to safety and waited for the ringing to pass.  

      He held his leg in the air like a ballerina performing on stage, while I looked at the injury I had given him in shock. The wound was deep. Blood squirted out of the cut. I could see shiny bits of metal underneath the folds of flesh. 

      “You appear shocked?”

      “It seems you feel neither love or pain.”

      Leg still in the air he brought it down and looked at his injury closer, like a scientist would do an experiment.

       “Pain… How I felt it so many times growing up. At the hands of my bullying tormentors who punished me because they didn’t understand me. At the hands of my teachers who didn’t like to be corrected. At the hands of people just like you who couldn’t see my vision for what it was.

      “I quickly learnt if you took pain away, then the fear that comes with it, which holds so many great minds back, is gone. Then I could truly evolve into what I was meant to be. So no, to answer your question I no longer feel pain. It comes in handy at times like this, no? To think—if I did, then this fight could have been won by you, but alas—”

      He became a blur again and I became airborne as I slammed against the railing wall that kept people from falling into the waterfall below me. I would have heard the crack that took place in my back, if it weren’t for the sound of the roaring water that filled my ears. Instead, I felt the sharp pain like a thousand needles flowing up and down my spine. 

      I took a step forward but found myself falling and landing face-first on the floor. 

      Everything hurt. I had nothing left. Every breath I took rattled bones inside my chest and caused a fire to spread across it.

      I crawled, one hand next to my head, and pushed myself up, as I heard another sound over the roar of the water. It was faint and if I hadn’t been waiting for it, I would have missed it.

      One by one the cannons on the walls moved.

      Alvis stopped where he was and looked around in confusion as I pushed myself to one knee and got composed, before getting up to my feet. I stood as tall as I could as I lifted my visor and gave him a smile. I had beaten him; he just didn’t know it yet.

      “What have you done!”

      “What needed to be.”

      The cannons kept on moving like turtles heading for the ocean. Their progress was slow and steady, but they wouldn’t be denied. Alvis looked at them and back at me, anger finally breaking through on that blank mask-like face of his.

      He moved and before I could react his hand was around my throat lifting me into the air, as he brought my face close to his. “What… did you… do?”

      “Something that shall mark my soul for eternity. Something that needed to be done. Something—” He shook me, causing me to cough. “—something that will put a stop to all of this. Not even you can stop what is about to happen, Alvis, it’s over.”

      “You—” He looked over to the outpost building that I had been in and dropped me to the floor as he sprinted toward it. 

      I could hear the howl of rage and anger that exploded from its doors over the roar of the waterfall. He emerged from the outpost, bloodlust in his eyes as he looked my way. But I paid him no attention. Instead, I looked at the cannons around me and turned my focus to where they were pointing. 

      The Diamond District.

      I closed my eyes and took a deep—painful—remorseful breath, as I thought of what I had done. 

      I wished I could have saved the people of this borough; I wished there was another way of freeing them from Alvis’s grip, but they had become less than human now—slaves to do his bidding and without a will of their own. I hoped they didn’t retain their consciousness while he moved them around like puppets, but when I looked in their eyes something told me they knew all too well what was happening. 

      They were trapped, locked in a hellish nightmare they could never be free from. 

      I wished there was another way. Honestly, I did, but I didn’t see any way of stopping this madness and keeping my family safe from Alvis’s clutches. It had to be this way. I had to burn down the village to keep the disease from spreading.

      I reopened my eyes as the first cannon fired. 

      It spat out fiery flames and lead that shook the floor under my feet as the others followed in its wake, like a choreographed orchestra. Cannon after cannon fired upon the borough below us destroying the buildings one after the other. Some buildings like the Diamond Tower withstood the onslaught longer than others, but eventually they all crumbled and crashed to the ground. 

      The Diamond Tower stood firm against the barrage that blasted its windows out into a million pieces. Chunks of steel and brick collapsed from its body, falling like meteors down on the street below. Water gushed out from a wound in its side, running down the outside like tears, as red sand cascaded down the other, and still, it stood.

      Strike after strike pounded the building from all sides as explosions inside of it took place.

      I watched in horror and amazement as the first quarter wobbled back and forth then slid to the ground delicately, where it crashed amidst a blossom of smoke and dust. I continued to watch as smoke covered the borough like a blanket as the cannons continued to do their job. 

      I didn’t know how long they would continue to fire upon their target. It no longer mattered. I had done the deed. Nothing would change that.

      Columns of dust and smoke continued to rise up into the air, cutting off my view of the devastation taking place. I tried to feel something, anything, but I was numb to it all. 

      Lost in my own thoughts I didn’t see or hear Alvis move, but I felt my back crashing against the wall railing once more as he held me aloft by one hand and placed me over the wall. My feet kicked against him, but it was like a toddler kicking against a parent. I cast my eyes downwards and saw nothing but water.

      Slick from the off-spray of water that came from the waterfall, I tried to escape out of his grip, but there was no give. I yanked and pulled trying to edge my body to safety but it was wasted effort; I don’t know how long he held me there for, but it was long enough for me to stop struggling, while he fixed me with an unblinking stare.

      “I… what—” He shook his head. “Why can’t you see what I am trying to accomplish? Why can’t you see that those people I saved would be free from all worries? Free from pain. Free from hunger. Free from… free from it all. Yet in your eyes, I am the villain. I am the one who should be defeated. But time and time again, if we really took a thirty-thousand-foot view, it would be your actions that would appear villainous.

      “You are the one who broke into a secure location and set me free. You are the one who stole the love of my life. You are the one who has killed tens of thousands of people, because you fear progress. In taking over this borough, I tried my hardest to make sure as many people as possible were kept alive. But in one fell swoop, you erased all that.

      “You went from an office drone to someone who committed genocide, in less time than it took me to build my first scientific experiment. And I was a child genius.”

      I met his eyes and saw he truly believed what he said, but I knew no matter how long we spoke, we would never see the other person’s side.

      “Do you have anything you want to say in your defence?” he asked.

      I opened my mouth to speak but he had released the grip he had on me. I hung suspended in the air, our eyes still locked, then I felt the force of gravity yank my stomach downwards as I plummeted over the waterfall.
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      There was nothing but darkness for the longest time.

      Until I heard what I thought was Tuari’s voice, but I must have been dreaming as I fell back into a pit of darkness that I was sure was death.
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        * * *

      

      I woke to the sound of birds.

      Opening one eye slowly, then the next, I felt a light breeze blowing across me, ruffling the sheets draped over me. I smelt fruits, wood smoke, and the heaviness that came with an impending rainstorm. 

      Where… was I? 

      I tried to move my body, but the sensation of a thousand stabbing needles put a stop to that. I lifted myself to a sitting position and took in my room. A circular room made of light wood, it was sparsely furnished. One coffee table, one king-size bed, one sofa-like chair. They were all designed in a fashion that made the furniture appear like it was growing out of the room, much like a branch on a tree. 

      I looked out through the large open window and saw nothing but densely packed trees. 

      I was back in The Jungle. Somehow. 

      I tried to recall the last thing I remembered, and images of burning buildings collapsing tore through my mind. I smelt the smoke; I felt the floor rumble under me; I remembered the body count I had left behind. Alvis’s hand gripping my throat came next. He asked me a question, but before I could answer I was falling for what felt like eternity and darkness embraced me.

      Yet somehow, I was in my old bed back in The Jungle.  

      The same bed that Poppy and I shared all those nights ago when we were looking for asylum. Poppy—I tried to move but once again my body wouldn’t cooperate. I needed to see her—I needed to know she was okay—I needed— 

      The door to my room creaked open and Tuari walked in with a steaming white bowl. The odours of spices and herbs danced on the air as he got closer and laid the bowl on the table next to me. 

      He looked me over, but failed to meet my eyes. “How you doing?”

      “Surprised I am alive, if I’m honest.”

      “Well, you have me to thank for that. After Alvis threw you from the wall and into the waterfall, I managed to track you through your helmet and collected you at the river basin. Honestly, I wasn’t sure you were alive. You were banged up pretty bad. Real bad. I’m sorry.”

      I looked up at him and gave him a smile, but still, he refused to look me in the eye. “Sorry! Tuari, I’m alive. After taking a beating from that genius freak and being thrown into one of the highest waterfalls I have ever seen, I’m alive! You have nothing to be sorry for. If it wasn’t for you I would be dead right now. How’s Willis?”

      “He’s okay. Dealing with shit the only way that he knows how to.”

      “Alcohol and violence?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “How… how did he take the news about… about, you know?”

      “Samuel?”

      I nodded.

      “He’s—” Tuari sighed and brushed his hands through his hair, “he’s going through the process of grief, but he’s had plenty of time to settle things in his mind at least.”

      I felt a tug in my gut. “Plenty of time? How long have I been here? Like this?”

      “I collected you from the river basin a little over three weeks ago,” he said, sadness radiating from his eyes.

      Three weeks? Shit… I must have been in a bad way if I needed that much time to heal. I couldn’t remember anything apart from fragments of my battle with Alvis.

      “Err… Quinton, there’s something that—”

      “Where’s Poppy?” I said sitting up as far as I could. “Nothing’s happened to her?”

      “What? No. No, Poppy is fine, Willis is fine, I’m fine, everyone is fine. But what I wanted to tell you was—”

      The door to my room slammed opened and Willis walked in, eyes red-rimmed, with the slight smell of alcohol wafting from his body. He marched forward and hugged me in a bear hug that nearly forced me to cry out in pain. He released me from his embrace and took a step back.

      “So, how you taking it?” he asked.

      “Taking what?” I replied.

      He looked between me and Tuari, lips pulled into a thin line and shook his head. “You ain’t told him yet?”

      “Told me what?” I asked, heart racing.

      The silence of a funeral filled the room. I looked back and forth between the pair waiting for someone to say something, anything.

      “What’s going—”

      “Quinton, your legs don’t work,” said Willis, in a way that you would tell someone that they were out of toilet paper. 

      “You… what?” 

      Tuari sent daggers Willis’s way as he sighed heavily. “Like I said, when I found you, you were in rough shape. The beating you took fighting those robots on the roof, the beating you took from Alvis, who can bend steel with his bare hands, and the beating you took from going over that waterfall. The doctors here did everything they could, but you were in a coma for so many days, then in and out of consciousness, then—”

      I pulled back the sheets that covered me and looked at my legs. They were thinner, yes, but surely they still worked. I just couldn’t show Tuari and Willis because I hadn’t been awake, that was all. I tried to move my legs but nothing happened. I focused on the left leg and tried to move it so it came off the bed but nothing happened. I focused on the right, but I got the same result.

      No one spoke as I concentrated on my limbs, gritting my teeth until a trickle of sweat crept down my back. 

      I looked up at them but they didn’t meet my gaze. Why were they so quiet! Why wasn’t anyone saying anything? Something! Just—I touched my legs but couldn’t feel any sensations. It was weird. I could see that my hand was on my leg, but I couldn’t feel it. I moved my hand up and down, bristling the hairs on my shins, but still I felt nothing.

      This couldn’t be. We still had a war to fight. My enemies were still at the gate, pounding to be let in. 

      I poked both legs and felt nothing. I pushed harder. Still nothing. I pinched them until I broke the skin and drew blood but yet they remained unresponsive like two slabs of wet meat.

       I hit them. 

      First with light slaps, then harder and harder, till the sound rang around the room and the only thing that filled my ears was the sound of my yells of anger, frustration, and pity. 

      “Quinton! Stop. Stop. Stop!” 

      Someone yanked my arms back and I looked up into the crying face of Poppy. She stared at me and I stared back, my tears matching hers. I opened my mouth to say something, but she wrapped me in an embrace and hugged me while I let the pain and hopelessness I felt out.
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      I don’t know how long we stayed locked in an embrace, but it was long enough for sleep to reclaim me despite my best efforts. My body had taken an extreme toll and was now asking to be paid. I dropped in and out of fitful sleep for what felt like another day or two, not seeing anyone when I woke up or when I went to sleep. The only company that I had was the sound of the rainstorms as the heavens opened up, causing rain and wind to pound the trees around me. 

      The sound comforted me. 

      Today I felt warmth on my face and I turned away from it. It disgusted me. I longed for the lashing rain and the yowling winds, but they appeared to be absent this morning. Instead, I was greeted with the chirping of songbirds, who mocked my plight.

      As the hours crawled past the sun refused to go away, but instead only increased in strength, forcing me to pull my covers over my head against its sunny disposition.

      I heard the door to my room open and footsteps approached my bedside, but I refused to acknowledge them. I could feel the person’s presence as they stared at me but I remained still. I could play this game all day. I had no way better to go. Or anything to do. So let them waste their—

      “How long are you going to continue to feel sorry for yourself?” came Poppy’s voice through the sheets.

      I didn’t respond, but could see her outline through the fabric of the sheets—both hands on her hips, lips no doubt in a pout. I could feel a lecture coming on but I was in no mood for one.

      “Quinton. You’ve been in here far too long and we have things we need to talk about. Important things…things that concern both of us.”

      I said nothing. 

      “Look, I understand how you feel—”

      “You understand! How could someone like you understand, Poppy? How could someone like you, who can punch through bricks and leap off buildings, understand what it’s like to be without the use of your legs? Understand how different my life will now be? Understand—”

      She threw back the covers, face screwed up in rage. “Whatever happens to you, happens to me as well! Whatever you go through, I go through! That’s what it means to be in a relationship.” 

      I shook my head. “Those are only words—”

      “Don’t you dare!”

       I closed my eyes and fought against the tears. “You don’t understand. You don’t get it.”

      “I don’t understand what?”

      “Ever since we have been together, you have always been the strong one, the protector, the shield. While I tried my best to offer what I could, and I did try—I fought for us in ways that will cost me for as long as I live—but I’ve come to realise that isn’t enough. Not now, not while Alvis is still out there, not while The Lady is waiting for the opportunity to pounce. I kept them at bay as best as I could, while I was able-bodied. But now, half a man, what the hell am I supposed to do? Fight them from a wheelchair?”

      Poppy looked at me as she stroked the side of my face, wiping away the tears that had come despite my best efforts. She said nothing but just kept stroking. 

      “Aren’t you going to say anything?”

      She smiled at me, kissed me on the lips, and walked back out the way she came. I didn’t have to wait long for her to return, with a bundle in her arms that stopped my breath short.

      I looked to her stomach and realised for the first time she no longer had a bump. I pushed myself up to a sitting position and tried to swallow but my throat had gone dry. She rocked the bundle gently from side to side before placing it in my arms. 

      “I would like to introduce you to your son.”

      I looked down into a beautiful set of light brown eyes that blended into a sun-kissed skin tone. Eyes followed my every movement as I reached a hand out to touch him but stopped myself; I didn’t want to injure him. I looked up at Poppy, who gave me a small nod. My fingers traced the outline of his nose, his lips, his cheeks. He giggled and squirmed, bringing fresh tears to my eyes. 

      I brought him up to my lips and breathed him in deeply. He smelt familiar, but also slightly different. I rubbed my nose against his and forced another round of giggles from my son.

      “Is he healthy?” I asked, still staring at him in wonder.

      “As healthy as he can be, the birth wasn’t as… stressful… on me as it would have been for a human, so I was in charge of the health checks and you would be happy to know they all came back clear.”

      “When you say clear, what do you mean exactly?”

      “He isn’t showing any abnormalities if that’s what you mean. We’ve created something truly special, Quinton. He’s the first of his kind. There are no others like him. But in time there will be; he’ll grow up with a lot of responsibility on his shoulders and there will come a time when he will have to be a leader, someone who his people look up to. His life will not be easy, but I hope it will be worthwhile.”

      “You planned this, didn’t you?” 

      She said nothing, but I could feel the frown on her lips from here. “What makes you say that?”

      “Something Alvis said, which I didn’t take any notice of until now. But the more I think about it, the more… why me? You’ve been alive for so long, seen so many faces, why did you choose me?”

      “Quite honestly, I don’t know. Humanity, being human… it’s weird, and I don’t think I’ll ever figure out what makes someone human. But I know one thing, the longer time spent with humans, the more human I become. It rubbed off on me like some sort of aura you couldn’t feel or touch, but was there nevertheless. If you look at Alvis and what he’s become, he’s lost something, something that once made him human, and I think the reason is because he has only had the company of his creations for the last few hundred years. 

      “And even before that, while building me, he kept to himself, locked away in his lab, forever trying to best nature.”

      I looked at my son and couldn’t help but smile. “Maybe he has. Bested nature that is, but you still haven’t answered my question.”

       She walked to the window and leaned against the window ledge stretching like a cat, while she looked out. I watched the curve of her lower back and allowed my eyes to trace down her buttocks. She looked over her shoulder and gave me a coy smile as if reading my thoughts.

       “Did I plan this? No. Not in the diabolical sense of scheming and trying to come up with a plan, but I’ve always wanted a family and I’ve always wanted children. That must be weird coming from someone like me, but it is the truth. I did try to tell you once—it was when we spent that night at the Dragon Lair—but things… got away from us.”

      I remembered the night well; it was the night we had made up after our big bust-up. It was a night of double-crosses, murder, and sex. All in all, a night to remember.

      “We never decided on a name,” I said in shock, “with everything that has been going on.”

      She walked over to me and sat next to us. “I’ve had a name I have been keeping close to my chest for the last hundred years, hoping it was a boy, and now it is, I don’t know if it’s right.”

      “That long, huh?”

      She looked at me but said nothing.

      “Well?”

      “I’m not sure you’ll like it,” she said quietly.

      “I won’t know until you tell me.”

      “Kushim.”

      I looked to my son and stroked his face. “Kushim. “He giggled and beamed in delight. “Kushim.” Again I got the same response. “I think our son has given you an answer.”

      I looked into my son’s face and for the first time since I had been awake, I no longer felt miserable, I no longer cared about my legs. It all seemed pointless in the larger scale of things. His health and safety were the only things that mattered. As long as he was happy I was happy. But I knew I couldn’t continue living like this; there had to be a way to fix my legs. Modern surgery could now fix most things, but if the problem was deeper—nerve damage—then I would need to relocate to a more advanced planet. Maybe Earth or another planet like it where I could get the treatment I needed. It would be expensive and there was never a guarantee it would work, but it was worth a try.

      It would mean taking my family off Safe Haven, but from where I stood, that was only a good thing. There was a war coming between Alvis and The Lady for this planet and whoever stood in their way wouldn’t be standing for very long.

      As the beginnings of a plan started to take shape, I pulled Poppy close to me and allowed myself to enjoy this brief moment of bliss.
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      I manoeuvred my wheelchair through the grass and dirt, cursing the rabbits and deer that scampered about me able-bodied and free. My destination was less than twenty feet away, but it might as well have been the length of a football field. Small rocks got stuck in-between the tracks of my wheels, and the uneven surface I was on made the effort of pushing myself forward feel like an intense gym workout. 

      My forearms burned and sweat dripped into my left eye, causing it to sting and water. I gritted my teeth and grunted in frustration as I jerked the wheels forward, but only caused the chair to slowly tip forward. 

      I stayed suspended between the realms of falling and not, as I tried to push myself backwards to regain balance, but it was a losing effort and I tipped all the way forward falling flat on my face.

      Laughter erupted above me

      “Fuck me, I could watch that shit all day,” said Willis. “If you came to cheer my spirits up then you have succeeded. The look on your face as you hit the mud. Ha!”

      I did the best to move my face so the grass was no longer in my mouth, but this only caused dirt to fill my ear. “Instead of watching me, why don’t you give me a hand!”

      “Nah.”

      I tried to wriggle myself up just using my upper body strength but the wheelchair pinned me down. The more I struggled the deeper my face dug into the earth.

      “Oh, for the love of God. Stop being so pathetic, will you? You ain’t the first man who’s lost the use of his legs.”

      With his help we lifted the wheelchair back up. I brushed the dirt, mud and grass from my face and tried to restore some dignity, but Willis wouldn’t let me off that easily, as he walked around the back of me and pushed me forward at terrifying speed. I yelled and held onto my seat for dear life, as I bounced from side to side, while he raced the wheelchair over the bumpy grass-covered ground. 

      We came skidding to a halt in front of the huge naked statue of the woman who was a representation of Mother Nature. Her hands were held up to the sky, vines covered her beautiful body while animals gathered at her feet.

      I shook out the blood from my aching forearms and went to rub my legs and lower back but stopped. I stared at them, teeth clenched, hands curled up in balls. I had expected to feel something, anything, but I still hadn’t gotten used to the feeling of my lower body being nothing now but a useless sack of meat. 

      “Doing that good, huh?”

       I continued to stare for another ten seconds before I lifted up my gaze to meet his. “I could ask you the same question.”

      He met my stare with a sour grin before he patted the legs of the statue and leaned against it. Neither of us spoke. We just watched the passing crowd, content in each other’s company. The sun felt good on my skin. I had been locked away for so many weeks; it had become a distant memory to me.

      “Congratulations on your son. He’s a beautiful boy; I’m sure he’ll grow up to be a fine young man.”

      I looked up, puzzled.

      “What?” he said with a shrug. “Isn’t that the customary thing one says to a parent when their child is born? There was a point where Poppy was showing him to us I was going to say he looked like a wrinkly old man, but Tuari has told me that sort of thing is frowned upon.”

      I shook my head. “Thank you. I would have brought him around for everyone to see but… movement is a little difficult for me as of late.”

      “We understand, Quinton. This place isn’t exactly wheelchair accessible.”

      I looked over the unpaved dirt roads, fields of grass, and treehouses where one could only gain access to them by climbing, and shook my head. I couldn’t stay here any longer, not if I wanted to get about. Not if I wanted to find a solution to my problem. This borough had doctors, but they believed in holistic medicine first and everything else a dead last.

      “So, what are you doing to do?” Willis asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I know you’re not going to take this lying down. If you hadn’t noticed ,Alvis is still alive and kicking and The Lady still hasn’t paid her blood debt.”

      “For a religious man such as yourself, you sure love a blood debt. Whatever happened to peace to your fellow man and all that?”

      Disgust crossed his face.

      I sighed. “If you hadn’t noticed, our last mission ended with you having multiple broken ribs and internal bleeding, me being thrown off a waterfall, and your brother—” he turned away from me, arms folded across his chest, “and your brother giving his life so we could escape. I’m not going to ignore or dismiss such a gesture, just because we got beaten and want some payback. We didn’t kill Alvis or The Lady, no. But we have delayed Alvis’s plans for now until we can come back stronger and better. I’ve already been in contact with The Lady and given her a brief rundown of what’s happened.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “Because it would be easier if our enemies fought and killed each other, instead of us doing it.”

      “So that’s your big plan?”

      I sighed. “For now yes. But no, that isn’t my big plan. We need time to heal and recover. I need time to heal and recover. From wounds both physical and emotional. I can’t do anything in this state, but I’m working on a solution.”

      He shook his head, anger radiating off him like sun flares, while he dug into the depths of his clothes and pulled out a silver hip flask. The fumes from the flask jerked my head back as they hit my nose, almost burning off the hairs inside my nostrils. 

      “Don’t you think you’ve had enough?” I said, before the lip of the flask reached his mouth. 

      He stopped motionless with only his eyes swivelling in my direction. I met his gaze and held it, expecting an outburst any second but none came; instead he lowered the flask slowly, and held it an arm’s length away from himself.

      “It won’t bring him back. I know you and he… had your differences, and it’s not my place to speak on such matters, but he did what he did because he wanted to save you, because he wanted to make amends, because he loved you. Don’t waste that gesture. If you want to get even so be it, but do it in a way that hurts the enemy, not yourself.”

      “He did what he did because he wanted to die.”

      I opened my mouth to say something but thought better of it. Willis’s eyes were glazed over as he was transported somewhere I couldn’t go.

      “I hated him after he killed Dad,” he said. I looked at him, confusion crossing my face. “Yeah, I know, not what you thought I would have said, huh? But the fact of the matter was Mum’s death was an accident; an accident caused by him, yes, but still an accident. He saw an opportunity to kill his rival outside a bar and he took it. I would have done the same thing. It wasn’t for him to know his rival’s friends were inside the bar and would fire back, or that a stray bullet from the fight would hit our mother, or that our mother would be there. It was just a host of events that worked against him. Like being hired to kill a man, doing the job and finding his young child hiding under the kitchen table, who witnessed the whole thing, and you two make eye contact and they’ve seen your face, and in that moment you have to decide whether to pull the trig—” He shook his head, at a loss for words.

      A cloud passed overhead and cast his face in shadow, and in that moment, I recalled what José had always told me. There are no good guys in this story, there are just people who are trying to survive the best way they know how.

      “But what he did to our father…. the man deserved it,” continued Willis. “He was a violent drunk and he would have killed me and Mum sooner or later, but after Samuel killed him things only got worse. I know he thought they got better, because Mum always put on this happy act when he was around, but it was a lie. How was she not going to feel the way she did?

      “After all, her eldest son killed the man she loved. And she did love our father. Even after the drinking—the other women—the beating—the psychological and physical abuse, she loved him. Through thick and thin. So it broke her. Having to hide the body, having to lie about where my father was, having to not show Samuel how much pain she was in. Then one day a funny thing happened—she began to drink herself. Ha!” He looked at the flask in his hand, “I guess it runs in the family. That’s why she was there at that bar, she was trying to forget. Trying to make it go away.

      “That’s why I hated him. Still do, if I’m honest. If he didn’t pull the trigger and kill our father, then the chain of events that would cause me to lose both my parents would never have happened.”

      “But can’t…” I began, but stopped as I tried to find the right words. “But can’t you see he was just a young man, no better than a boy, trying to do what he thought was right?”

      The cloud still covered his face while he held the flask an arm’s length away from himself. “The truth of the matter is I understand that, but the hate I feel towards him is also partly directed at myself. I should have had the guts to stand up to the man but I didn’t. I could have told someone, instead of always lying about it, I could have…”

      The clouds parted and the sunlight brushed away the shadows dancing on Willis’s face, causing the tears that lingered on his cheeks to sprinkle like frosted jewels. 

      He took a deep breath and wiped them away. “I could have done a lot of things, but I didn’t and that burden is mine to share. Like all the others I have compiled over the years. But I’ll carry it, with the faith that once I reach the end God will either show me mercy and allow me into his home or cast me out. Either way, when I meet him, I can stand with my head held high and know I carried my burdens without complaint or bitterness.”

      I smiled at his words hoping someday he would come to some peace, but thinking back on what I had done, what I had seen, I didn’t know if I would when it was all said and done, and there was still so much pain, bloodshed, heartache, and nightmares to go through. I had passed the point of what I thought was normal; when death and destruction were a daily occurrence to me, I kept trying to get back to some life I once had, some life I thought I was happy and safe but knew was a lie. 

      When the only thing that made me happy, truly happy, was that woman and child up there.

      This was my life now, and like Willis, I had to accept my burden and shoulder on, until the end came, and just hope I protected the people who mattered most to me. Once I did that, I could die a happy man.

      Willis upturned the flask and emptied its contents at the statue’s feet. He walked away but I still had something to ask him.

      “I was wondering… I know a lot has been going on what with the mission and everything, but I was wondering if you… you don’t have to accept of course, but it would mean a lot to Poppy and me. If you could do something for us—we’re not forcing you to—”

      “Spit it out! I ain’t got all day for your ramblings. God, you can be a woman sometimes.”

      “I’m glad to see part of the old you is still alive and kicking,” I said, thin-lipped. “What I’m trying to say is, it would be a great honour to us, if you did our wedding ceremony.”

      He turned sharply and walked up to me, grabbing me by the shoulders. “This ain’t no joke?” he asked ,staring me dead in the eye.

      “No,” I said, smile breaking out on my lips, “we need someone and we thought who better than you.”

      He closed his eyes and before I knew what was happening, he wrapped me in a hug that lifted me off my seat. I said nothing as more tears rolled down his cheeks and wetted my neck. 

      “It would be my honour,” he whispered before pulling away.

      I stared at his back as he walked away before looking at the ground at my feet. “Hey, how I’m I meant to get out of here? Willis! Willis! The ground is covered with grass and mud. It’ll take me hours to make my way through this. Willis! Come back here, you cock. Willis, don’t leave me out here—the animals are nibbling my feet. Willissss!”
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      I sat under an arch decorated with white flowers and vines that intertwined into the wooden frame, giving off a scent of wildflowers that carried on the night air. Fireflies and insects lit up in colours of green, red and purple fluttered to and fro. They looked like fairy lights came to life. I opened up my palm and allowed one to settle on my hand, its light washing my face in a beautiful glow. 

      It flew off my palm and I followed its path up and up, straining my neck to keep it in view until it was nothing but another light against the bright starlit canvas that resided above us. 

      I took in a deep breath and tried to steady my nerves. 

      I couldn’t remember the last time I felt this many butterflies in my stomach. I had been on many death-defying missions, where the outcome of my coming out alive looked bleak, but they never made my palms sweat as much as they were now. I rubbed my hands over my legs, remembering to take in deep breath after deep breath. I looked behind me and saw rows of people sitting on benches positioned in the grass; I knew but a handful of them, but Poppy, being Poppy, had quickly made friends the first time we had arrived in The Jungle and now they were here to witness this special day.

      White petals lined the path on either side that made its way to us. 

      Willis stood in front of us, dressed in a flowing black robe that had pink petals on it; his beard was trimmed and oiled to perfection. His eyes shone with the light of a man who hadn’t touched a drink in weeks. His beard lifted in a smile as his gaze fell upon me. I gave him a weak nod in return, not sure my facial muscles worked properly. 

      A hand fell on my shoulder and I looked sideways to see Tuari, who was also smiling. “It’ll be alright. She can hardly leave you now, can she? You two have a child together.”

      “Thanks for the words of encouragement.”

      “If shit goes sideways, I know a gal who’s into the whole disabled look,” said Tuari with a wink. 

      I gave him a deadpan look before music began playing behind us, the soft sweet melody of the instruments filtered through the trees causing everyone to stand up. I swallowed, took another deep breath and turned. 

      Poppy stood at the end of the pathway, dressed in a tight-fitting white wedding dress that had petal designs embroidered into the fabric of the material. A train fanned out behind her like a pool of water. We locked eyes and smiled. And in that moment the butterflies scattered in all directions, leaving me calm and collected.

      I gave a nod to Willis, who gestured for the ceremony to begin.

      The music slowly increased in volume as Poppy made her way down the aisle. The walk to me felt like it took forever but when she finally reached my side, I smelt her fragrance and wanted to leap from my wheelchair and devour her. She bent down to kiss me, lips tasting like strawberries, and once again I felt the butterflies in my stomach threaten to return, but I kept them at bay.

      “We are gathered here together,” began Willis, voice quieting the crowd, “to witness this glorious day of holy matrimony, between two of my closest friends. Although religion has been outlawed by Big Brother and acts of happiness like this are growing rarer and rarer with each passing year, because people chose to live in sin and worship fake statues of large-breasted women dancing among the fairies and animals—”

      I looked to Tuari but he was already in motion, and with the swiftest shin kick I had ever seen stopped Willis in mid-flow.

      “Why did you kick—”

      All three of us stared at him. 

      “Hmm,” coughed Willis, as he straightened his robe, “as I was saying. I count these two as my closest friends, people I would die for a thousand times just to see them take one more breath. I normally am not good with expressing how I feel; it wasn’t a gift I was blessed with, and the only emotion I can dance to and understand is anger. But I can honestly say seeing how these two have grown, from enemies to acquaintances to friends and finally to lovers and life partners, has made this whole thing beautiful to watch. When they’re together you can’t help but feel the warmth from the joy that radiates from their very core.

      “I… the journey through life isn’t an easy one. Nor is it one always filled with happiness. Sometimes years will go by and the only thing that will be constant in that time frame is pain and suffering. But if you can face that with someone, instead of alone, then the burden becomes a little easier to bear. Now, I believe the two of you have written your own vows,” he said, gesturing to us.

      We both gave him a nod before turning to face each other.

      I went first: “Pop, you are the reason I am truly alive. Before I met you, life was a constant wash of grey. Life had no meaning. No purpose. But all that went away the moment I laid eyes on you. I love you now more than ever, and as each day passes the love I feel for you will only grow as strong and as healthy as our baby boy shall be. I shall always do my utmost to protect you and the life we have created. You mean everything to me. I love you,” I said, kissing her on the lips.

      Poppy did her best to stop the stream of tears running down her face, but failed miserably. “Quinton, before you I didn’t feel real. I didn’t know what it meant to be human. I acted out a set of emotions and responses, but inside it all felt fake to me. For years, I have been searching—wanting — hoping  I could find someone like you and now I have, it all feels too surreal to be true. I can’t wait to continue down this path we have started and see where it takes us.”

      We turned back to Willis, both smiling, and he spoke again, but I failed to pay attention as something caught the corner of my eye. 

      It was Scarface aka John. I had seen little of him since we had come back to The Jungle, and any attempt at speaking to the man had been stopped by hand signal gestures as his aide, who worked as a translator, told me in no uncertain terms that John was too busy to talk to me, too busy to talk about what might be coming his way in the form of Alvis, too busy to even talk to me about Samuel’s death. I could understand that as the new leader of a borough, he had his hands full, but that still didn’t explain why I was constantly given the cold shoulder.

      Now he, his aide, and a few other men who acted as his guards were trotting away from the ceremony at some speed. 

      I strained my head left to right, as I caught other movements from men and women alike in the distance who were all hurrying back inside their homes.

      Someone coughed. I turned my head and saw Poppy, Willis and Tuari all staring at me. I looked back at them, puzzled at what I had missed. Two rings had been placed in front of me on a small cushion.

      “Take your rings and repeat after me,” said Willis. “This ring I give as a sign of my love and devotion.”

      We repeated the line, placing each other’s rings on fingers.

      “Quinton and Poppy, since you have pledged your vows before your friends, family and the people gathered here today, and have declared your commitment to each other by the giving of rings, I now pronounce you husband and wife in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost. Those whom God hath joined together, let no man separate.

      “Quinton, you may kiss the bride.”

      I looked up at my wife and all previous thought I’d had vanished as she bent down and kissed me on the lips.

      It was a perfect moment. It was one I would cherish until the day I died. 

      She pulled an inch away and I looked into her eyes, lost in love.

      “I love—”

      That was all I could get out, as an explosion threw me off my chair backwards and knocked everyone off their feet.
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      Ringing in my ears.

      That’s all I could hear. Smoke covered everything in a thick fog as I groped at the ground, trying to find some semblance of normal. Something wet ran down my face and into my eyes, I wiped it away as best as I could and saw my hands had come back red.

      I was bleeding, and bleeding heavily. I groaned as I rolled to my stomach and looked around me. Chairs and benches were thrown clear of their original positions, tossed back by the blast of the explosion. Prone bodies lay on the floor bleeding from too many wounds to be alive. Fires raged in different sections of The Jungle, lighting up the night sky. 

      “Pop—” I tried to shout, but smoke caught in my lungs and forced me into a coughing fit. I slapped my chest and spat out the bile that rose from my mouth and tried again: “Poppy! Poppy!”

      There was no answer. 

      My chair wasn’t far away and I crawled to it as the ringing subsided and was slowly taken over by the sounds of moaning and screaming. I grabbed the handles of my chair and flipped it the right way, and struggled to get myself into the seat. No matter how many times I tried I still wasn’t used to this—the helpless condition I found myself in when I willed my body to move faster and perform, but it still wouldn’t do as I asked.

      Strong hands lifted me up and placed me in my seat. I turned to see Willis and Tuari, both were bleeding like me, but neither had major injuries.

      “Where is Poppy?”

      They pointed behind them, as my wife was angrily tearing off pieces of her dress so she could move more freely. She hurried towards us, high heels clutched in both hands like weapons.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “No! Some fucker has ruined everything!” she screamed, foaming at the mouth. I had never seen her like this; I had never known her to swear. She swept her gaze around us and took in the devastation. Everyone ducked low as the sound of gunfire erupted in the distance.

      “Who could have done this?” she asked.

      “Scarface aka John. He has been spying on us from the start. Alvis knew too much about us, he knew what bar to hit in Paradise Lost, he knew to expect us when we were coming to the Diamond District, and he knew about our—”

      Oh no. I looked to Poppy and as our eyes met as the same thought crossed through our minds.

      “Kushim!”

      Poppy didn’t wait for us but sprinted towards our lodging. Willis and Tuari didn’t need to be told twice what to do, as Tuari began pushing me at speed, while Willis ripped off the robe he was wearing to reveal his two pistols tucked in holsters under his arms. He also wore a black pair of boxers and nothing else.

      “Did you expect this?” I asked him.

      “No,” he replied, flicking off the safeties, “I carry them with me everywhere I go.”

      Poppy was now way ahead of us and I could see men approach on the horizon. They carried guns. They didn’t look pleased to see us alive. 

      “Poppy, wait—”

      But it was too late. She was too far to hear my cry. Head down she sprinted forward and leapt amongst their ranks, high heels slicing left and right. Men screamed in agony as the heels penetrated eye sockets and throats. They were too tightly packed to fire their weapons and the ones that did only injured their colleagues. I grunted in my teeth as I urged Tuari forward. 

      Finally in range, Willis opened fire. He took the first two between the eyes, the third in the chest.

      I held my breath as I watched Poppy weave in and out of the men around her. She kicked legs, breaking joints in half and causing screams to fill the air. Every move she made ended in death or an injury. She didn’t hold back, but attacked with a speed and ferocity that scared me. This was her true nature. This was the beast that had invaded battlefields and laid thousands of men to waste. 

      This was what the human race feared.

      In a matter of minutes she was off again with us trailing further and further behind. 

      Anything that got in her way was dealt with swiftly. The corpses kept piling up as she moved almost too fast for the naked eye to follow.

      “Come on, keep up!” I screamed as the wind pulled the tears from my eyes.

      Men came from the bushes to our left but Willis dealt with them. He stood his ground as the numbers kept on coming. I turned my head and looked behind me to see him duck for cover, back pressed against a tree as he picked off his attackers one by one.

      “He’ll be fine!” said Tuari. “Everything will be fine.”

      He was right. I was overthinking this. Everything would be okay, Kushim would be okay. We were under attack now but we would defeat this enemy, like we had done so many times before.

      Poppy was nowhere to be seen, but that didn’t worry me. There wasn’t far to go now, to our room, where my beautiful son would be sleeping. Once we had turned this corner the rest of the journey was downhill. 

      We turned the corner and the roar from a small ship’s engines rattled my organs, as a light fighter rose from the ground. We didn’t hear the men that came from our left but bullets ricocheted around us, drawing our attention to them. I could see my lodgings, less than a hundred feet away at the base of the hill I was on. 

      “Deal with them,” I said, pointing to the men. “Just give me a running push.”

      “What?”

      “Just do it!”

      Tuari didn’t need to be told twice as he sprinted forward with everything he had and launched me down the hill. Wind pulled at my clothes as I kept the light fighter in sight and pushed down on my wheels as hard as I could.  

      He had to be okay. 

      The ship rose and turned to face me, weapons shifting underneath it. My heart rose to my throat but I didn’t stop. It was too late for that. My eyes locked on my front door, blocking out everything else in the world. 

      The ship fired. 

      It spat out hot lead that threw up the dirt which pelted me in the face and forced me to half close my eyes. I wanted to close them completely. I wanted to be blind against my incoming doom, but I needed to keep my eyes locked on my target. My front door.

      I shouted in pain as something struck me in the shoulder, but I didn’t care. I kept on spinning my wheels, making myself as small a target as possible as I continued downhill. 

      A missile struck the side of the ship causing it to tilt sideways as flames exploded out of the side where it had been hit. It rocked back and forth and turned and fled, but it was losing altitude by the second as it flew over the treetops. Eyes still on my door I heard and felt the vibrations through the ground as it finally crashed somewhere in the distance. 

      I was only ten feet away from my door when the sound hit me. 

      It was an anguished scream of pain and hurt. It was a scream of loss. It was a scream I had been dreading.

      I turned my shoulder sideways and crashed into the door with force, causing it to fly open as I entered. Our bedroom was on the top floor, where our son also slept in his crib. You could either get there by the stairs or the pulley elevator system. I pulled the doors of the elevator opened and pulled down on the rope that would lift it up. 

      Please. Please. Please. Let him be okay.

       I reached the top, and my fingers trembled as I went to pull the doors apart. But part of me didn’t want to, part of me wanted to be kept blind to the truth, so I wouldn’t have to face what was on the other side of that door.

      I swallowed the bile that rose to my throat and pulled, to see a room in chaos. 

      Bedsheets were tossed everywhere, our simple furniture was in pieces and amongst it all, was the still back of Poppy facing me. 

      “Poppy, is he—”

      She turned to me eyes redraw and leaking.

      Please no. Please let him be okay. Please—

      “They’ve taken him.”
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      Off-brown wooden beams loomed over me, as I gently rocked back and forth on the cot I lay on.

      I longed for sleep to come, for it to take me so I could forget about my problems just for a moment, just so I had some respite, but night after night it eluded me and when it did finally arrive, I wished that it hadn't. Sandman's grip on the back of my neck held me in place, while I watched and re-watched my truest nightmares come to life.

      The gun I held in my hand felt right. Heavy. Reassuring. 

      A simple old-fashioned revolver, its metal seemed to gleam in the gloom as I took in a deep breath and tapped it against my chest and closed my eyes. The sound felt hollow as I kept a steady rhythm, tapping it against me. Tears that I thought I had long since cried away ran down the corners of my eyes and soaked the pillow I lay on. I brought the gun to my forehead, tapping it against my skull, as my breathing grew more rapid.

       Gritting my teeth, I spun the cylinder of the revolver and placed the barrel against my chin and pulled the trigger...

      With a frustrated grunt, I rolled onto my side and sat up.

      The cot I lay on creaked as the faint smell of stale sweat that had soaked into the mattress wafted up my nostrils. Stains covered my bedding and I reminded myself for the hundredth time to clean them before Poppy came back, but I knew that I would forget as soon as I left my room.

      What was the point anyway? The last time I had seen Poppy was...

      A wedding ring made out of darkish metal, with rubies along its top that resembled the petals of a flower with a diamond acting as a small centrepiece, rested on a bedside table. I looked at it for a moment, lost in thought before I tore my eyes away from it.

      Scratching my face caused dry skin and bits of beard to rain down on my lap. I ran my fingers through the coarse unkempt hair on my face before pulling my wheelchair closer towards me, and then I manoeuvred myself into the chair with the ease that only came with the practice of time.

      I swept my eyes over my room, taking in the dirty cups and plates, the balled-up laundry and layers of dust that covered the surfaces I couldn't reach, and dismissed them with a turn of my back. 

      My door opened up onto a ship gangway that stretched the length of the boat I was on. Unshielded from the elements I would have to make my way along it come rain or shine to my room; today though I was greeted by nothing but sunshine. The waters that surrounded me sparkled and shone as the sun rays bounced off their surface. 

      I turned my face away from the sunlight with a grimace and pushed myself forward, wheels trying their best to maintain their grip on the sleek dew-covered wooden planks. 

      My journey took me along the boat to its far end, where I entered the only kitchen aboard. 

      Hands moved on their own accord as I began my breakfast routine.

      Coffee black. Cereal without milk. 

      I ate and drank in silence while I switched on the computer terminal embedded in the kitchen table top counter. Switching to my messages I saw that once again no one had been in contact. I had been forgotten about. Left to my own devices. I slapped the computer harder than I intended, switching it off. 

      Draining my cup of the last of its coffee, I threw everything in the sink. I would get to it and the other piles of dirty cups sooner or later, but right now, right now...

      I wheeled myself through the small boat until I came to the bridge, and worked my way through the controls and computer terminals to make sure everything was alright. The boat's course and direction changed daily, always moving, always adapting to the weather and the changes of the waterways of The Floating City. It was meant to keep me safe, but I felt like a prisoner.

      As always nothing was amiss, nothing needed my attention. 

      Giving the room a once-over, I sighed and rolled myself back to the kitchen, collecting a glass and a bottle of rum, and wheeled myself back to the bow, where I applied the brakes on my wheelchair, uncorked the rum and poured myself a good measure, before settling in the same spot where I had for weeks and began to drink until I grew numb.
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      Something shook my shoulders and roused me from my sleep with a start.

      I looked up with a jerk to see Tuari and Willis standing before me with worried expressions on their faces, which they didn't try and hide. I passed my hands over my face groggily, then wiped the drool that had collected in my beard. The bottle of rum I had opened lay empty on its side, the glass I had been drinking from had emptied its contents onto my legs and dried.

      "You smell like a fucking rum shack," said Willis, catching the rolling bottle under his foot.

      I rubbed my face harder and looked out over the water. The setting sun made the water appear like it was coated with diamonds. 

      "Captain, you look like..." trailed off Tuari, as he gestured to me moving his hand up and down. 

      "Captain am I?" I asked, giving him a levelled stare.

      "You're still--"

      "To what do I owe this pleasure?"

      Tuari looked sideways at Willis, frown deepening, before he looked back at me. "Can't we just come and visit you? See how you're doing? Shoot the shit so to speak?"

      I looked at both of them before shaking my head, as I manoeuvred my chair backwards. "I didn't think I would be seeing anyone for another few months. If I had known I would be having company, then I would have gotten myself better prepared."

      "Oh, that's why you look the way you do, is it?" Willis said, sarcasm dripping off every word. "You didn't know that you would be having company. If I recall last time we delivered you supplies, you had the same excuse--"

      Swivelling sharply back around to face them, I caught Tuari elbowing Willis in the ribs. Eyes narrowed, I wheeled myself slowly forward. 

      "I didn't realise my appearance was causing you such distress, Willis. I do apologise. Next time I'm trying to decide whether I should take the extra thirty minutes to clean my ass properly or pick a nice frilly number to wear for you, I'll choose the latter."

      "He didn't mean--" began Tuari.

      "No! As long as everyone is fucking happy and their needs are fucking met, then I can get the sleep I so sorely need at night. That's the job of the captain, right?"

      Neither looked at me. Throwing my hands up in frustration, I turned around again but Tuari's voice stopped me.  

      "There's been developments, plus The Lady wants to see--"

      "You've found him?" I asked, leaning forward in my chair, to the point of nearly tipping forward.

      "Not quite, but--"

      "You know where he is?"

      "Not quite."

      "You know where he will be?"

      "Not qu--"

      "You say fucking not quite one more time and I'll punch you in the dick! You've either found him or you haven't!"

      Tuari licked his lips and took in a deep breath. "Look, it's complicated. Things haven't gone to plan--"

      "No shit, Sherlock!"

      "We're all trying, Quinton. We are doing the best we can to find him, spending every waking minute we have in hunting Alvis down. But, like I said, things haven't gone to plan. I would rather Poppy be telling you this--"

      "Where is she?" I asked, head snapping between the pair. "I've not seen her for the last four months."

      "You haven't heard from her at all?" Tuari asked quietly.

      "No."

      They shared a look. "I had thought you two were keeping in contact."

      "We were, but things... things became..." I let out a sigh that pained my very soul. "I didn't want to distract her from what she was doing. She had enough to think about, enough to deal with. I would just be a weight around her neck slowing her down."

      "But still, Quinton--"

      "It matters little," I said, turning around and wheeling myself away.

      "The reason why we are here is because The Lady wants to see you. Thinks she can help!" Tuari shouted at my back, but I didn't respond. I was tired of it all. Tired of the pointless conversations. Tired of the fake promises. Tired of the roads that led to nowhere. 

      And I had no one to blame but myself.
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      Night had come and with it, I did the one thing I did best. I drank. 

      Wheelchair positioned on the deck of the boat, I sipped at my rum and coke while I watched the stars twinkle and dance above me. They offered me little solace and didn't comfort the turmoil whirling inside me, but it was better being out here than inside and if I was lucky the brakes of my wheelchair would fail and I would roll into the waters below, slowly sinking to the bottom while water filled my lungs. 

      I hoped I would then find the peace I so sorely longed for.

      I leaned closer to the edge and peered at the water below. It wouldn't be so hard. My body's instincts would kick in, but with my legs being nothing but dead weight, it wouldn't take all that long for me to go under. Not long at all. All I had to do was--

      "Penny for your thoughts?" 

      Startled, I jumped and cursed as I spilt the rest of my drink over the deck. 

      "Sorry about that," said Tuari, "but maybe it was for the best."

      I frowned as he took a seat next to me and said nothing. We sat in silence each in our own thoughts until he got up and walked over to the edge of the deck, peering into the inky black water.

      He gave a long whistle. "Not a good way to go. People think it is, but unlike shooting yourself in the head or, say, taking a bottle of pills, drowning isn't as quick as you would think. You see, with the gun it's over like that," he said, snapping his fingers, "and with the pills, you relax into the embrace of death. But with drowning, the body fights to say alive; it can't help it. Evolution kicks in and before you know it, your arms are flapping and your legs are kicking, and your lizard brain is fighting for you to stay alive, even if you don't want to.

      "Then you take the first mouthful of water, try and spit it out, then another and another, while all the time one part of your brain is telling you to let go, while another is fighting for your very life. If that isn't a version of hell, then I don't know what is."

      I wheeled closer to the edge and looked down at the water with him. "One thing I do know," I said, "there won't be any legs a-kicking."

      He gave me a sad smile, as he dragged me away from the edge.

      "You know," I continued, "death was something I always thought about before I become a part of this crew. I would sit in the toilet stalls with the thin walls and the toilet paper that would rip your asshole to shreds and I would think, is this what my life has become?

      "Hiding in a toilet stall trying to make my day pass as quickly as possible. As the years passed and the breaks I would take in there became longer and longer, I sneaked in a dinner knife, which I would press against my jugular daring myself to end it then and there. Daring myself to cut the cord on this miserable essence I called a life, so I could move on."

      "Move on to what?" Tuari asked.

      I gave him a shrug. "Anything. Anything that came after would be better than the pain I was experiencing. Even if I died and I went to hell, I would get to feel something. Even if I died and there was nothing after, I would get to end the pain. I just wanted it to stop. I wanted to feel anything other than the gnawing deep wound, which left me feeling empty. 

      "Do you get what I'm saying?"

      "I would love to say I do," said Tuari, "but I don't."

      I sent a smile his way that didn't reach my eyes and went to take another sip from my glass before realising it was empty.

      "Fuck," I said, shaking my head, "back then I thought I was in pain. I thought I couldn't feel any worse than I do now. How wrong I was."

      "We'll find him, Quinton. Poppy won't rest until she does; eventually something will come up."

      "Eventually," I spat. "You talk about it like I've lost a set of fucking keys."

      "I..." began Tuari but allowed the sentence to die in his throat.

      "This is pointless! Me staying here is pointless. I should be doing something, I should be--I don't know, making better use of my time."

      "We've been through this, there isn't anything you can do in your current... state. Sometimes the best player has to sit it out on the bench so he doesn't hinder the team."

      I nodded my head, trying my best to not allow the bitterness to show, but the only words that kept bouncing around my head were current--state--hinder.

      "If you want to help, there is one thing you could do. The Lady wants to meet up with you; we got a message from her people, saying she wanted to have talks."

      "Talks about what?"

      Tuari shrugged. "They didn't say."

      "Surely either you or Willis are better suited to whatever talks they want to have."

      "They asked for you in person."

      "Well, you'll have to tell them I'm unavailable at present."

      "I thought you said you wanted to do something to help?" Tuari snapped.

      "Sitting in front of that woman while she talks down to me isn't what I had in mind, and whatever she wants to talk to me about will only benefit her and her alone."

      Tuari let out a sigh as he stared out over the water. 

      I don't know why he couldn't understand where I was coming from. Talking to that bitch wasn't going to get me the result I wanted. She had taken enough from me already. José Battle, and now my....

      If she hadn't meddled in my life to begin with, then the domino effect that caused me to be where I was would have never happened. 

      "It's getting unsafe out there," said Tuari.

      I barked in laughter. 

      "When was it ever safe on Safe Haven? The Promised Land for cutthroats, thieves, gangsters and crooks. Things were always rough."

      "Yes, they were. But they were never hopeful."

      I looked to him in confusion.

      "Hope, not desperation, is the most powerful and dangerous feeling a human being can have. In hope, one thinks they can do anything. They can achieve anything. If they keep on pushing then they can change their lives around because they can see the end goal. And with that comes people who are willing to stand up and fight, who normally wouldn't."

      "I still don't follow you."

      "In one way or another, we took out three Borough leaders in the span of a few months. We did that," he said, pointing at his chest before pointing to me; "we created a power vacuum the likes of which this planet has never seen. Now everyone is scrambling to grab their share of the loot."

       "Wasn't that the plan all along? Weren't we supposed to burn everything to the ground so The Lady could rule over the ashes?"

      "I don't think she understood the Pandora's box she would be opening. She thought she could control it, but it's proved too much even for her. I hear the attacks on her life are now daily." 

      "Boo-hoo," I said with a roll of the eyes.

      "I know she's no friend of the Junk Yard Dogs, and I would put a bullet between her eyes today if it meant getting José back, but maybe we should listen to what she has to say. Plus, if she's gone, I don't know what will become of this planet."

      "You would have me work with her, after everything that's happened?" I asked in disbelief.

      "Better the devil you know."

      I shook my head once again as I heard footsteps approach from behind us, and then Willis came into view.

      "What are you fairies talking about?" Willis asked. 

      I looked towards him and my face screwed up in confusion as I took in the glass of water he had in his hand.

      "I've stopped drinking," he said simply.

      "Since when?"

      "After everything that happened with Samuel back at The Diamond District, I just... I dunno. It wasn't hitting that sweet spot as it once did. It failed to give me the buzz it once did, so I stopped. But I can see you've picked up where I've left off."

      I ignored him and focused on the water.

      "So," he said, looking between me and Tuari, "when do we leave for home sweet home? I hear the wicked bitch of Paradise Lost has something she wants to talk to us about."

      "We're not," I said.

      "What the fuck do you mean we're not!" said Willis.

      "It means what it means."

      "Stop being such an A grade pussy," Willis spat. "Swallow your pride and do the right thing."

      "The right thing?" I said, turning to him.

      "Look, I more than anyone want to put that cunt in the ground, but if we don't at least go and see what she has to say, then we could be doing nothing but chasing dead leads until the end of time. She is the only real power left on Safe Haven, the one who has more eyes and ears on the ground than anyone we know. This is our best option. Maybe our only option."

      "What if he's not on this planet anymore?" I asked, voicing the concerns I had been hiding for some time.

      The kidnapping had taken place eight months ago. To think Alvis would keep him on Safe Haven all that time was ridiculous. Was I being more hopeful than honest? 

      "So?" said Willis, looking me dead in the eye.

      "What do you mean 'so'?"

      "So, what if he isn't on the planet? Does that mean you're still going to give up? The Lady's contacts are spread far and wide, and if I were you I would take every opportunity I could get to do what I could to find him. Instead of sitting on this boat feeling sorry for myself."

      "Feeling sorry for myself! If I remember correctly it was everyone's brilliant idea that I stay on this rotting tub of a boat. I was only getting in the way! What use could I be? A cripple!" Spittle flew from my mouth as my words fired off at a rapid pace. 

      "Yeah, I heard your secret conversations. So I did what I thought was right, what I thought would find him sooner, and I took myself out of the picture so he could be found faster and you fucking berate me, for feeling sorry for myself. 

      "What the fuck would you know, Willis! A man who hated his own brother. A man whose father didn't love him! What would you know, about the pain a father feels when his only child been kidnapped?"

      My chest heaved and my beard was covered in flecks of saliva, as I stared at the man in front of me, who was my friend, daring him to hit me. 

      He walked up to me slowly and rested his hand on my shoulder. "The pain of losing a child? I know nothing. The pain of losing family, I know everything. We leave for Paradise Lost in the morning."

      "I already told you--"

      "I don't care," he said, cutting me off, as he walked off into the darkness. "I don't care."
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      I tried to get comfortable on the small ship taking us to Paradise Lost, but no matter how much I moved, I couldn't find a comfortable spot. Although my legs no longer worked, pain from the nerve endings in my lower back and hips always kept me on edge. 

      It was a part of my life now.

      The pain kept me awake most nights, and would sometimes flare up whenever I made a sharp movement. I had gotten used to the pain now, almost welcoming it as punishment for my failures as a father and husband.

      "Ginger ladies and gents, we shall be descending towards Paradise Lost in a moment or two. Please remember to take all your belongings and as always kiss your ruggedly handsome pilot, on your way out," said Tuari, over the ship's speakers.  

      I looked out the window and saw the dirty grey smog-filled streets of Paradise and felt sick to my stomach. Everything had changed for me, but nothing had changed in the borough where it all began. As the ship lowered towards the large grey circular platform that acted as the borough's docking station, I got a closer view of the borough that had been my first home on this planet.

      Streets filled with litter. Dilapidated buildings. And tired, small dots that were junkies hugging the street corners while they tried to find their next fix.

      Nothing had changed. It was still the shit-hole that it always was.

      The ship settled down on the platform and came to a rest, as Willis came to stand before me.

      "Ready?" he asked.

      I didn't reply but wheeled myself to the ramp, waiting for it to lower.
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        * * *

      

      I was wrong. Things had changed. They had changed a lot. 

      I couldn't explain it, but I could feel the tension in the air. We motored through the streets in a van, never stopping at one spot for too long, doing our best to keep to the main roads. Every so often the sound of gunfire would fill the air. I turned my head sharply as I heard a bone-chilling scream that was cut off like a light switch. 

      I couldn't find the cause of it; I didn't think I wanted to.

      The people on the streets followed our van with the eyes of a hungry predator. Sunken cheeks and toothless grins greeted me whenever I made eye contact.

      "We've been travelling for a while; shouldn't we be at the Hotel Moscow by now?" I asked.

      "We're not going there," said Tuari over his shoulder, as he kept his eyes on the road. "Lady Isabella Ivanov's people said that they would message us the meeting point ten minutes before the talks took place, and let us know the location. I guess this is all in response to the increased attacks on her life."

      "Couldn't this just be a trap?" I asked.

      No one spoke.

      "I mean, why would she trust us? Us of all people? A crew whose leader she killed. A crew who took out three of the four borough leaders. If I was her, then I would be looking at us as her biggest threat."

      No one spoke.

      "Please tell me that this has crossed your minds?"

      I looked to Willis, who sat next to me and coughed into his hand, before turning to look at the back of Tuari's head, which was fixed front and centre.

      "Come on, guys!" I said, raising my hands in the air in frustration. "This is Simple Shit 101. How could this not pass through your heads?"

      "Well, what with one thing happening after the other..." said Willis.

      "And us chasing after every lead that we could find... we didn't really stop and think--"

      "No! You fucking didn't," I said, cutting Tuari off. "Shit. I take it they already know we're coming?"

      "Yup," said Willis.

      "What weapons have we got in the van?" I asked, which was met with silence. "Please tell me you brought weapons?"

      "Well, we did, but there were clear instructions that we are to enter the meeting point unarmed," said Tuari.

      "And you agreed?"

      "I don't see what the fucking problem is," said Willis. "We go there armed and if shit turns sideways, then we shoot our way out. If shit doesn't go sideways then we just state that in the light of recent events, we wanted to be safe rather than sorry."

      "And you think she'll buy that, do you? The very woman that I've seen continue to eat her meal while a man at her feet is beaten to death."

      "Have you got a better idea?" Willis asked.

      I pinched my nose while I tried to think through the pain in my lower back. We had come too far now to turn back. We were in the lioness's den and she knew that we had arrived. Any wrong move on our part and we wouldn't make it back to the ship alive.

      "The location has been sent us," said Tuari

      "OK," I said, lifting my head, "we go in packing. Load up on all the weapons that you can--we've been burnt once by this woman, I won't let it happen a second time."
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      The meeting point was an abandoned warehouse, with smashed-out windows and guttering that had been overrun with dead leaves and weeds. I frowned as we pulled up to it, noticing we were the first to arrive.

      "No better place to commit an assassination than here," I said as I twisted my neck to take in my surroundings.

      "Come now," said Tuari, "we both know if The Lady wanted to kill us, then she would do so wherever she pleases. This sort of thing isn't her style."

      "Fat boy's right," said Willis, as he double-checked his pistols, "the bitch likes to make a scene. It's all a power play to her. If she kills us here no one will see, no would will take notice. If she kills us out in public, it will give her opposition all the more reason to fear her."

      I looked up at the building once more as the wind whistled through the gaps in the windows.

      "Well, I guess we have risked our lives more than once on logic less concrete, so why change a habit of a lifetime now? Let's get going."

      Overcast skies created deep pools of shadows that anyone could hide in. The wind had steadily picked up as the minutes ticked by. The hairs on the back of my neck itched and I looked out of the corner of my eye at Tuari and Willis, who both gave me a faint nod.

      We were being watched.

      I didn't know from where, but I had the gut instinct I always got when someone had a weapon pointed at my skull.

      Tuari slid open the rusty doors to the warehouse, which jerked and stopped and jerked and stopped, until there was enough space for all of us to fit in. 

      My eyes took some time to adjust to the gloom, but when they did I could see there was nothing of interest visible. A few rusty chains hung from the ceiling or wood beams, oil stains that had long since dried were dotted about on the floor, and rusted machinery piled in corners was the only thing to see.

      We continued until we came to a spot that had two chairs facing each other in the middle of the warehouse.

      Lady Isabella Ivanov occupied one chair. The other was free. 

      "I do apologise; placing that chair there now seems somewhat insensitive, but with so many rumours about yourself flying about, Mr Blake, and we not having seen each other in almost a year, I didn't know what to believe," said The Lady.

      "No offense taken," I said, gesturing to Tuari to move the chair, so I could place my wheelchair directly in front of her.

      The gloom of the warehouse hid her features from me. But her crystal blue eyes still shone out at me, like the icy depths of a frozen lake.

      I met them without hesitation.

      She said nothing but pulled something from her breast pocket that made me tense up.

      "My, my, Mr Blake, aren't you a nervous rabbit," she said, striking a match and lighting the cigar she had placed between her lips.

      The light banished the gloom from her face and I finally saw what it was hiding. An eyepatch covered one eye, and a fresh pink scar zigzagged along her chin.

      I said, "The past year has not been kind to either of us, where matters of safety are concerned. So, you can forgive my reservations when it comes to sudden movements from people who are not shy about getting their hands bloody."  

      She puffed out a cloud of smoke that surrounded her head, and the darkness around her face descended once again as she took me in.

      I tried to detect if there was anyone else around us, but it was impossible to tell.  

      "I understand; as you can clearly tell, I have added a whole host of new scars and injuries to this body of mine, since we last met. None, I dare say, as crippling as your own."

      "Yes, well... dangers of the job."

      "Dangers of the job..." The end of the cigar burned a bright cherry red as she took another puff. "Talking about jobs, you failed to report to me about the status of the last mission I employed you for. You know how disappointed I get when people fail to carry out my orders."

      Visions of José being shot flashed before my eyes.

      "Job?" I said in mock confusion. "And here I was thinking it was a joint venture. Well, no time like the present to discuss what happened, I suppose. We invaded The Diamond District, after coming under heavy fire from the district's cannons, something you failed to tell us about. After which we crash-landed in the borough to find it deserted of all life. Upon closer inspection, the people of said borough had been used as test subjects by Alvis Boman, who had moulded them into some machine-AI hybrid. Following me so far?" I asked, but got no response.

      "After we made our way into Diamond Tower, we had to traverse floors that tested our wills and souls, not to mention being chased by machines designed like animals. Beaten and battered we escaped to the borough's defensive walls where we--no, sorry, I mean I--committed mass genocide and ordered the cannons to fire upon the borough, destroying it completely."

      She took another slow pull, cherry red highlighting her eyes.

      My hands clenched and unclenched as I tried to get my breathing under control. The pounding of my heart was the only thing I could hear.

      "I... see... So, there was no sign of Mr Diamond?"

      "None."

      "The metal that was being mined from the caves of The Jungle?"

      "Being used to create the human-AI hybrids."

      "You are sure these human-AI hybrids were destroyed?"

      "I watched the buildings burn myself. I would have taken a picture, but some say that would have been in poor taste."

      She said nothing as she drummed her fingers along her thigh. I stared in her direction as the minutes ticked by.

      "And... how did your present predicament happen?" she said with a wave in my general direction.

      "Oh, this," I said gesturing to myself. "This happened because I was thrown from a waterfall, by Alvis, after I destroyed his plans for planetary domination. Some would say it was a small price to pay for stopping--"

      "You stopped nothing."

      The words hit me like a sledgehammer as I grabbed the armrest of my chair to keep my hands from shaking. 

      "What do you mean?"

      "It means what it means, Mr Blake," said Lady Isabella Ivanov, "it means what it means. Your efforts were valiant, please don't get me wrong, and you pushed Mr Bowman's plans back, but if you don't destroy the head of the snake, how do you ever think it won't stop growing?"

      "I... what?" I stammered.

      "Mr Bowman's operation is alive and kicking, not on the same scale or level as before, but it is growing bigger and bigger every day. After he took over The Diamond District, it appears his plans were to push into the other boroughs and claim them as his own too. Then use this planet as his home base and strike out into the galaxy. But you put a halt to that. Not a complete stop, but enough of a halt for him to have to refocus his attentions elsewhere."

      "And where has his attention been lately?"

      "On your son."

      I wanted to leap out of my chair; I wanted to spring forward and grab her by the lapels and demand she tell me everything she knew, but I knew it would only play into her hands. I knew any sign of emotion I showed would only give her the signal she needed to bend me over a barrel while I reached for my ankles. But what choice did I have? I would do anything to get my son back.

      "Is that so?" I said slowly.

      She nodded and said no more.

      I guessed I would have to bite. "And what would he want with my son?"

      She gave a frustrated snort as she knocked the ash off her cigar. "For the sake of time, let's not play this game, Mr Blake. I know Mr Bowman has taken your son. I know you and your crew are doing your best to find him. I know you have yet to be successful. I know a great many things and some of them may be helpful to you."

      "And I am supposed to take this help at face value?" 

      "Of course not. Like I always tell you, I do not deal with idiots and only an idiot would expect something of value for free."

      I could already feel the spiderweb-like trap she had set for me tighten as I stared into those blue eyes. 

      "So what payment do you want for this information?" I asked with a sinking feeling.

      "We shall get to that soon enough. But for now, let me tell you what I know. Mr Bowman sees your son as his own. He wants to raise him as his own, but more importantly, he wants a people for your son to rule over. That is where the human-AI hybrids come in."

      "How do you know this?"

      "Because I know how minds like his work, as much as I know how mine works. Creating your wife--congratulations, by the way--creating these human-AI hybrids, making himself into a machine, all this points to a man that is afraid of death, but more importantly a man who wants to rule like a king. 

      "Your wife is his queen, your son his prince. The people he created, his subjects." 

      Could it be that simple?

      "At one point or another you took all three from him; it's no wonder the man hates you. No, I would say hate is too weak a word--he abhors you. But with you now out of the picture, he can resume his original plans."

      I shook my head in anger. ”This is all great," I said, "but I fail to see how this can help me find my son."

      "I know where you can find him."

      My heart stopped in my chest. I tried to swallow but found my mouth dry. Opening my mouth to speak I choked on my words. 

      "Easy," she said, flicking more ash on the floor. "I do not know where your son is, but I know where you can find Mr Bowman. But first I need you do get something for me, otherwise what I know stays with me."

      I could feel Tuari and Willis tense up behind me while I kept my eyes glued to the woman in front of me. Anger rose from my stomach. I tried to push it down, but I could feel the heat of it travel up my neck to my ears.

      "Is this some fucking game to you?" I demanded, leaning forward. "You hold my child hostage and you expect me to what? Bow down to your needs? Run around the galaxy like we're your little courier service? The days of us doing that shit are over."

      "Well, in that case, our business here is--"

       "I should put a bullet--"

      A firm hand jerked me back by the shoulder and I looked up to see Tuari's face set in stone. He wasn't looking at me but was focused on the shadows that surrounded us. I followed his gaze and could see the tell-tale signs of movement.

      The Lady took another long drag before blowing smoke into the air. "In light of the recent circumstances, I shall ignore your little outburst as nothing more than misplaced emotion. I am told losing a close family member is...troubling; it is not something I've had to deal with. Nor am I one to allow emotions to easily control me, but I will give you a word of advice, Mr Blake: if you don't control yours better then you shall never accomplish your goals.

      "Now, can we continue our business?"

      I nodded.

      "Good. Numerous sources of mine have confirmed Mr Bowman has been buying up slaves on the underground market--"

      "Slaves," I said in disbelief. "But slavery has been outlawed--"

      "Don't be absurd, Mr Blake. Just because something is outlawed doesn't mean it doesn't exist. The World Government can barely keep her borders safe, let alone enforce laws out here in the backwaters of space. No, slavery is alive and well and it appears Mr Bowman is buying up every slave he can."

      I shuddered as I thought of the purposes for which he would be using these poor people. Images of what I saw back at the Diamond Tower crept into my mind like figures seen through fog. 

      "We should have been looking for any news of people going missing," I whispered. If emotions hadn't clouded my mind then, I would have seen the writing on the wall sooner. 

      Of course, he needed to replenish the people I had... killed. Even now, there was no easy way to say it. I had done what was necessary but I couldn't think of my actions without bile rising to my throat.

      "Don't be too harsh on yourself," said The Lady. "Even if you looked you wouldn't find anything. That's why he is purchasing slaves, instead of kidnapping people. Buying slaves does not make the news."

      "So, we find him and kill him, right? That's the plan? But I still don't see how that helps you out."

      She flicked some more ash on the floor and I waited for it to come. The medicine under the honey I had just been given. 

      "I don't want him dead. I want what he has."

      "What?"

      "You heard me, I don't care how you do it, but I want the plans and details of how he is building these human-AI hybrids; after that you can do with him as you want."

      I sat stunned, unable to process what I had just been told.

      "It's ironic, I know. When we first met I held what I now wanted in my hands, but I thought it nothing but a pipe dream, nothing but a long shot. That the idea of bringing back the AIs from old was nothing but a legend, long since dead and better left that way. But I was wrong. I have seen first-hand how effective these New Humans are," she said, tracing a finger along the scar on her neck, "and I want that power for myself."

      I felt Tuari's grip tighten on my shoulder and I knew what he was thinking. If we gave the plans over to this monster then it would be no better than allowing Alvis to run riot. Replacing one devil with another wasn't ideal, but as he had said outside, it was better the devil you knew.

      "New Humans?" I asked.

      "It's what the underground are calling the human-AI machine hybrids. Alvis has made a play against some of the bigger crime lords in the galaxy who rule the flow of slaves. As you can imagine, they're not all best pleased at his buying up all the real estate."

      "Real estate," I spat, disgusted. "These are human beings you're talking about."

      She gave me a disinterested shrug. "Do we have a deal?"

      "I still don't know where to find him."

      "I'll send you over the details shortly," she said, getting up from her chair.

      "I'm confused."

      "Oh?"

      "Why trust us to get this for you? You have the resources, the men. Why trust us to get this for you when you could cut out the middleman and easily get it yourself?"

      She looked out into the shadows, face shrouded in darkness. "The honest truth? I cannot afford to have the men leave my side. It seems I underestimated the resolve of my competition. I thought with the other borough leaders gone then it would be a simple matter of swooping in and taking what was mine... never mind, we live and learn. Plus, Alvis shall not be expecting the likes of you to still come after him. He believes he has destroyed you. Killed you."

      "But I'm not dead!"

      She shook her head as if she were discussing tooth hygiene with a child. "You don't have to take a man's life to kill him, Mr Blake."
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      We sat in the back of the van, while Tuari downloaded the details The Lady had sent our way. 

      I tapped my fingers along the armrest of my chair as I stared out of the window. Rain cascaded down the windows of the van as I reflected on my conversation with her. If what she had said was true, and I got my son back, then it would only be a matter of time until the Alvis problem became my problem. There would be an endless supply of slaves. An endless supply of people for him to mould and create in his image. An endless amount of people for him to send after my family.

      He was a threat I would have to deal with once and for all.

      But in my condition?

      I didn't see how that was possible. I couldn't fight. I couldn't defend myself. My crew now looked to Poppy for leadership rather than me, as I was nothing but a hindrance. I was worthless in every sense of the word.

      "We have a problem," said Tuari.

      "What?" I asked.

      "Well, it appears our fine Lady has given us names of slave trader kingpins and their locations, but not given us any information concerning Alvis's whereabouts."

      "What?" I repeated.

      "Yes, we have everything we would need on finding slavers but very little information on what we want."

      I threw my hands up in the air in frustration.

      "What you're fucking saying," said Willis, "is we have to do all the work finding the cunting bastard ourselves, while the wicked bitch of Paradise Lost gets what she wants?" 

      "That wasn't part of the deal," I said.

      "Oh, there is a little note here addressed to you, Quinton," said Tuari. "It says, Mr Blake, I am sure you are cursing my good name to high heaven right now, but I assure you I have kept my end of the bargain. Without this gift of help from me concerning the slavers and their whereabouts, you would forever be lost, not knowing where to start, or even where to look. I have shown you the clear path up the mountain, now it's up to you whether you use it to get us what we both want."

      "What a load of shite!" said Willis, slapping the back of a headrest.

      There was something else going on here. I didn't know what but I could feel it. She was betting a lot on us getting her what she wanted. She said she knew where Alvis was; then why not tell us? Or was that a lie? As long as I knew The Lady, she had spoken nothing but the truth, so something else must have been at play here.

      Were the daily attacks on her life done not only by her rivals but by someone else?

      I rubbed my hands roughly over my face. There were too many variables to account for. Too many things I was kept in the dark about.

      "Alright, here's what we do: we need more information in regards to who the major players of this game are and what they're like. Facts and figures are just that; I would like to have a better understanding of our enemy before we make a move. And the most likely place we're going to find that is The Office. Jerry's place."

      Tuari and Willis both exchanged looks but said nothing.

      "What?" I asked.

      "Just..." began Tuari, while he tried to find the right words, "...shouldn't we see what Poppy thinks? Talk to her about this new development? Regroup? I mean--"

      "When was the last time you spoke to her?"

      "Well... I--er..."

      "Whenever I message or try to get in contact with her, it takes days, sometimes weeks, for me to get a response and I'm her husband," I spat bitterly. "We don't have time to wait around for her. Yes, it would make our task easier, yes, she has a right to know, but... she's chosen her own path to finding our son and I must choose mine as well."

      "What happened to the happy couple I once knew?" Willis asked.

      "Blame. Regret. Anger. Shame. You pick. One of those things, or all of those things, lead to where we are now. I just hope finding our son can repair the damage that is done, or at least help us come to terms with whatever is going on and help rebuild it. But sometimes... Anyway," I said, slapping my hands together, "we head to Jerry's and see what the old boy has for us."

      They shared another look between themselves, that they tried to hide but I caught. It was one of sadness, one of worry, but I was past caring. I had a lead on my son and I would do whatever it took to get him back.
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      The Office had been built and rebuilt and built again, over the months and years I had known the establishment. It was a place of history the borough of Paradise Lost could claim as their own. Much like interbreeding amongst a royal family, it was a piece of history many residents of the borough didn't appreciate, but it was a piece of history nevertheless. 

      I took in the new building that was a bar / pub / nightclub and felt a touch of nostalgia but also fear. 

      Where once the words of The Office sign sparkled and dazzled above its doors, now they spat and flickered. Bullet holes covered the walls and metal bars covered the grotty windows. 

      We came to a rolling stop in the van and looked out onto what had once been our local watering hole.

      "Well, the place sure looks..." said Tuari as he gestured with his hands looking for the right words, "well... lived in."

      "You mean it has all the characteristics of a festival portable toilet," said Willis.

      We exited the van and made our way to the entrance, but before we got through its doors a body came sailing out of the entrance to land at our feet. Facedown, the injured man lay in a pool of his rapidly spreading blood. We moved forward but stopped as a cry sounded from the inside of the bar accompanied by the sound of running feet, before another body sailed out of the doors.

      This one landed next to the first, but face up.

      His face was a mask of blood and broken bones. He tried to speak but the only thing he accomplished was a snort bubble that popped over his face.

      "Glad to see things haven't changed," I said, as I wheeled on. 

      We entered the bar and were blasted in the face with smoke, stale sweat, and the muttering of men that had wasted their lives. The muttering dropped a decibel or two, as the locals gave us a once-over, but rose again, when we met all stare for stare.

      Moving to the bar counter I stopped in frustration as it towered over me and had to backpedal so I could see over the top. A snort came from the only person standing behind the bar, bushy moustache waxed to perfection; a bald head, polished to the point of reflecting the dim light, shone like a lighthouse tower. 

      Jerry Jones looked at each of us in turn and said nothing as he polished the pint glass in his hand with a dishcloth that left smudge marks over the glass.

      "Jerry," I said with a nod of the head, "long time no see."

      He continued to wipe the glass until he was satisfied, then placed both it and the cloth down on the counter before he reached underneath the counter and pulled out a pump-action shotgun. His aim was steady as the noise in the bar became non-existent.

      "Long time no bloody see indeed, lad. Give me one reason why I shouldn't finish the job someone started, and end your life?"

      "Whoa. Whoa, Jerry," Tuari said, lifting up his hands. "What's this all about, buddy? You've always been a friend to the Junk Yard Dogs--"

      "Shut up, you slag! I wasn't talking to you."

      "Jerry, what's going on? Last time we parted ways, we were..." 

      Oh, fuck. The last time we had seen Jerry, he had come into good fortune and had owned the entire street we were now on. Every bar, restaurant and casino was his. He had finally reached the life he had always dreamed of, rubbing shoulders with the bigwigs of the borough as well as becoming one himself. But it looked like that had all ended the night we had arrived and the Mercenary Bloc had followed us here, where they not only destroyed his pride and joy, The Office, but had set fire to the whole street.

      Everything he had owned had gone up in flames that night.

      "Look, I understand how you feel to have your business destroyed and everything you've worked for--"

      "Well stolen," said Tuari, who got a look from me that silenced him.

      "To have everything you've worked for destroyed, but that wasn't our doing, Jerry. It was a bastard called Tex Jonson, who you will be pleased to know is now dead."

      He didn't lower the gun. 

      "Look, Jerry, you've always been a friend to the Junk Yard Dogs. We've always helped you out where we can, and vice versa. Why ruin that now over something as silly as a few buildings? Shouldn't friendship be worth more than--"

      "Friendship! You wankers were never my friends. You lot either used this place as a brothel, somewhere to get pissed, somewhere to preach your religious crap, or somewhere to lay low when people wanted your heads. You treated my establishments like shit! I had to rebuild this place more times than I could count because of you--"

      "Well, technically we never started anything here, it was always someone else looking to start something with us. I don't know what it is but our crew just rubs people up the wrong way," said Tuari.

      Jerry took aim.

      "Will you shut up?" I hissed at Tuari under my breath. "Jerry. Jerry. Jerry! Look, I understand you've lost a lot of business because of us--"

      "Try everything," he said, English accent thick with emotion.

      "But let me make you an offer you can't refuse. All I need is a little bit of your time and before you know it, you'll be one of the richest men on Safe Haven."

      He squinted at me as he chewed the inside of his cheek, before slowly lowering his gun, and jerking his head to the door that led to a private room in the back. 

      We followed him and found ourselves in his back office. One office desk, covered with scraps of paper, was pushed up against the far wall. Boxes, filled with everything from glasses to lemons, surrounded the table creating an alcove. We waited patiently while Jerry wormed his way through the boxes until he squeezed his way behind his desk. 

       "I would offer you a seat but as you can see, I'm a bit short on space," he said.

      "Not to worry, I have my own," I said, gesturing to my wheelchair. 

      "Ah shit, sorry, I didn't mean to cause offence."

      "Jerry, you were pointing a gun at my face less than twenty seconds ago."

      "I know, but still..."

      I gave him a shrug while he got up and placed four glasses on the table. I wondered when I would get used to people feeling sorry for me because of my condition. Would it be something that went away, or would it be something that I would just have to deal with and accept for the rest of my life?

      Jerry pulled out a vintage bottle of rum from one of the drawers of his desk and began to pour but I stopped him.

      "None for me, thanks."

      "Me either," said Willis.

      Jerry looked up sharply, eyebrows raised to the ceiling. "Come again?"

      "I've decided to give it a rest," said Willis.

      "Since fucking when?"

      "Hasn't been for long, and I would lie if I said I didn't miss having a drink now and again, but I love waking up clear-headed. Not needing a drink just to be comfortable."

      "Well, I'm gob-smacked," said Jerry, sitting back on his chair and shaking his head in disbelief. "I never thought I would see the day. I'm ruined. You lot were my best customers."

      "If these two ain't drinking, I'll have theirs," said Tuari.

      "You can do one, this vintage is too expensive to waste on you," said Jerry, recorking the bottle. "As I was saying, I heard rumours of what happened to you, Quinton, and I wasn't sure what to believe. I have more enemies than most men, but I wouldn't wish what happened to you on my worst enemy."

      "You always know just what to say, Jerry. Anyway, I didn't come here to talk about things I can't change, I came here for a little bit of information. And before you say anything," I said, raising my hand as I saw his mouth open, "how does having a fleet of vessels on The Floating City sound?"

      "Like hard work. Why the fuck would I want to be in charge of a bunch of boats? It's hard enough to get my staff to clean the toilets in this place."

      "Not just any bunch of boats, my friend, but a bunch of boats that are casinos."

      "What?" he asked in disbelief.

      "I own The Floating City, it was one of the deals I worked out with The Lady after doing a job for her. I have been on its waters using it as a home base since my accident happened. After we got rid of Mr Lee, no one has challenged us for ownership, nor have any of Mr Lee's floating casinos like the Dragon Lair been reopened. There has been some poor pop-up imitations, but it's a market prime for someone to take over, someone who knows business, someone who's seen it and done it all, someone who isn't afraid of cracking a few heads or pulling a few triggers."

      Jerry looked at me for a second or two before getting up from his seat and walking to the door; making sure it was shut properly, he returned to his seat and pulled one of the bottom drawers of his desk open and placed a small silver triangle on the desk. He stroked its sides with his fingertips, which caused it to open like the petals of a flower.

      Blue light emerged from it and surrounded us like a bubble.

      "Anti-listening device. Cost me an arm and a leg to get it off some World Government official who was too fond of the drink. We should be safe to talk now."

      "So what do you think?" I asked.

      He licked his lips slowly as he poured himself another drink. Knocking it back in one he poured himself another and sipped at it. 

      "Those are pretty words, and only a fool believes pretty words. If the price you are willing to pay is so high, I can only wonder what you want in return for it."

      "For now, the only thing I want is information concerning these men," I said, sliding a piece of paper across the desk to him.

      "Slavers! Whatever would you want with pond scum like that? Take my advice and stay clear of this lot; nothing good will come out of it, and after being in their company you'll feel like you'll need a bath to clean your body and your soul."

      "I have questions for them concerning a certain individual."

      "The same individual whose actions caused you to use that chair."

      "Yes."

      "These men, Quinton, they're not murderers or thieves or gangsters, they're something worse. Revenge may not be worth it."

      I ran my hands along the wheels of my wheelchair and closed my eyes; I wanted to say it had become a part of me, that I had gotten use to moving about in it, but I would be lying. Whenever I sat for too long, I would still try to stand up absentmindedly and have to catch myself before I fell. Some mornings, I would get out of bed and hit the floor with my face, because I forgot.

      "May not be worth it? It is."

      "I have to tell you--"

      "Jerry! They--took--my--son."

      He opened his mouth to say something else, then knocked back the drink in his hand and nodded his head. "Family, ay? The way I see it, you mess with a fella's family then you deserve all the fury hell has to bestow upon you."

      He took a closer look at the paper and frowned. "Well, the first two on this list are dead. One was bludgeoned to death by his teenage druggie lover, and the other was gunned down while running from officers of the World Government. The third I believe is locked away for multiple life sentences, in a deep dark hole somewhere in the ass-end of space. Which only leaves the bottom two."

      "What can you tell me about them?" 

      "Bennie the Butcher--the name should tell you everything you need to know in regards to this one. Although in the slave trade, he leaves more people dead than alive. His treatment of humans is... let's just say, most people who are captured by him end up taking their own lives in the first week. His main territory is three star systems away from here, but I have heard he's starting to expand into our territory and killing off the competition. 

      "The second gentlemen is more complex. Reyansh Roshan views himself as something of a revolutionary thinker. He buys a slave's debt and has that slave work it off by helping him build up his commune. After a certain period of time has passed, the slave regains his freedom. Plus some life skills to help him further along in life. You can find him a lot closer."

      Jerry looked up at me, tapping the bottom of the paper. "I would start with Reyansh Roshan; you're more likely to get an answer, without having to shed blood. You should be able to find him here."

      He scribbled on the paper then handed it back to me; I gave him a nod of thanks and turned to leave.

      "Quinton, for the reward you're offering there must be something else. Nobody is that generous."

      "You're right," I said, tone level, "there's a war coming, Jerry, and I'll need all the help I can get. You help me and after it's done, I'll honour my promise."

      "That's if we survive," he said softly. 

      "A man like you, Jerry, you'll outlive us all," I said, leaving him to his thoughts.
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      I was back on The Kennel, as we travelled to our next location. I had missed the old girl, as I had not been on her for some time, Willis and Tuari had aided Poppy in whatever way they could, while she had been hunting Alvis down. 

      I had asked again and again why they had made a sudden appearance without her, and I kept on getting the same answer. It was because of the meeting with The Lady, but something still didn't feel right about it.

      Surely if they thought what Lady Isabella had to say was important, then they would have brought Poppy along too? Whenever I voiced my doubts, they both grew silent and busied themselves with work.

      There was something deeper, darker, they weren't telling me. I dwelled on the problem as the ship got closer to our location.

      Before I knew it, our destination appeared in the distance before us. A space station designed in the form of a Ferris wheel on its side spun lazily against the backdrop of a solar system; planets ranging in sizes equal to Earth and five times its size littered the solar system.

      "I'm surprised a slaver would position his base of operation out in the open like that," I said, gesturing to the viewing screen. "I mean if he's choosing to hide in plain sight, then it's obviously working."

      "The planets in this solar system are inhabited, but it was something of a mistake," said Tuari. "After WW3 when humans expanded out into space like a virus, some got lucky and struck gold. They found planets similar to Earth, with very little threat from the wildlife and an abundance of water, plus enough precious metals that turned average men into kings overnight. And then you've got people like these poor folks, who found hell.

      "Planets with little water, animals more dangerous and poisonous than those from Earth, and the threat of asteroid strikes every couple of decades. The barely habitable planets in this system are affected by all of the above."

      "So what then?" I asked. "Does that mean they get forgotten about?"

      "In a sense, yes. When a planet has got nothing of value for the powers that be, then the inhabitants get left by the wayside. This system isn't on any major shipping routes, which means they don't get any ships stopping to refuel, nor do they get the influx of crews looking to blow off some steam after being onboard a ship for months on end."

      "So this Reyansh Roshan gets to act with impunity?" I said in disgust.

      "It seems so."

      I looked at Tuari and just shook my head. How cruel this universe could be. 

      "Alright, hail the station and request permission to board. We all clear on our roles and story?"

      Tuari gave me a nod.

      "I am but I don't bloody like it," Willis grumbled. 

      "I think the role suits you perfectly," Tuari said with a grin, as he got the all clear from the space station to dock.
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        * * *

      

      Two men dressed in fine silk jodhpuris waited for us in the docking station. They were both unarmed. As we approached them I looked for any signs of threat, but couldn't find any. 

      "Welcome, my name is Hrithik," said the taller of the two, "and this is Irrfan. We hope you had a pleasant journey and we are honoured to have you as our guests. Before you met with Guru Roshan, can we offer you some refreshments?" 

      I looked to Tuari and Willis, bewildered, before I said, "Guru who?"

      "Guru Roshan," said Hrithik with a smile that was beginning to get on my nerves.

      "We talking about the same fucking person here?" Willis asked. "Reyansh Roshan?"

      Irrfan covered his mouth in shock, as Hrithik took a step back. We call the holy one only by his full title," said Hrithik. "Guru Roshan is a wise and respected man, who's done many great things for the people of this solar system."

      "Like slavery?" Willis asked.

      "What some call slavery, others call liberation," said Irrfan.

      "Yes, thank you, Irrfan," said Hrithik, and turned back to us. "We see you are uneducated in the ways of our Guru. Fear not, we took no offence, but some on the station may not be so forgiving."

      "Ginger, you bastard! Watch your tongue, you slave, before I make you use it to clean my boots," I said, striking Willis with the riding crop we had found on the ship. Who it belonged to, I didn't dare to ask, but it quite nicely complimented my disguise as a regal businessman dressed in a sharp suit.  

      "I... apologise, master," said Willis, face turning red.

      "I do apologise for my manservant," I said, turning to Hrithik and Irrfan. "He isn't smart, but you don't need to be to wipe my ass. Now, I believe we shall pass on the refreshments as I would like to get this meeting with Guru Roshan underway."

      "As you wish," said Hrithik; "please follow me."
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      We walked through a station that was orderly and clean. 

      Men, women and children passed us by, while others cleaned the corridors or served food to people who sat at cafeteria tables. I looked for the people in chains or being whipped but I found none. The whole thing had a level of normality to it that was off-putting.

      Whenever Hrithik and Irrfan passed anyone the two would clasp their hands, bow and give praise to Guru Roshan. 

      I caught the eye of Willis and Tuari, and both had the same confused look as I. Whatever was taking place here wasn't what I first thought it was. Either that, or there was something deeper going on under the surface.

      Laughter halted me in my tracks as I saw a man playing with his kids. He tussled them to the ground, allowing them to jump all over him. Their smiles could cut through the darkest cloud. 

      I must have watched them for longer than I realised because someone tapped me on the shoulder, jolting me out of my daydream. 

      "Huh?"

      "You alright?" Tuari asked, standing over me.

      I looked back to the happy family and watched their receding backs, lost in my own thoughts.

      "Yeah," I said finally.

      Hrithik and Irrfan continued to take us down corridors that got grander in scale by the minute. Lavish tapestries hung along the walls, and potted wildflowers, which gave off a fragrance that made me feel like I was back in The Jungle. We passed large weathered scrolls behind glass frames, their gold lettering shining in the lights they were under.

      "Everything you ever want or need is inside you," I read out, stopping in front of one.

      "These are scriptures we live by," said Hrithik. "They are words and sayings delivered to Guru Roshan, from the Cosmos. He is blessed to be able to distil the vibrations of the universe into words and then pass it on to his humble disciples." 

      "Hmm," I said, trying to keep my face expressionless. "I see."

      "You say you do, but you do not," said Irrfan. "The light doesn't shine through you."

      "I..." Before I could think of anything to say, they were already walking away.

      "Shit, these zealots make Willis look like a choirboy," Tuari whispered behind his hand.

      We continued on until we got to a plush red shag carpet that stretched all the way to a large set of ornate double doors. Two men stood guard outside, but they carried no weapons upon their person.

      Hrithik and Irrfan bowed before both and received, each of them, a necklace made of flowers. 

      "If they think they're putting that shit on me, then they have another think coming," Willis muttered under his breath.

      I went to respond but Hrithik and Irrfan turned to us. "Guru Roshan awaits. Please follow us."

      We did as we were asked and entered an area as large as a ship hangar. A transparent ceiling that showed the stars outside rested thirty feet above our heads and gave way to a space covered with nothing but large cushions and beanbag chairs. Soft white carpets covered the floor and poked through the cushions. Golden statues of mythical gods and goddesses held scented candles. But the main thing I couldn't ignore was the sea of naked flesh before us.

      Men cuddled and kissed women, men danced with other men, women rubbed oil on the shoulders of other women. Large groups of limbs mingled in ecstasy, like a tangled ball of string.

      "Well, this is more like it!" Tuari said, clapping his hands together, eyes shining before the sight in front of him. "I think I'm going to like it here. Ginger, see to our Lord's needs while I make myself acquainted with the locals."

      "Tuari," I said sharply, causing him to hiss under his breath.

      "But--"

      "We don't have time for this; please lead the way," I said to Hrithik and Irrfan, who gave me a nod.

      We followed their path until we reached what I could only call a throne room come shrine. Flower petals littered the floor, and scented candles cast long shadows as a man with a long white beard, which rested on his lap, sat on a large leather-bound throne-like chair. Wearing a navy-blue Nehru jacket with white linen trousers and open-topped sandals, he smiled at us as he stroked the two women who rested their heads in his lap.

      "Welcome, gentlemen, I am Guru Roshan. To what do I owe this honour?"

      "Guru Roshan, the honour is ours. I came here to discuss a few business matters with you, but I see you're preoccupied at present. I would hate to interrupt you in your hour of pleasure--"

      "Nonsense, we are all family here. What you discuss in front of me can be discussed in front of my family."

      "I didn't realise you could do that to family," Willis muttered under his breath. "It gives the saying 'keep it in the family' a whole other meaning."

      "Why wouldn't one want to share the greatest gift one could give to family? The gift of the flesh."

      "Err... yes," I said, trying to retain my thoughts. "We had heard you were in the human business, but now I am not so sure if our intel was correct."

      Booming laughter escaped from Guru Roshan's chest. "The human business, I like that. I like that a lot. But let us call it what it is--slavery. There is no shame in the word unless you allow it power over you. Yes, I am in business, but not like my colleagues are. My colleagues do not see the potential in front of them. They do not see how they can inspire and grow the flock they have received. Instead, all they see is how to make a quick buck and move on to the next like a plague of locusts. My colleagues are unthinking beasts who do not deserve the name human, but who am I to judge?"

      "I'm confused," I said; "slavery is slavery. No matter how pretty you dress the word up, you are buying and selling humans like they are nothing more than animals."

      "Everyone here is a slave, including me."

      I looked at him more confused than ever, as I tried to wrap my head around what he had just said. The families we had passed, the workers, the people having sex... all slaves?

      Guru Roshan chuckled at my expression. "What I mean to say is, everyone you see before you were once slaves. Just as I was. But the explanation for what I mean can wait, for now. I want you to be our honoured guests here. Drink, eat, relax and then I shall explain everything to you in due time."

      "Although your offer is generous, I am in something of a rush. I have questions concerning--"

      "Your questions can wait."

      "But--"

      "I can tell you are no slaver. I can see it in your eyes--"

      "You do not even know my name."

      "I do not need to know the species of a snake to know that it is one. Hrithik and Irrfan will show you to your quarters and I will come and retrieve you in due time."

      I opened my mouth to protest. I didn't have time for this; I needed to get the information I needed about Alvis and the slave market and be gone. 

      Tuari moved forward and placed a hand on my arm and shook his head. He lowered his face down to my ear. "This man is all about custom, showing his guest a good time. You need to play the game to get what you want."

      Swallowing the anger crawling up from my stomach, I nodded Guru Roshan's way and allowed his people to lead us to our rooms.
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      The room they had allocated me was a thing of beauty. Flowers in beautifully glass-blown vases graced hand-carved wood shelves, and a four-poster bed made by the finest carpenter's hands I had ever seen rested against the wall. The room had been clearly thought out and designed with an artist's taste, but not an artist's sense of usability. Everything here was designed to work.

      They had given all three of us our own rooms, which came with an assortment of meals and drinks. I hadn't been hungry but I had forced myself to consume something just so I stayed sharp.

      A light knock on the door drew my attention.

      "Come in."

      The door slid open to reveal a woman dressed in a flowing white gown that clung to her curves like paint. She was naked underneath; it was all I could do to draw my attention away from her breasts and concentrate on her face. Full lips pulled into a smile; with soft brown skin that glistered with body butter and smelled of coconut, she walked through my door.

      "Err, hello."

      "Hello," she said softly.

      I stared at her and she stared at me, both deer caught in headlights. 

      "Can... can... I help you?" I asked.

      "I am here to keep you company," she said, walking towards me.

      "No, no, no," I said holding out my hands defensively and moving back. "I'm all good for company, thanks."

      She looked down at my legs, then at my wheelchair, and gave me a sad smile. "It's OK... if you can't... there are other things--"

      "I said no!"

      The force of my words threw her back and a hurt look crossed her face as she wrapped her arms around herself. I hadn't meant to shout, but the look of pity she threw my way had brought it out of me. In truth, I didn't know if I could or not. After Alvis threw me off the wall and I lost the use of my legs, then Kushim got taken, there hadn't been time to be intimate with Poppy. There was too much to do, too much to think about.

      "I apologise for the interruption," she said, turning sharply on her heels.

      "Wait, wait," I said, moving towards her. "I apologise for shouting. You took me by surprise. I'm not used to women coming on to me, let alone trying to sleep with me. The last woman to do that was my wife, and if she found you here, let's just say there wouldn't be enough pieces to put us both back together again."

      "I am not some cheap common whore," she said, turning back around, ice in her words. "I chose to come here under my own free will. I am also married, but such titles mean little on this station. I am free to do as I please and so is my husband. Don't get me wrong, I love my husband very much, but I also love a great many other people. It keeps life fresh. To love and to be loved."

      I smiled. "There is only one woman for me. I was married before, but it was something that had turned sour with time. In truth, there was never love there. My wife, Poppy, she kidnapped me and saved my life all at the same time. She has saved my life, time and time again when I've been weak, when I've been stubborn, when I've been foolish.

      "Even though I've failed her time and time again," I lowered my head, tears coming despite myself, "I... I... I have always tried to do what's best for her, what's best for my family, but lately that hasn't been enough."

      Silence filled the room as I allowed the tears that had been held back for so long to finally slide down my face.

      "It stinks how much you love your wife," she said, walking towards me and lifting my chin up. "It stinks like a hot meal cooked on a cold night, for a loving family that is gathered around the dinner table. Why are you here?"

      "I need information concerning a man who is buying a lot of slaves. I know that isn't much to go on, but it's all I can give you."

      She opened her mouth and closed it again as she looked into my eyes. "I know I shouldn't be telling you this but I think I can help. I know more than most about the slave trade, although many years have passed since I was one. All I can tell you is what I've heard on the grapevine. A man who looks like he is made out of wax has been buying up every slave he can get his hands on. He is using a middleman called Bennie the Butcher to do most of his dirty work for him. I've never met Bennie," she said with a shiver, "but what others have told me about him is enough to drive a person insane. If you want to find this man you're looking for then Bennie is the person you need to find.

      "But be aware, Bennie the Butcher is not a man you want after you. He has the reputation he has, for a reason. That's all I know; sorry I couldn't be of more help."

      "Thank you, from the bottom of my heart--you don't know how much help you've been."

      "We all need a good Samaritan some time in our lives," she said with a smile.

      "Can I ask you a question? How does this place work? I don't understand--"

      She bent down and kissed me hungrily. Taken aback, I didn't know what to do but looked up at her, confused, as she took a step back.

      "The only person who can answer that question is Guru Roshan," she said, walking to the door.

      "Why?" I asked, touching my lips.

      She laughed lightly, allowing the light to capture her beauty in full. "Pain highlights the beauty in all things," she said. Then she was gone.
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      A knock at the door woke me with a start. I passed a hand over my face and found I had fallen asleep in my wheelchair. Rubbing the back of my neck, I twisted it left and right, to try to relieve some tension. After my helpful Samaritan had left, I had tried to preoccupy myself but not finding anything to do in my room, sleep must have finally claimed me.

      A knock once again rapped at the door.

      "Come in," I said, wiping the drool from the side of my mouth, and straightening my clothes.  

      The door opened to reveal Guru Roshan standing before me. He gave me a half-smile and beckoned me to follow him with a lazy gesture of his hand as he turned on his heel and walked away.  

      I pushed myself forward in haste until I finally caught up beside him. He walked with his hands behind his back, eyes staring ahead. The station lights were dimmed and the hallways empty; the only sounds that could be heard were the tapping of his sandals against the floor and the motion of my wheels. 

      "I apologise for the late hour, but the only time I have to myself is when everyone else is asleep. This way we can speak freely without being interrupted."

      "No apology needed. I understand." 

      A man mopping the floor before us laid down his mop and knelt to his hands and knees, forehead touching the floor. 

      "Rise, my brother," said Guru Roshan, lifting the man to his feet. "How is your daughter?"

      "Well, Guru, the doctor you sent has cured her of her illness; she is on the mend and already annoying her siblings. If it weren't for you, we would have been lost. We owe you a debt we can't hope to--"

      "Nonsense, brother. Nonsense. We are all one here; what I do for you, you would do for me. But if you would like to help then, Doctor Jackson needs a helping hand emptying the patient bins. If you are too busy I understand--"

      "It would be my pleasure, Guru, my pleasure. I apologise for the interruption. I shall allow you to be on your way," he said, once again bowing deeply.

      We continued on in silence and came to a corridor made of a transparent material that gave us a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree view of the space outside. The view of the planets that lay beyond the station was breathtaking. They looked like enlarged marbles hanging from a jet-black ceiling dotted with fairy lights. 

      "This is my favourite part of the ship," said Guru Roshan. "It reminds me of how small we really are in the grand scheme of things."

      I placed my hand on the glass and tried to take in the beauty, but the only thing I could think about was how vast space was, and how hard it would be to find my son.

      "I built this place because I was once a slave. Beaten, tortured, humiliated. I won my freedom by saving the life of my slaver." He laughed at my shocked expression. "I assure you it wasn't done out of gratitude or kindness, but prompted by a little voice which told me to save this man's life. So I did and because of the act, I won my freedom. From there I wandered aimlessly until another voice spoke to me and gave me a mission. A mission that led to this," he said, gesturing at the station around us.

      "To become a slaver yourself?" I asked, trying to mask the sarcasm.

      He laughed. "People who become slaves are people who are in debt and can't repay their lenders. I buy people's debt from the people who own them; from there, I give them a choice. They are free to go or they can help me keep this place running, using the skills they have to build something truly special. There was a lot of stress, heartache and pain. But I have created a system where the skills you have, be it engineering or carpentry are more valuable than the money in your bank account. Everything here is traded skill for skill."

      "That sounds nice and all, but humans are still humans and humans do human shit. What do you do when that happens?"

      "We ask the individuals to leave. We do not believe in punishment here."

      "Even if the offence is as heinous as murder?"

      He let out a sigh and stroked his beard, while his eyes took on a vacant look. "There was one such man, whom we had to imprison. He was too damaged. Too angry. Too--" He shook his head. "He hated the universe for what it had put him through and in part wanted to punish it and everyone in it, for the pain it caused him. His mind was broken. Bennie was beyond help--" 

       "Bennie! You're talking about Bennie the Butcher?" 

      "Yes, although when I knew him, he just went by Bennie. It seems his violent nature hasn't left him, or his willingness to cause suffering to others."

      I laughed, shaking my head. "Two former slaves who have become the very thing they were trying so hard to fight against."

      "Yes," he said dryly, "the irony isn't lost on me."

      "What can you tell me about him? I need all the information you have concerning him. He's working for a man who I need to find."

      "There isn't much to tell, I'm afraid. He killed his guards, fled the station and we haven't seen him since. If his reputation is anything to go by, then he has truly become an unrecognisable monster."

      "Do you know where he might be? What area of space he's operating in? Anything?"

      Guru Roshan shook his head, causing me to close my eyes. I now knew the man I needed to find but didn't know anything about him. I was angry I hadn't gotten more, but at least I had a more concrete thread I could work with.

      "I'm sorry I couldn't be of more help but--"

      Alarm sirens began to whoop, bathing anything in red. I looked to Guru Roshan, whose mouth was opened in shock. I could hear voices and running feet in the distance. He took off running towards the direction of them and I followed after him. A group of men and women up ahead spotted us and waved for our attention, increasing their speed.

      Even at this distance, I could tell something was wrong. Their faces were masks of horror.

      Head down, I pushed on my wheels as the gap between us grew smaller. Less than thirty feet away the corridor we were in shook with the force of an earthquake. A hole ripped through the side of the corridor forcing metal inward. The resulting explosion lifted the group in front of us off their feet, scattering them like pins in a bowling alley. Before their bodies hit the floor more than half were sucked through the hole and into the abyss of space. 

      The ship's safety mechanisms sealed the hole up with the shields putting an end to the suction caused by the hole. 

      I had been thrown from my wheelchair; the sounds of pain and anguish played like a backing track to the warning sirens still blaring. I dragged myself to my chair and tipped it the right way up before getting in.

      Guru Roshan lay huddled against a far wall. He groaned as he came to, his face a bloody mask. 

      I made my way over to him and slapped him lightly in the face trying to get his unfocused eyes to settle on me. When they finally did, he looked past me to the injured people who were moaning in the distance. He made to move away but I grabbed him.

      "Who would do this?" 

      "I don't know," he said, shaking me off and going to a woman's aid. He got his hands under her armpits as another wave of explosions tore through the station, causing the lights to flicker on and off.

      I moved toward him and helped as best as I could.

      "We need to get these people to the infirmary," he said. 

      "No," I said, stopping him, "you need to find out what's going on and lead your people. You!" I pointed to two uninjured men. "Get these people the help they need."

      They nodded, as Guru Roshan looked my way, uncertain. 

      "We need to make our way to the bridge. Lead the way," I said, pushing him forward.

      He gave one last look back at the people around him before doing as I asked. We moved at speed through the station, while I tried to keep my nerves in check. Crippled and unarmed wasn't the way I wanted to face what was up ahead, but I had little choice in the matter.

      "Do you have any weapons on board?" 

      He looked at me aghast "No, we forbid the use of them on the station."

      "None at all?"

      "Well... only a handful are kept locked away in safe storage. But I doubt we would need the use of--"

      A bullet pinged overhead causing him to duck. Shots rang out and a man came running into our view from a side corridor. Bullets struck him in the back and he fell down face first in front of us. Footsteps quickly sounded from the source of the bullets and a man dressed in ratty leather trousers and shirt pointed a gun our way. 

      Scars showed through the unkempt beard on his face and his yellowish grin swept our way as he took aim.

      Eyes wide in panic, I waited for death to come as I heard gunfire but we weren't the bullets' intended targets. The gunman looked down at his torso in confusion, red spreading across his chest before another bullet made a hole between his eyes.

      He was dead before he touched the floor.

      "Guru!" 

      We turned our heads to see Hrithik and Irrfan running our way accompanied by three guards with small pistols. 

      I shook my head in anger. "Are those the only weapons you have?"

      "Yes," Hrithik replied, "Guru has always taught us conflict should be--"

      "Who is attacking?" I asked.

      "We are not sure, but a number of ships are attacking us. They have taken out our gun turrets and main lines of defence. We have sent word down to the planets below and they are sending any ships they can to aid us."

      "How long will that take?"

      "Normally, the effort would be a wasted one, but as luck would have it, there is a small fleet of World Government ships in the solar system who heard our SOS for help. They should be arriving shortly. We just have to keep the intruders at bay," said Hrithik.

      I nodded, "have you seen my men? Willis and Tuari?"

      "They are near the bridge where the fighting is at its worst."

      "Then that is where we need to be! Lead the way."
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      We moved through smoke-filled corridors, telling the residents of the station we passed to get back inside their homes and barricade the doors until it was safe to come out.

      My arms ached and my breathing was ragged, as I kept pace with everyone else. 

      I hadn't kept in shape while the others had been away. I had allowed myself to get fat. I had allowed myself to get lazy. I was paying for my choices now, but I wouldn't allow it to stop me no matter what. 

      Men huddled at the edge of a wall throwing kitchen utensils down a corridor, while they tried to keep the attackers at bay. The cleaner we had passed earlier with the sick daughter was amongst them. More bullets descended upon the huddled group as another man dressed in leather with dreadlocks and a beard that masked most of his features came from the opposite direction. 

      He had crept into our blind spot and we didn't see him till the last second. 

      The cleaner screamed in surprise and acted the fastest, tackling the man down to the floor. They wrestled back and forth until the cleaner got on top and lifted a snapped-off broomstick handle above his head. He drove it down with force into the attacker's eye socket, putting the weight of his body on top of it. The attacker clawed at the cleaner's face frantically, his nails causing welts along his face. 

      A wet-suction like sound turned my stomach as the cleaner pulled the handle out and stabbed down again and again until his opponent was dead.

      He got to his feet and smiled our way, "Guru, thank the universe you're saf--"

      He never got to finish his sentence as a hole turned his brains to mush, spraying us with his skull's contents.

      "No!" Guru Roshan screamed, as his guards laid down covering fire, shooting the men responsible dead. He knelt beside the fallen cleaner, cuddling his head in his lap. Tears streaked down his face. 

      I took a quick look down the corridor where the main body of attackers were coming from and didn't like what I saw. One of their ships had penetrated the walls of the station and they were disembarking directly into the corridor, bypassing most of our defences.

      Fuck, this wasn't good.

      I didn't know how long the World Government fleet would be, but unless they turned up in the next five minutes we would all be dead.

      "The bridge?" I asked, but no one spoke, all eyes still looked down at the fallen. I grabbed a gun from one of the guards and fired it in the air, making everyone jump. "The bridge! We need to secure it unless you want everyone on this station to die. Now move."

      They got themselves together and we moved again. 

      I could hear gunshots behind us and more fighting in front. I needed to get in contact with Willis and Tuari, but I had stupidly left all electronics back in my room.

      We passed another intersection and I saw a face similar to the ones that had been attacking us. I didn't hesitate but fired, killing him on the spot. 

      "The bridge is just up ahead," said Hrithik.

      We pushed on until we arrived at a scene that was pandemonium. Men lay sprawled on the floors dead or dying, while others fought tooth and nail against the men who didn't belong. Everything was being used, from guns to chairs, to deter our attackers from taking the bridge. 

      "About fucking time!" Willis screamed. He had a man in a headlock while he beat another man over the head with his pistol. The man he was hitting finally went down and he released the headlock he was applying and shot the other dead. 

      "I hope you brought bullets," he said, taking cover from returning fire.

      "Afraid not," I said, coming to a stop next to him and laying down fire of my own.

      "Fuck! The idiot and I didn't bring any more ammo than what we had on us. The rest of our supplies are on The Kennel."

      "I told you to carry the extra bag, didn't I?" said Tuari, who was ducking behind a console bank opposite us, "but what was your response? You're big enough and ugly enough to carry your own shit. And guess what that bag had inside it?"

      Great. Looked like we would be defending this bridge with nothing but chairs and kitchen utensils soon. 

      "How bad--" began Willis, but stopped as he shot a man who was coming our way through the neck. "How bad are we talking?"

      "Bad. They've disabled the station's defences and I have seen multiple hull breaches from their ships penetrating ours. The World Government is on its way but how far out they are, I don't know. The only thing we can do is hold the--"

      A roar carried on a wave hit us as more of the enemy stormed the bridge. 

      Bullets came flying our way blowing chunks out of the computer consoles around us. I paled as a bullet sparked off one of my wheelchair's handlebars. I returned fire dropping two men that came my way, but didn't have time to get off another shot as I was tackled to the floor by the third.

      I brought my gun up but he knocked it out of my hands, where it skidded out of reach. I tried to go for it, but my attacker wrapped his hands around my throat. 

      I tried my best to fight him. I threw punch after punch into his ribs but they had little effect on him, as he forced his weight upon me crushing the wind from my lungs and readjusting his grip around my neck. Dark spots floated around the outside of my vision as I struggled to stay conscious.

      His yellow teeth were as bright as the sun as he leaned in close, foul breath washing over me. 

      He stared into my eyes enjoying every second of my torment. He wanted to see the light fade from my eyes when I died but in doing so he had made a mistake. 

      His face was now in easy reach of my hands. 

      I reached up in one swift movement and dug my thumb all the way into the corner of his eye and jerked it forward, scooping out his eyeball. He screamed in pain and collapsed to the floor holding his face. I rolled for my gun, and kept on rolling till I faced him and fired two rounds through his hands, blowing out the back of his head.

      I crawled back to my chair to see Willis looking at me. "No! You're alright, Willis. Don't worry about me, I've got this. You just continue to watch me."

      "I know you had it handled."

      "The World Government is here," shouted a voice. 

      The tension on the bridge changed as the defenders could see the finish line and pushed the attackers back harder.

      A booming voice cut through the crowd: "Take as many slaves alive as you can!"

      I scanned the crowd and saw the speaker. Thickset, with bowling-ball shoulders and a wild mane of jet-black hair, his broken nose jutted away from his face like the ridge of a cliff. Scar tissue covered his forehead and more scars covered his bare barrel chest and arms. He swung an axe in one hand and shot a pistol in the other. 

      He looked like he was from a different time. A time where men rode horses and swung swords.

      "I want them all alive, you hear! They're no value to us dead!" 

      "Bennie! What do you think you're doing?" came Guru Roshan's voice over the noise. "Stop this. Stop it this instant."

      Against all reason he was listened to and the fighting came to a standstill. Bennie rested his axe on his shoulder and gave Guru Roshan a look of pure pleasure. 

      "This doesn't have to happen. You don't need to do this. You--"

      "Yes; yes, I do."

      "But the way to live a good life isn't--"

      "Will you shut the fuck up! You don't listen, do you old man, that's your problem. Always thinking you know best. Always thinking you have all the answers. Who said I wanted to live a good life?" Bennie stretched his arms out wide. "A life filled with pain and misery is so much more fun!"

      Bennie lifted the pistol he held Guru's way and fired. 

      The shot never reached its intended target as Irrfan jumped in the way, taking the bullet through the chest. He was dead before he hit the floor. 

      The shot was the spark that reignited the powder keg. Hrithik screamed in rage and charged Bennie, chair raised over his head, but it was a pointless gesture and ended with Bennie's axe being embedded in his neck. Blood gushed out of the wound like a fountain and he too dropped to the floor.

      "The World Government has boarded the station!" one of Bennie's men yelled. 

      The first sign of panic crossed Bennie's face and he roared in anger as he swept his axe left to right, felling men who got in his way. The attackers pulled back but I couldn't let him escape.

      He was the only person who could lead me to Alvis. 

      As he and his men exited the room, I moved from my cover and gave chase. 

      "Where the hell are you going?" Willis asked, but I was already halfway across the bridge, wheelchair moving with all the speed I could muster. One of Bennie's men who brought up the rear spotted me and moved to obstruct my path, but I shot him in the face and continued on.

      I heard footsteps behind me and turned to see Willis and Tuari keeping pace with me; I gave them a brief nod before turning my attention forward. The people they either dragged or carried slung over their shoulders hampered Bennie's crew's escape. The captives fought them tooth and nail trying their best to escape, which slowed them down even further.

      A pair of men struggled with a young man who wouldn't get off the floor. They screamed at him to stop moving as they kicked and punched him. Their attention was so completely focused on their captive they failed to hear us coming; two shots dropped them to the floor. The young man stood up to thank us but I moved past him, eyes looking straight ahead. 

      We turned a corner and were met with three brutes who attempted to block our path. I shot the first and got past but Willis and Tuari weren't so lucky. The pair wrestled with their opponents, trading kicks and punches that echoed through the corridor.

      I stopped in my tracks and turned back.

      "We're out of ammo," Tuari yelled, ducking a punch. "Go! We'll catch up with you."

      I hesitated over going to their aid. But the sounds of Bennie's men were growing more and more distant by the second.

      "Go!" Willis screamed.

      I did as he said and continued on. Head tucked down, I pushed my wheelchair flat out as I took one sharp corner after the next, always with the fear I would tip over as I found myself on one wheel more often than not. 

      A large group up ahead were entering a ship that had its cargo doors down. They fought and held off men who wore the World Government uniform. The fight was bloody, with men having to resort to hand to hand combat, because of the confines of the space they were in. I looked for Bennie but couldn't see him amongst the mass of heaving bodies before me.

       "Let me go!" said a voice I recognised followed by a scream. It cut through the noise and I squinted, trying to find the source. There!

      Held by the roots of her hair, my Samaritan friend was being dragged along the ground by none other than Bennie the Butcher. Her lip was split. One eye was closed, but she fought like a caged tiger. I could see the fear radiating from her one good eye as she twisted in his grip but couldn't escape. 

      They were nearly aboard his ship.

      Jaw set, I knew what I had to do. Gun in hand I barrelled forward shooting into the crowd. Bodies fell around me while I tried my best to keep moving forward. I felt something nick my cheek but I paid it little attention and just kept moving. The door to Bennie's ship was descending, with him at the lip of it surrounded by some of his men. He saw me coming and grinned, but I cared little as I lifted my gun and fired.

      The first two shots killed the men either side of him. Men leapt out of the way of my fire but he stayed where he was, grin only growing wider. I aimed for his shoulder and legs not wanting to kill him, but to wound him enough it would hinder his escape. I pulled the trigger of my pistol and nothing happened. 

      Shit. I was out of ammo and moving too fast towards him to do anything but continue on the path I had set out. Head down, I threw my pistol his way and did the only thing I could think of as I barrelled onto his ship. I threw myself forward in a tackle that he dodged easily, allowing me to land flat on my face. 

      I turned my head and looked up at him, to be met with a smile full of teeth. "Boy, you're one stupid son of a bitch," he said before the handle of his axe dropped on my temple knocking me out cold.
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      I woke up to the feeling of cold metal and dread. 

      Shifting my body around, I opened my eyes and was greeted by a dark ceiling that had moss growing in spots, as water dripped from broken pipes and shackles hung from secured bolts in the ceiling. I shifted from where I lay and felt hands ease my back against a wall so it supported me. Unfamiliar faces greeted me as I took in my surroundings. I was in a holding cell no bigger than forty feet by forty, but that had far too many people for it. They shuffled for space as the stale smell of sweat and human misery wafted through the air. I passed my hand over my face and winced as one side of my swollen face came in contact with my fingertips.

      "The swelling should go down, after a while," said a voice next to me. "Go down a lot faster if we had some ice, but we won't be seeing those sorts of luxuries anymore. Not on this ship anyway."

      I looked to my right and saw my good Samaritan friend spit on a piece of cloth and use it to wash away some of the dried blood that had collected there. 

      "You shouldn't have come here," she said, not meeting my eyes. "Nothing is worth what you're about to go through."

      I laughed. shaking my head. "The last six months of my life have been hell; this will just be another part of it."

      She looked away. I could see she doubted my words but I couldn't care less. I was one step closer to reaching my goal. One step closer to seeing my son. Although I had left Willis and Tuari behind and didn't know where Poppy was, I felt like I was finally doing something useful. How I would accomplish that goal was a different matter, but for right now, I needed to gain as much information as I could and work from there.

      "How long have I been out?"

      "Hard to say really. None of us have any way to measure time, as they stripped all our electric devices from us. After we boarded, the ship must have been attacked by the World Government, because it felt like we took some damage, but I'm guessing Bennie told them what cargo he had onboard, since they quit chasing us. That or he jettisoned a few of the slaves he captured to prove his point."

      I had expected that. When it came to matters of hostage situations, the World Government erred on the side of hostage negotiations before deciding on action.

      "How many people were taken?" 

      "I'm not sure. All the hostages on this ship are in this cell. There were other ships in Bennie's fleet. How many survived, with captured hostages of their own..." She gave me a shrug.

      I frowned. It wasn't much information to go on but unless I found a way to communicate with the others, all the information in the world would be useless. I cast an eye over the cell.

      "You won't find it here," she said.

      "Do you know where it is?"

      "The last I saw of your wheelchair, Bennie was sitting in it being pushed around by one of his men like a king."

      Fuck. Unless I got it back I would have to resort to dragging myself along the floor. I tried to shift my weight so I made myself more comfortable. A few people moaned and cried, but most were quiet... stone-faced. They were people who had experienced this before. A people who had faced their own demise and had come out the other end. They thought this would be no different. Part of me wished that was true, but I had seen Alvis's handiwork close up. I knew what horrors lay ahead for these people.

      "So," I said, looking to my good Samaritan, "I have yet to know your name."

      She smiled at me and opened her mouth unsure of what to say.

      "Surely we have been through enough that something as simple as a name can be shared?"

      "Names have power," she said, "but for now, you can call me Sam."

      I chuckled. "Fair enough. Fair enough. So, Sam, tell me a little about yourself."

      "There isn't much to say. Small girl with big dreams who was sold into slavery to pay off her husband's debt. Her next husband broke her free and after running from star system to star system they finally found sanctuary in the Guru Roshan station."

      "You must love your husband greatly."

      "I did, I do... but sometimes when someone sets you free from slavery the debt they have over you overshadows everything else. Just being with them can be a constant reminder of the things you escaped from. Selfish, I know."

      Not knowing how to respond, I took in the misery around me.

      "You know what's coming, don't you?" she whispered, pressing her body against mine.

      Once again I didn't know how to respond. I didn't look her way, but I could feel her breath on my neck, her breasts pressing into my arm. 

      "You don't have to tell me but..."

      "You are being taken to a man called Alvis Boman," I said out of the corner of my mouth. "He... he has taken my son. He is the reason why my legs no longer work. He is older than any human being should be. And he is going to experiment on everyone in this cell."

      "Experiment," she blurted out.

      I lowered my head as eyes looked our way. We kept quiet for the next ten minutes until the attention left us and I continued, "Yes. He wants to meld the people here with machines. He wants to create a new generation of machines which are part human, part machine."

      "That's absurd," Sam snorted, looking away.

      "He's done it before."

      She looked at me sharply, the first real sign of fear showing behind her eyes. "He's done it before..."

      "I stopped him once. I plan to stop him again."

      "What are they like... these... these people who are made into machines?"

      "They--" I thought to lie to her, to tell her it wouldn't be as bad as she thought, but that was as worse as doing the procedure on her myself. "They appear to lose all free will, only existing to fulfil their master's orders."

      As soon as the words had left my mouth, I knew I had made a mistake. I should have kept my mouth shut. 

      Her face paled and she clutched my arm with a vice-like grip as she shivered and shook. I brought my arm around her and hugged her in close, while silent tears fell down her face. 

      "I've been a slave once and I made a promise to myself I wouldn't be one again."

      I opened my mouth, but the sound of heavy footsteps coming towards us from outside our cell quietened everyone. The footsteps brought a group of men who were armed to the teeth. One placed his palm against the outside of our cell on the locking mechanism, causing it to open. The door creaked on its hinges and swung outward as ten men with rifles stepped inside and parted the crowd. 

      I could feel the tension in the air. 

      We outnumbered them many-fold, but to act would mean some of us would be killed. 

      Bennie walked into the cell, chicken leg in hand as he smiled from face to face. As he took a large bite out of the leg bits fell into his beard but he made no effort to remove them.

      "Go ahead!" he said, waving to the crowd. "Go ahead."

      No one moved.

      "I know what you're all thinking, I can read your little slave minds like a book. You're thinking, there's only ten of them and oh so many of us. But what each of you is waiting for is for someone else to act, because you people are no better than sheep. You're waiting for someone else to act, so they can take the bullets first, which would allow the rest of you to escape.

      "But the very selfish nature of slaves means that none of you will act, because no one wants to be the martyr. No one wants to die first. Even if it means they spend the rest of their lives in servitude to someone else."

      No one moved.

      "Go ahead! Come on! I... dare... you..."

      No one moved.

      Bennie looked from face to face and threw the chicken leg over his shoulder, as he grabbed an elderly man from the crowd. He forced the man down to his knees and placed his axe against the man's neck. "If no one moves in the next ten seconds and tries to escape then this man will die!"

      Gasps went through the cell.

      "Ten."

      There was shuffling in the crowd. People were edging themselves forward, but it was a stutter step where their bodies moved but their feet remained in the same place.

      "Nine."

      I scanned the crowd, looking over the faces. Many an eye was cast down, too ashamed to look upon what was taking place. 

      "Eight."

      The elderly man, eyes wide in panic, shifted from left to right, to scared in his own right to move an inch.

      "Seven."

      The blade of the axe flashed in the dim glow of the lights.

      "Six."

      No one made any effort to come forward.

      "Five."

      I had to do something. Anything.

      "Four."

      I pushed away from the wall.

      "Three."

      I crawled forward.

      "One!"

      The axe--

      "Stop!" I said, arm extended. "Stop this. You have made your point."

      Bennie lowered the axe to the floor and looked down at me with a smile, before addressing the crowd. "How ironic is it that a cripple has to stand up for the likes of you?" he spat in their direction. "You should be ashamed. But what do I expect from slaves?"

      He turned to me. "I see you are the only one with any fire in your stomach. If your legs were working then I would offer you a place amongst my crew, but we have no need for cripples, no matter how large their hearts are."

      "You think little of me if you believe I would join the likes of you."

      He stared at me for some time, eyes shining in the gloom, before he erupted in laughter. He turned on his heel and gestured for the other men to follow him. They piled out of the cell one after the next until Bennie was the only one left. He made to leave then snapped his fingers. "Oh, that reminds me."

      Spinning back on his heel he brought his axe down onto the man's neck separating head from body. 

      Everyone watched in silent horror as the head flew into the air, turning and flipping, spraying us all with blood before it landed in front of my face. 

      An expression of shock still lingered on it.

      "Do not bemoan what is already lost!" said Bennie walking out of the cell. "He was dead anyway, like the rest of you; he just didn't know it yet."
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      They had moved the body of the elderly man to one side and covered his head with his own shirt, to try and give him some respect in the afterlife. I found it amusing despite myself that these people thought so little of him in life, and yet treated him so kindly in death.

      I watched on as people went up to the corpse and gave their blessings. 

      "You disapprove?" Sam asked, coming to settle next to me.

      "It is not my place to say."

      She snorted. "I would believe that if judgement weren't radiating from your very soul."

      "I...they just stood there," I said, not caring if my voice carried. "They just stood there and watched a man get murdered. Murdered in cold blood. They could have stopped it. They could have overpowered the men, taken their weapons and tried to take control of the ship. We will not get a better opportunity. Bennie was just posturing. He didn't expect anything to happen. How am I supposed to--"

      "It sounds like the person who would benefit the most if they did that is you."

      Her words put a stop to my rambling. Was she right? Was I that selfish? Did I only want them to risk their lives so I could get what I wanted? I knew the answer even though I refused to accept it. 

      "Look around you--there are friendships, families, brotherhoods and sisterhoods created over time by suffering. These people didn't want to take the risk of dying or, worse, see someone they love die, just on the off chance they might escape. They've been through too much, seen too much. They're broken and they aren't afraid to admit it."

      I shook my head; she still didn't understand what was coming. 

      "You have been slaves once but this is not the same thing, this is something much, much--"

      Footsteps sounded in the corridor, once more putting everyone on edge. Ten guards came into view once again armed to the teeth. They opened the door and stood in front of the cell entrance scanning the crowd. Their eyes lingered on the women in the crowd. A hole in the bottom of my stomach gave way as I sensed what was about to come.

      "Sam, hide your face," I began, but it was already too late.

      The guards fanned out amongst the crowd and snatched women from it. The men protested and tried to fight them off but they were gun-butted to the floor. They pulled Sam away from me despite my best efforts. I crawled after her but a boot to the face stopped me in my tracks. Blood dripped down my nose as I looked up to see each woman grabbed by the chin and examined in the light.

      "Undress," said the man in charge.

      Where there was once a roar of anger, now only silence came as the women looked at each other in uncertainty. The guard in charge snapped his fingers and guns were pointed at the crowd. 

      The message was clear. 

      One by one the woman undressed, some turning bright red, others holding their heads high and looking their oppressors in the eye. The guard in charge licked his lips as he slowly walked around the group. 

      "This will do nicely. Looks like we're going to have some fun tonight, boys!"

      They pushed each woman through the exit of the cell into the waiting arms of the guards beyond. Their hands were secured, their clothes left on the floor. Without another word the door to the cell was closed and the women vanished from sight.
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        * * *

      

       I woke to the thud of a boot kicking me in the ribs. 

      Blinking my eyes open, I looked up into the face of one of Bennie's men. "The boss wants to see you."

      I shook myself awake fully and looked around me. Heads were down as people tried to get what little sleep they could. I noticed the women weren't back and the people who knew them the best were still up looking through the cell bars.

      "Hey," said the guard, giving me another kick, "the boss hates to be kept waiting. Get a move on."

      "If you haven't noticed, my legs don't work."

      The guard gave me a shrug. "Then I guess you'd best get to crawling."

      I looked at him in disbelief, but the smirk on his face showed me he was serious. Gritting my teeth I said nothing as I began to army crawl along the floor of the cell. I did my best to avoid the dried pool of blood from the elderly man's death, but still managed to get some on me. The journey from where I rested to the cell exit took me longer than I expected, but I completed it without complaint.

      With an almighty clank, the doors closed behind me and I looked back to see my fellow slaves looking at me with a mixture of pity and sadness. I returned their stares with a look of defiance and followed my captor.

      Five minutes in and I was still following him. Elbows sore and bruising, shoulders burning, I gritted my teeth as I kept on pulling myself along.

      "What the fuck have you got there, Mark?" said a voice up ahead. I lifted my head to see two guards coming out of the room to my left; naked, they stared my way as I continued to move. Their body odour smelt of stale sweat and sex. 

      "I'm just taking my dog out for a walk," said Mark, causing the other two to laugh. "Here, doggie, doggie. Come on, if you're a good boy then I'll give you all the treats you want."

      The men continued to laugh as I crawled past them. Looking through the room they had come out of I saw two beds with crumpled sheets strewn everywhere. Two women sat along the edges of the beds, their faces bloody, their eyes downcast. I stopped as one looked up and looked me in the eye. Her gaze was soulless, her face a blank mask. 

      "Get a move on!" said one of the naked men, kicking me. "Unless you want us to do to you what we did to them."

      Teeth clenched, I stared him in the eye, which caused him to take a step back; regathering himself he kicked me again but I said nothing. "He... he... he must be touched in the head or something. Come on," he said, slapping his friend on the chest, "let's go back and have some more fun."

      They returned to their room and closed the door. I stared at the door for another second or two before continuing on.

      The journey took longer than the guard would have liked but I refused to be rushed. If he wanted to do it this way then I would at least dictate the pace. Finally, coming to a large jet-black door, he double-checked I was behind him, before walking forwards and causing the doors to open. I followed him onto the ship's bridge and wrinkled my nose in disgust.

      It smelled to high heaven. 

      Dirty cups and plates littered every surface, animal bones and clothes littered the floor. 

      Moth-eaten leather chairs and consoles with wires sticking out of them clustered for space amongst the mess. I looked at the floor I had to travel along my stomach and grimaced inwardly. 

      "Come on, we ain't got all day," said my guard. 

      I said nothing but closed my eyes and steeled myself as I moved behind him. I passed sleeping men passed out on the floor, the smell of cheap booze hanging over their bodies like a heavy cloud. Others sat on the floor or in chairs, their vacant expressions making me confused until I saw syringe needles lying at their feet. 

      We didn't have to travel far until we came across Bennie. He sat in a captain's chair more akin to a throne, of leather, with dead animal skins draped around it. He stroked the two women's heads lying in his lap with one hand and held a golden goblet in the other. 

      His feet were resting on my wheelchair. 

      "So glad of you to finally join us," he said.

      "I would have gotten here sooner, but I have appeared to misplace my chair."

      "Oh, this," he said, slapping the black soles of his feet down on my wheelchair. "I find this works as an excellent footstool. It's the wheels; I can move it around as I see fit."

      "I'm glad one of us is getting some use out of it."

      He smirked as he took a sip from his goblet, eyes studying me over the rim. "Why are you here?"

      "I thought that was obvious--because you captured me."

      He shook his head and took another sip. "But that isn't the truth, now is it? Why would we take someone like you as a slave? A cripple who doesn't know his place in the world. What use are you to anyone?"

      I opened my mouth and wrestled with the thoughts that said that he was right, that told me that I was useless. I had no business being here. What was I looking to prove? To do? Without the aid of Willis or Tuari, I was just a helpless fool bound to get himself killed. I didn't even have the aid of Poppy.

      As the realisation hit me, I struggled to keep my fear hidden away in case this beast smelled it. 

      I was doing this for my son. I was doing this for my family. 

      No matter what happened, no matter how I accomplished it, I would complete the task even if I had to throw my life away, so he could live. 

      "It may come as a shock to someone like you, but not all of us are able to stand by while people like you do as they please. I was only doing what any normal person would."

      "And that's another lie," he said, tilting his goblet towards me. "A normal person would run and hide somewhere safe with their family, hoping some other fool handles the problems of the galaxy. Only someone who has nothing to lose would do as you did, which makes me think you're here for some reason I haven't quite worked out yet."

      I looked at him stone-faced and said nothing. 

      "Not to worry, not to worry," he said as he stroked the head of one of the women on his lap. She looked up briefly and I caught a glimpse of her face. It was Sam. Her face was unbruised, but the look she gave me spoke of horrors I couldn't fathom. I buried my concern so it wouldn't appear on my face. Any show of emotion now would only put her at greater risk.

      "I don't know what to tell you, Bennie old chap," I said, giving him a shrug. "I'm the last of a dying breed. Who sees evil and just wants to put it--"

      Bennie exploded out of his chair; goblet thrown in my face, he grabbed me by the neck and lifted me off the floor. "You think this is funny!" he said, shaking me, while the veins running along his neck bulged. "That I don't know the game you're fucking playing! I saw you try and target me back at the station. I have seen the eyes of enough men who want to kill me to know when I'm looking at one!"

      "Kill you?" I said in bewilderment.

      "Who paid you?"

      "I don't know what you're talking about."

      "Who do you work for?"

      "What?"

      "Who paid you to fucking kill me! I won't ask again."

      Spittle ran down his chin and the glassy eyes of a drunk stared at me as he shook me again. Neither of us said anything but a snicker from a corner of the bridge cut the tension. Bennie's eyes swivelled to its source while he still held me afloat. 

      The culprit was a man who paid little attention to the room as he rifled through the trash around his feet until he finally found a glass pipe. Placing it between his lips, he lit the bulbous bottom end and inhaled deeply before a smile was plastered on his face.

      "Something funny, Smithy?" Bennie asked.

      "Huh?" said Smithy, looking up startled.

      "I... said... is... something funny."

      "Nah, nah, nothing, boss. It was nothing."

      "It must have been something, because you were laughing."

      "It's just that... oh, never mind," said Smithy with a wave of his hand.

      "No, please enlighten me."

      "Come on, boss," said Mark, the guard who had brought me here, stepping forward, "Smithy is new--he doesn't know how things work around here--"

      A look from Bennie silenced Mark on the spot. "Please, Smithy, do go on."

      "It's just that... well, I don't see why anyone would send a cripple like him to kill you, boss. He's hardly the most deadly man, is he? I mean he can't even stand up by himself. But then again, boss, I always say you should look out for them sneaky cripple types, they're the ones who will get ya. You know what I mean, when you're asleep and they crawl along the floor and you don't hear them coming, then next thing you know, you're getting stabbed by some no-legs-having fool.

      "Although he does have legs," said Smithy looking at me closely, while he scratched his head. "I was right what I said in the first place, boss, you would be a fool to think someone like him could kill you."

      I saw Mark out of the corner of my eyes close his eyes slowly in irritation, while he pinched his nose and shook his head.

      Bennie's hand released my neck and I fell to the floor. 

      He said nothing as he walked Smithy's way, hands held behind his back. "A fool, am I?" he muttered quietly under his breath as he strolled around Smithy until he came to a stop behind him. 

      Through the drug haze Smithy was in, it finally dawned on him he may have said something wrong as he looked around the room in a panic.

      "Boss, I didn't mean it like that. I'm not calling you a fool, you see, I'm calling the idea foolish, which is a completely different thing."

      "Is it now?" said Bennie, rubbing Smithy's shoulders.

      "It is because--"

      "Shhh now, there was no offence taken. No offence at all. Paige," Bennie called. A woman dressed in black leather that covered every inch of her came to a stop in front of me; a golden mask that covered her face looked down to take me in. "Paige here, my dear cripple friend, will look after you; she has a way of getting what she wants out of people. A way that even frightens idiots like old Smithy here, isn't that right Smithy?"

      "Yes, boss. No one messes with Paige, not after what she did to poor old Nigel. Tore his old chap right off she did--I've never seen so much blood in my life. Just as well I guess; Nigel always wanted to be a woman, now she goes by the name Nigella."

      "I'm sure she'll get the name of whoever sent you here, Mr Cripple, in no time."

      Paige bent down and grabbed me by one hand, then dragged me towards the exit.

      "Oh, and Mr Cripple," said Bennie, stopping us in our tracks until I turned and faced him, "Smithy here wants to say goodbye."

      Smithy looked confused for a moment, then an idiotic smile plastered itself on his face. "Good--"

      Bennie broke his neck with a twist.

      "Have fun, Mr Cripple, I'm sure I'll find out everything I need to know in no time."
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      I was thrown into a small room that had a pair of shackles hanging from the ceiling, and drainage gutters running in grooves along the floor. I didn't have to be a genius to work out what fluids they drained away from the room.

      The woman in leather stomped on one of my hands, causing me to shout in pain, before she closed the door behind her.

      I clutched the hand to my chest and rolled around the floor in agony. "Fuck, that hurt!"

      She looked my way but said nothing; hands on her hips she stayed where she was.

      "Look," I said holding up one hand and shuffling away, "whatever Bennie is paying you I'll triple it. Better yet, name your asking price and I'll pay it once you help me get out of here. But first I need as much information on him as you can give me." 

      She tilted her head sideways.

      "Nod if you can understand me?"

      I waited with bated breath for a few seconds before I received a nod. 

      "Good. Good. Now, I can't believe you're happy here, amongst this rabble. I mean the smell alone must drive you crazy, not to mention always being on guard because you must be the only female on this ship, but if you join forces with me, and help me get some information from Bennie, then I  can give you your freedom."

      "What makes you think I need your help?" she said, voice distorted through the mask. 

      "I... then why are you here?" I asked, confused.

      "Because I have plans of my own. Plans you may now have put in jeopardy."

      I tried to think of what to do. Had I stumbled on some sort of ship mutiny that she was involved with? Or did this go deeper--was she more deeply in league with Alvis than I had first thought?

      "Look, maybe we can both help each other out here; I mean, judging by the men amongst your crew, most of them have fewer brain cells than a flea. But together we could join forces--"

      "You should have stayed home."

      Her words hit me harder than they should have. "I can't, I have... I have things I needed to do."

      "By crawling along the floor on your stomach."

      I allowed my head to drop as I stared intently at a spot in front of me. "If I have to crawl until the end of time, then that is what I shall do, to accomplish my goal."

      "You should have stayed home, Quinton," she said, taking off her mask. 

      I looked up into the face of my wife and tried to say something, anything, but I was lost for words.

      "You should have stayed home."

      "That's the first thing you can think to say to me after all this time!"

      "What would you like me to say?"

      "I don't know! 'How have you been? Where have you been? What have you been up to? Quinton, what are you doing on a slave ship? Where's Willis and Tuari?' Pick one! Any will do."

      "The reason why you're here is obvious."

      "Oh, is it? Please enlighten me."

      "You are here for the same reason I am. Following the trail of breadcrumbs to Alvis. How you got on this ship is also not difficult to work out. While hunting for the whereabouts of the man that looks like he's made of wax, who is buying every slave he can, the ship or station you were on was attacked by Bennie, which places you here. Willis and Tuari no doubt got separated from you, probably through no fault of theirs; you were always one to rush headfirst into danger."

      "You've got it all worked out, haven't you?"

      "Someone has to."

      "What does that supposed to mean?"

      "It means what it means."

      "I--" Shaking my head I tried to find the right words, but couldn't. I dragged myself along the floor till my back rested against the wall and sighed. I had wanted adventure. I had wanted a life worth living. Somehow that wish had become cursed and I was now living my worst nightmare.

      "What are you doing here? Where have you been?"

      She gestured down to herself as if the outfit should explain it all. 

      "I'm really drawing a blank here, Pop."

      "After you left the crew--"

      "I didn't leave! I overheard the conversations, I overheard how you thought it was best for me to return to Safe Haven, that the search would proceed quicker if I wasn't there. That there was only so much I could do. How things were not--"

      "After we decided it was best for you to return to Safe Haven, I continued with Willis and Tuari for a while but they frowned upon my methods. They wouldn't do what was needed to be done for me to achieve my goal. So I parted ways with them and sent them back to care for you. I gave them instructions that under no circumstances should you resume the search, but I can see how well they listened to said advice."

      "The Lady gave us a tip-off about Alvis and the slavers."

      "In exchange for what?"

      "Something I am not willing to give her; she just doesn't know it yet."

      Poppy shook her head. "All debts must be paid sooner or later. I found that out the hard way."

      "You think Kushim is your fault? Because of what? Your past?"

      "I have committed a great many crimes and feats of evil, some because I was forced to, some for profit, some for pleasure. But above all else, I am committing the most now so I can fill this hole that grows bigger every day."

      "Poppy, this isn't your--"

      "Anyway, like I was saying, after Willis and Tuari left I searched for any signs which would lead me to Alvis. The only thing I kept coming across was word of a man who looked like he was made out of wax. I followed the source to the slave trade and he was within my grasp, but he boarded a ship and was lost to me. The only thing I could think of to do was to work for the man he was talking with when I saw him."

      "Bennie?" 

      She nodded. "Bennie. I've spent many months working up the ranks of the crew so I could learn enough about Bennie and Alvis's relationship. Bennie supplies slaves and Alvis is giving him a small fortune. Although Bennie has now placed a large target on his head amongst the other slavers who he is cutting out. 

      "That's how I earned his trust, I saved him from an attack by a rival outfit."

      "Something doesn't smell right here. There must be something else going on between Bennie and Alvis. Are you sure Alvis hasn't promised Bennie something else, like transforming into an AI hybrid?"

      Poppy shook her head. "No, Bennie is a simple man. Almost to a fault. He likes three things. Killing. Fighting. Women. As long as Alvis pays him handsomely, then he'll work for him until the payments stop or he gets himself killed."

      "Did you find out about Alvis's location? How many slaves he's got? His end goal?"

      "I--" 

      Poppy slipped her mask back over her face as a knock sounded on the door. Walking towards me she punched me square on the nose forcing it to bleed. She walked to the door and looked over her shoulder to double-check her handiwork before she opened it. Mark stood outlined in the door, trying to get a better look at me over her shoulder.

      Poppy stared at him but said nothing.

      "Boss wanted to know if you've found out anything?"

      Poppy continued to stare, allowing the uncomfortable silence to stretch. 

      "Ugh, I'll let him know--" began Mark, but he never got to finish his sentence as Poppy slammed the door in his face. Poppy turned back to me and lowered her mask, I went to speak but she held up her hand.

      I waited a couple of minutes and asked again, "Did you find out about Alvis's location? How many slaves he's got? His end goal? If he has an army?"

      "What use is that information to you?" 

      I jerked my head back as if she had slapped me in the face and looked at her in shock. "What the fuck do you mean, what use is it to me? He--took--my--son!"

      "I don't see how that information would be any use to you in your current condition. Let's be honest here, Quinton, you can't do anything to help out. The truth of that may hurt but, where my son is concerned, I can't risk having you interrupt my plans because of your ego. I can't risk him. And... and I can't place my faith in you anymore to get him back. If I have to do this, then I have to do it myself."

      Tears streaked down my face despite myself. I wanted to argue. I wanted to shout. I wanted to tell her she was wrong, but deep down I knew that wasn't true. I had failed to do the one thing every father was meant to do: protect their offspring against harm and protect their family against attack. I had failed time and time again and now I was paying the price.

      "We'd better get started, don't you think?" I asked, dragging myself towards her.

      "I'm sorry for what I'm about to do, but for Bennie to believe I interrogated you then there will have to be bruises and injuries."

      I laughed. It sounded bitter and hollow even to my ears. "After everything you've said, you think a few broken bones are going to hurt?"

      "I didn't mean to--"

      "Just get on with it!"

      The first blow hit me in the face causing me to bite my tongue, but I didn't care. It was a welcome distraction from the breaking of my heart.
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      I was thrown in a dark cell barely ten feet by ten. 

      Poppy had said placing me in solitary confinement would make Bennie think she was doing everything to break me, while she came up with some excuse as to why I was on the ship. 

      In all honesty, I hadn't really listened to what she had said, just nodding my head as I went back and forth with my own inner dialogue. Her words had hurt me more than any I could remember. It was because since I knew her, she always had a smile on her face and a spring in her step. She was never down, she always saw the bright side of things. But looking into her face I saw someone I barely recognised. 

      There was a monster rippling under the surface and I didn't think I wanted to be around it when it surfaced.

      I laid my head against the wall and tried to move my face, but the beating I had taken had numbed everything into a dull ache. I was worse off now than when I had first started.

       No crew. No wife. No plan. 

      Poppy was right--what was I thinking? How did I expect to beat Alvis in my current condition? I had barely made a dent in him when I was at full health, but now... I shook my head. I didn't have a plan. I was just reacting to what was happening to me. Hoping for the best and praying against the worse. 

      I banged my head against the wall.

      Fuck!

      I didn't see how I would get Kushim back. Not without help. But Willis and Tuari were God knows where and my wife wanted nothing to do with me. But who could blame her?

      I knew she didn't trust me, and she couldn't understand why this was important to me, but I had failed once as a father even if those children weren't mine. I sure as hell wasn't going to allow that to happen again. I just needed to work out how I was going to get my son back.

      I kept on banging my head against the wall praying, wishing, begging that I would have some genius idea or thought but nothing came to me and the only thing I could do was cry as the darkness around me closed in and I felt truly alone.
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        * * *

      

      I brought my hand up to my face as light flooded my senses; I didn't have to wait long before an outline blocked out the light. I looked up into the golden mask of Poppy.

      "I think I've sorted our problem," she whispered, looking up and down the hall.

      "Really?"

      "Yes, I overheard a conversation from a woman asking where you had gone. She seemed quite concerned. So, I have informed Bennie that you are her worried husband, who daringly but foolishly decided to attack the leader of the raid because you wanted to protect her."

      A pit in the bottom of my stomach began to form.

      "He didn't believe me at first, but after some convincing I think he has taken the bait."

      "Was--" I worked my dry mouth free and tried again, "was this woman in Bennie's company when I met him on the bridge?"

      "Yes, yes, she was."

      I closed my eyes and shook my head, "Poppy, she was a friend."

      "I don't see the problem here; we needed an alibi as to why you were on this ship and I believe I have made one that shields both of us from suspicion. What does it matter if this woman is a friend or not?"

      "It matters because she has been the only person who has shown me any kindness for the last six months. The only person who hasn't looked at me like I'm some burden. The only person who has truly cared for me."

      "That isn't fair!"

      "It may not be fair, but you have just endangered the life of an innocent woman when her only crime was trying to treat me like a human being."

      "Her life means little compared to the bigger picture."

      "Compared to the... compared to the bigger picture? Will you listen to yourself? This isn't a simple decision, like where to go for lunch--you are talking about someone's life."

      "You talk like you haven't killed people who have gotten in your way."

      "I have killed people who looked to do me harm, who looked to hurt the people I care about. Not because it was convenient."

      "You sound like Willis and Tuari. I will do what I can to get my son back. If it means planets must burn and star systems must fall then so be it."

      "There is no point getting our son back, if we have no souls to raise him into the person we would like him to become."

      "You worry about your soul. I don't have one, remember."

      "Poppy, this is madness--"

      "What did you think this was going to be?" she spat, stepping forward and picking me up by the front of my clothes. "Did you think it would be a simple case of finding Alvis and asking him kindly for our son back? Did you think there wouldn't be a trail of bodies? That we wouldn't have to suffer before we got what we wanted?

      "I'll tell you how this plays out, Quinton, it plays out with me doing everything in my power to get my son back and keep him safe. Everything. I don't care who I have to hurt. What I have to destroy. One way or another, I will get him back."

      Tears spilled from the corner of her eyes as she held me aloft. I wanted to say something to comfort her; I wanted to be the rock she could lean on but now, all I could think of was: how many people's lives was my son's worth? 

      Was she doing the right thing? 

      Would I do the same thing if I were in her shoes? 

      Sam didn't deserve the fate we were putting her through; she was just an innocent bystander, someone who was in the wrong place at the wrong time, but history was littered with such people that got stepped on by forces of nature like Poppy. My wife was one of those whose will and driving force were so strong they swept up everything in their path like a tornado.

      "Poppy, there has to be another way."

      "What is done is done," she said, throwing me over her shoulder and taking me back to my cell.
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      She had changed.

      I realised now why Tuari and Willis had been so cagey about why they had left her. She was slowly becoming a monster. I shook my head--who was I kidding? She had fully undergone the werewolf-vampire transformation and was now on the warpath. She had been involved in WW3, used as a weapon of mass destruction and terror, that people had made tales of caution about and bedtime stories to scare children. 

      But back then, she was acting on Alvis's orders. Until she grew smart enough and wise enough to betray him and bring him to justice. Now, she was just acting on her own intuition. 

      Yet who was I to judge? She was a mother, a wife--my wife, whose child had been ripped from her arms. Would I not do everything I could to gain my child back? Had I let the feeling of loss and despair I felt every morning finally take over? 

      Was I accepting the idea that I would never see my son again?

      Poppy no doubt had a plan in motion, a plan involving Bennie. But to what end I didn't know. 

      Back in the holding cell with the rest of the people taken, I looked around for Sam but couldn't find her. The other women had returned but she hadn't. The ball of tension and dread that had started to build when I had heard what Poppy had done was now like a dead weight in my guts. As the hours passed and time crawled past, I was left with nothing to do but think.

      Think on how things had changed. Think on how things would never be the same. How my marriage was failing--had failed before it even got started. If, when, we got Kushim back, how were we meant to continue on as a family? How could we ever get over this ugliness without it forever haunting us? 

      Would my wife ever look at me the way she used to?

      As thoughts like those and so much more kept on fighting for my attention, I heard footsteps coming towards our cell. I didn't have to wait long to see Sam being pushed in my wheelchair by a guard with another walking alongside them. Shit-eating grins on their faces, they opened the cell and shoved the wheelchair in, where it rushed forward before spinning out of control and toppling sideways.

      "I feel sorry for you, matey," said one of the guards, looking in my direction. "I heard she was your wife; what's been done to her, I wouldn't want it done to my worst enemy. Let's just say all the boys on the ship have used her like a communal shower. I even had a go myself. She's a right goer, I can see why you went to all that trouble to keep her safe."

      I looked up at both of them, grins still on, while I placed an arm over Sam.

      "Oh, one more thing. The boss said you could keep the chair. He says it's the least he could do after what he's done to your wife," said the guard, laughing while he locked the cell door behind him.

      I placed a hand through Sam's hair and lifted it up and wished I hadn't.

      Her face didn't have any bruises, but I didn't recognise her anymore. Gone was the cheery smile, gone were the eyes filled with light. In their place was a mask of horror and torment, with dead cold unfeeling eyes. My body instinctively wanted to move back, but I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her in close. 

      She fought me at first, trying to shake me off like a dog that had got wet, but I held on until her body slowly trembled, then shook, then rocked as sobs overtook her and the torment she felt rolled off her like spray from the ocean. 

      How many people like this would I leave in my wake until I found my son? What would life be like after this was all done?
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      I woke to the sound of thundering feet. 

      I touched Sam's shoulder, waking her from the first bit of sleep she'd had in days, and waited with bated breath as the sound brought men into view. I had been waiting for this moment. I knew they were taking us to Alvis's location, wherever he might be based, but I didn't know how far the journey would be or how long it would take. With the engines coming to an almost silent hum some hours back, I had guessed that we were near our location.

      A guard opened the door and a group of men trailed in, weapons pointed towards us. Mark, the guard who had taken me to see Bennie in what felt like a lifetime ago, came to a stop in the centre of the cell.

      "I want an orderly queue formed. Women on one side and men on the other."

      No one moved. 

      With a sigh Mark took out his pistol from the holster at his side and fired it in the air, making everyone jump. "You've got less than a minute to comply, otherwise our bullets will find new homes."

      The crowd rushed to get themselves organised. Sam held my hand, a tremor going through hers, but I patted it with my free hand and gave her a nod. She walked towards her line and stopped as she looked back at me reluctantly. I gave her a firmer nod before getting into my wheelchair and moving towards the line of men.

      "I want the women to make their way out first and follow the guards with the green armbands; the men will follow me. No one, and I repeat no one, is to go anywhere unless told otherwise. No one is to speak unless spoken to. If these two simple rules are disobeyed there will be consequences. Do I make myself clear?"

      Mark looked over the lines to make sure everyone understood before allowing his men with the green armbands to escort the women from the side. Many a tear fell down a face as women and men alike knew that this might very well be the last time they saw each other. 

      With the cell now empty of the women, Mark turned on his heels and said, "Move out!"

      We did as he asked, moving out of the cell and through the halls of the ship. We didn't get very far before the foreboding leather-clad figure of Poppy walked up to Mark and pulled him to one side, out of earshot.

      Confusion crossed his face as he looked to me then back to her. He shook his head in anger but Poppy crossed her arms, putting an end to the conversation. He tried to continue it, but she took a step forward and Mark lifted his hands quickly in defeat. 

      She walked towards me and grabbed the handlebars of my chair, as the queue of men continued on their journey with Mark still shaking his head. As I was about to speak, Poppy slapped me on the back of the head and moved me through a part of the ship I hadn't been to before. We took corner after corner until the noise drew dim and the wires and walls surrounding us took on a neglected quality.

      We passed through puddles of oil and discarded tools littering corners. A sound behind us forced Poppy to turn sharply around. She left me alone in the corner while she quickly hurried back the way we came. I eyed the tools around me with interest and moved to a pile close by; I rifled through it and stopped as I heard her coming back.

      She grabbed my chair again and we took off until we came to a rusty door. She pulled it open and manoeuvred me inside before closing the door.

      "I haven't got long so I'll keep this brief. We have arrived at Alvis's station and the slaves are being transported off the ships of Bennie's fleet as we speak. I don't know the layout of this place as I have never been here, but that shouldn't be a problem. I want you to stay here while I look for Kushim."

      "What! What if you don't come back?"

      "I have packed enough food for you in here to last a week. Even if this ship departs, Bennie's crew never comes down here. You should be safe for now."

      "Don't you think people will realise the man in the wheelchair is missing? I don't blend in."

      "I've taken care of that; I've asked Bennie if I can keep you as a plaything. I have gained enough loyalty with him that he doesn't question my requests. I've done things like this in the past, when I've taken women or children and pretended to kill them, so I could give them a chance to escape. This is no different."

      "I think it is, Poppy! You don't expect me to stay here while you go off into danger to save our child."

      "You would only slow me down."

      "I'm coming and--"

      "Quinton! Please don't make me say it."

      "Say what?"

      She pulled off her mask and took a deep breath, running her hands over her face. "You are no use to anyone. What could you possibly do to help? You can't fight. You can't run. You can't lift anything. You would only be a liability. You are a liability. If you can't see that, then at least do this for our son."

      Tears stung the corner of my eyes as I dragged my forearm across them in anger. Her words cleaved my chest open and ripped out my heart as I tried to steady my breathing. 

      "I'll be back. If I'm not, then I have already sent a message to The Kennel alerting them of our location. They should find this ship and break you out. All you have to do is hold out until then. Ration your food and try not to make any noise and this will be over before you know it."

      "What about you? Say you find Kushim, then what? You think Alvis won't notice? You're on a station surrounded by untold countless enemies and you'll be holding a newborn child. How do you expect to fight with our baby tucked in your arm? How do you expect to avoid the bullets and the weapons coming your way? If you do avoid all that, how will you escape? You think you can flee the station without being shot down?"

      "I will find a way," she said with gritted teeth.

      "You haven't thought this through."

      "And you have, have you? A lone man in a wheelchair invading a slaver ship by himself. Coming to fight a man who is stronger than any known human that has ever existed."

      "Pop--"

      "There was a reason I was the most feared person during WW3. I left a trail of bodies a mile long. I stormed embassies and sneaked into presidential homes to assassinate men of power that were better guarded than this. This is child's play."

      "Pop--"

      "Alvis has forgotten what he has created. But when I next see him I must remind him how grateful I am, for unlocking my true potential."

      "Why are you doing this?" I asked, words nearly getting stuck in my throat.

      She walked up to me and held my face in her hands and gave me the first smile I had seen from her since this all started. She kissed me on the lips, then rubbed her nose against mine as she took a step back. "I am doing this because I love you. I care about our family and I want my son back. I am doing this for us."

      Before I could say anything else she opened the door to the room and closed it behind her without a backwards glance.
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      I looked at the closed door in disbelief for what felt like hours. How could she do this? Leave me behind like some unwanted toy, after the effort and risk I had taken to get here. I shook my head in anger as I paced back and forth in my wheelchair. Deep down part of me knew she was right, knew I couldn't offer much help, but two pairs of eyes were better than one. 

      I couldn't stay here. 

      It was ridiculous on her part to think I could stay in this room for a week and not be found. Regardless of what rations she'd packed me, eventually someone would come and inspect this place and I would be caught red-handed then tortured for Bennie's pleasure. 

      Where the hell was I supposed to go to the toilet!?

      When I gave the room a once-over there was nothing really to take in. Bare walls greeted me with nothing but a few scraps of metal lying in the corners. I spotted a red rucksack poking out behind the metal and wheeled over to collect it. It did have everything in it I needed to survive for a week or more--bottles of water and packs of dried jerky, bread and fruit greeted me the deeper I dug into the bag. Placing it on my back I scanned the rest of the room but she had already taken any weapon or anything useful out of it. 

      She had done her job well.

      I closed my eyes and thought about what I was going to do next. Was it the right thing to do? Would I be making things worse? If I left this place would I further endanger my family? Was the right thing to stay put and wait to be rescued?

      I tapped my hands against my forehead; I'd known the play as soon as Poppy had collected me. Although an AI, and one of the smartest beings in the galaxy, emotion had made her predictable and I knew what she would do, as soon as the slaves had been escorted from the cells. She would wait for her chance and escort me somewhere safe, and then--I made my way to the door and turned the handle--she would lock me in because she knew me just as well as I knew her.

      But thinking a few steps ahead, I had taken a screwdriver from the piles of equipment outside when she had left me to investigate the noise she had heard. Taking the screwdriver out of the folds of my clothes I looked at it and sighed. 

      Damn. 

      When had it come to this? She and I acting like some dysfunctional family, who didn't trust each other. I eyed the door in front of me and weighed the screwdriver in my hand. I knew what I was going to do; I just didn't know if my relationship with my wife would ever be the same if I carried through with it.
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        * * *

      

      The wheels of my wheelchair turning were the only thing I could hear, as I made my way swiftly through the ship's corridors. The screwdriver tucked near my thigh, and a hammer I'd found in a workshop, which was tucked in my clothes, were the only weapons I could find on my journey. I had gotten lost on more than one occasion, taking turn after turn, but now I was finally on the right track and heading towards the ship's cargo hold. 

      Coming to a stop, I manoeuvred myself behind a stack of boxes and looked out through the lowered cargo doors. 

      The sight that greeted me caused a slight tremor to run down my back. A station that looked like an industrial factory spanned miles. Machines two hundred feet tall broke apart computer components of small ships, service robots and other machines I couldn't place. They were taking them apart and placing what they had taken on a conveyor belt that snaked its way around the factory. 

      The ship I was on, like the rest of Bennie's fleet, was docked outside the station in the vacuum of space. Retractable tunnels connected to the ship's cargo bay linked it to the inside of the station. 

      Men and women swarmed out of the tunnels of the other ships, their movements hurried along by men with large guns.

      Once the slaves were extracted from the ships they were bundled into dark corridors that split off like the tunnels of a cave. I watched as one man tried to run back to the ship he had come from, but a slaver blocked his path, stunning him with an electric rod, which dropped him to the floor. Grabbed by his feet, the escapee was dragged along the floor unceremoniously.

      I bit the inside of my cheek while I watched the last of the crowds be escorted through the corridors.

      There were no humans on the factory floor. Just machines programmed to do tasks. I watched the movement of the conveyor belt and saw that it took its cargo through a dark hole big enough to fly the ship I was on through. Now the slaves were all gone, the factory had an eerie silence to it that raised goosebumps on my arms. 

      The machines moved with silent purpose; the only sound heard was the occasional dismantling of a machine. 

      I edged out further along the cargo hold and double-checked my surroundings. The coast was clear. Fixing the hood of the hoodie I had taken down further on my head, I tucked a piece of cloth I had found around my face like the world's shittiest scarf and double-checked my surroundings for the hundredth time. 

      I moved out of my hiding place and stopped.

      What if I was making a mistake? What if Poppy was right? What in the world could I do against so many men? Bennie had what looked like a small army at his beck and call and I had no doubt Alvis had enough AI minions to take care of any intrusion. Images of the animal beasts that had chased us through The Diamond District still haunted me to this day.

      I rocked back and forth. I had to go. Even if I got myself killed. I just had to. I couldn't live with myself as a father, as a husband, as a man.

      Swallowing the fear I felt, I closed my eyes, took a deep breath and pushed myself forward.

      My wheels slipped and skidded on the polished floor of the tunnel until I made my way into the station proper. The machines moved above me like the arms of giants depositing piles of wire and computer components onto the conveyor belt; I noticed they selected some components and left others in a heap on the floor. 

      I tried to distinguish why this was, but I had failed engineering in college so an answer wasn't appearing anytime soon. I continued to make my way to the dark tunnels through which the slaves had gone down. They looked foreboding and I stopped as I drew near. Looking back over my shoulder, I saw the ship I had disembarked from and thought of the safe room Poppy had secured for me. 

      There was still time. Still time to put my trust and faith in my wife. Still time to believe she would do as she said. Still time to show her I trusted her judgment. Still time...

      She was the greatest, strongest, most capable being I had ever known or met. She could do this. She didn't need my help. I would only get in her way. 

      I needed to trust her. I needed to go back--

      Voices up ahead jerked my head up, forcing me to swallow the lump in my throat as I looked for somewhere to hide. The voices echoed over the walls of the tunnel. The tunnel amplified the sound, creating an illusion so I didn't know which tunnel it was coming from. 

      I looked frantically for a spot to hide and wheeled myself as fast as I could back towards the ships. I skidded to a stop when I realised I would never make it in time. Eyeing the conveyor belt next to me, I moved towards it and climbed on, holding onto the sides so I wasn't swept away. I grabbed my wheelchair and dragged it with some effort onto the conveyor belt behind me. Lying flat on my back I released my grip and allowed the belt to take me away.

      The conveyor moved me along at some speed away from the tunnel, into another dark hole that looked like it was the entrance to the abyss. I swallowed the annoyance I felt and prayed it took me somewhere I could get off without putting Poppy's mission in danger.

      There was no turning back now. Whatever happened would be on my shoulders. I just hoped Poppy would understand.
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      Blackness greeted me as I was swept through the tunnel. I could hear nothing but the slow movement of the belt underneath me as it pushed me along. I had heard no shouts of anger or surprise behind me, which meant I hadn't been detected. The belt continued to move me along until I saw a pinprick of light emerge at my feet.

      The light source grew bigger and bigger until I had to shield my eyes. I lay as perfectly still as I could as I emerged into another factory space, where the parts on the conveyor belt were picked up by machines that resembled material handlers and placed onto floating trolleys, each one a different colour.

       I did a quick scan and couldn't see anyone around, but neither could I see any exits that I could escape out of. 

      There were no doors or tunnels that someone could walk out of; once loaded, the floating trolleys travelled through gaps in the walls hundreds of feet up in the air. 

      There was no escape for me in this location; I guessed I had to stay put and see where the belt took me. I lay back down and it didn't take long before another dark tunnel appeared before me and I was pulled into its embrace. 

      Darkness surrounded me and this time the journey took longer to go through the tunnel then it did before. 

      Fear clawed at my gut as I tapped my fingers along my side. I had travelled so far into the tunnel that I couldn't see any light behind me or in front of me. This station must be enormous for Alvis to have such mammoth machinery inside it. At a guess, I would say I had been travelling for a good few miles on the conveyor belt, with what looked to be plenty more to go.

       It was impressive what he had built in less than a year. Impressive and scary. His work ethic was like a machine's. There was no place for any human emotions or needs that would slow him down; he had tried his best to get rid of such things.

      It was the single thing that made his rise to power so secure. If he weren't stopped now, then there was nothing the World Government could do against him. Like an unstoppable virus, he and his creations would spread and take over humanity. 

      I had to stop him somehow. But first I had to find my son and wife.

      Another pinprick of light appeared at my feet and I sighed in relief as it grew larger by the second. It finally opened up into another space four times the size of a football field. I looked ahead and dropped my head back down. 

      Unlike the last two areas this space wasn't just manned by machines; humans moved about from work station to work station. They cared for human-size capsules nested on top of a bird's nest of metal that supported them in midair. The capsules were white with clear fronts. Murky red liquid filled the capsules, making it almost impossible to see what was inside.

      But I didn't need to. I had seen these things before. I knew what they held.

      My hands trembled and shook as I tried to keep them steady. The last time I had come across these capsules they were being shown to me as holographic images by Alvis in The Diamond District. They had held the population of the borough. A population I had killed in one fell swoop. 

      Much like the ones back then, large cables as thick as my waist were plugged into the backs of these ones. The people around me took care of them like nurses in a maternity unit. They checked holographic readings next to the capsules and injected fluids into them every so often. Syringes, discarded capsules that were being broken apart, and other useless items were being placed on the conveyor belt to be taken away. 

      I looked around in panic. Shit! What was I going to do? It was only a matter of time before I got noticed. 

      Getting up from where I lay I sat up slowly and reached for my wheelchair behind me. I grabbed it and placed it on the floor as lightly as I could, before trying to disembark myself. Taking a deep breath I rolled off the conveyor belt and landed on my front, on the floor.

      I waited to see if anyone had noticed me, but they had raised no shouts of alarm. 

      I quickly climbed into my chair and turned when the handle of my wheelchair caught on a piece of metal sticking out on the conveyor belt. It pulled the piece free, where it crashed on the floor like a metal pan putting a stop to the dinner guests' meal. I watched it in horror as it spun around and around, unable to take my eyes off it until it and finally came to a stop.

      I lifted my head up slowly and wasn't surprised to see the entire room watching me.

      They stared in my direction, motionless. No one moved. My breath caught in my chest as I reached inside my clothes and grabbed onto the handle of the hammer nestled there. I scanned for the nearest exits. 

      I found one but it was a hundred feet away. I would never get there in time before they stopped me. Plus, I could only fight off so many of them before I was overwhelmed. 

      I squared my shoulders and waited for the first one to come. My other hand lingered on the screwdriver at my side, but I would need at least one hand free to move me along. 

      Sweat trickled down my back. My mouth grew dry. White-knuckling the hammer I tried to steady my breathing, but I could feel the pounding of my chest as my heart did its best to try to escape it.

      I scanned the faces in front of me and waited. And waited. And waited.

      Then one by one each person went about the tasks they had previously been carrying out like nothing had happened. 

      What the fuck? 

      Were they playing some trick on me?  

      I kept my grip on the hammer and waited for another minute or two but everyone in front of me ignored me. I scanned for anyone who had gone to pick up a weapon or who had rushed to the exits to warn someone of my appearance, but I found none. It was like I was not enough of a threat to worry about.

      Brow wrinkled in confusion, I moved forward slowly, still unsure what was going on. I stopped a few feet away from the nearest person and waited for them to dash towards me, but no such thing happened. Creeping forward, I looked up as I got closer and looked into the face of the nearest person before me. 

      They looked, acted and behaved like a normal person but that's where it stopped. 

      The person in front of me was a creation. One of Alvis's human-AI hybrids. What had The Lady called them? New Humans. Alvis had improved on the original design since I saw it last. Gone was the waxy skin; instead the person's real flesh remained. Gone was the awkward walk and mechanical movements; instead they moved like a person should. 

      The only tell-tale signs I could see that separated them from me were small implants noticeable under the skin. They looked like small computer chips just under the surface. One large noticeable one was placed across the back of the neck.

      I got closer and still the person didn't react.

      I got closer still, heart beating faster, but they continued on their tasks like I wasn't there. I moved until I was a few feet away and waved my hand in front of the person's face but they remained oblivious to my presence.

      I sat back and looked around me properly.

      There were easily fifty people around me, but I saw now that each one moved with a single-minded obsession over their work that no human could maintain. Their sole attention was to the task at hand. Row upon row of capsules was positioned before me like vegetables planted in a field. 

      This was a problem I would have to deal with sooner or later. Alvis was building an army. An army that was nearly ready. Even if I rescued my son and escaped with Poppy, this would still be on my heels, forever biting, never leaving us alone. It was an issue I couldn't ignore. An issue that I had to deal with... somehow.

      I took one last look around me before making my way for the exit. With problems piling on top of my shoulders one by one, I didn't know how we would survive what was coming. But I knew one thing--if I didn't take a stand, then everything I had would be taken away from me one by one.
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      I found myself in a corridor lined with metal panelling. I slowly poked my head out and looked each way; thankfully the coast was clear. I made my way out and moved through one corridor after the next trying to get my bearings but it was pointless; I passed smooth metal corridor after smooth corridor. It had been ten minutes and I had yet to see a door or person. 

      Hand still gripping my hammer I stopped at another junction and snorted in frustration. This was getting me nowhere. Every corridor and pathway looked the same. I didn't know if I was backtracking or if I was going round in circles. 

      I continued on until I passed a window to my left that stretched along the wall. Slowing down I saw through it a factory floor similar to the one I had just escaped from. White capsules numbering in the thousands littered the space. Much as in the one I had left, New Humans took care of the capsules like ants taking care of larvae. 

      How many people had he turned into these things? Were they still alive? Did they have conscious thought?

      Judging by the ones I had come across, they were programmed like robots to do a certain task and anything other than that task wasn't seen as important. But it still begged the question, did the person Alvis transform still keep their memories? Their personality? Was something new completely born or was it just an upgraded version?

      I continued on and took another route at random, until I came to the first door I had seen. I wheeled slowly towards it; it had a glass panel at head height but stuck in my wheelchair I couldn't see what it showed. Taking a quick look up and down the corridor, I slowly pulled it open and peeked inside. I was met with nothing but mops and buckets. 

      "For the love of--"

      I heard the faint sound of footsteps coming towards me. With nowhere to hide but in the supply cupboard, I dashed inside and closed the door behind me, leaving an inch-wide gap. I held my breath as I heard the footsteps get closer. With any luck, it wasn't the janitor--or he would get the surprise of his life. 

      The footsteps kept on coming until they slowed down and stopped in front of my door. Two backs dressed in white lab coats confronted me. The man closer to me had a balding crown with brown wispy hair and the other had a greasy ponytail tied in a knot.

      "I'm telling you, Steve," said Ponytail, "we are on the cusp of a breakthrough here. A fucking cusp, and you want to blow that all away and inform The World Government what's going on? You're out of your fucking mind!"

      "Keep it down, will you, Clarence," hissed Steve. "I'm not denying what he's doing isn't impressive. We haven't seen technological feats like this since WW3. No, what I am concerned about is the human cost of this thing."

      "Blah."

      "Doesn't it concern you?" Steve asked. "The amount of people we've had to use to get this right? The way he's commanding them like slaves--"

      "That's because they are slaves."

      "No. They're people. People with memories and families and backgrounds and hopes and dreams. People. People like you and me. He doesn't like to admit it but those people are still alive. Despite all the machinery that is in their body, they still remember who they are--"

      "You're just guessing."

      "I've heard the screams," said Steve, shaking his head. "Heard them and felt them. Alvis has forgotten what it's like to be human. He's been alone for too long. I'm honestly surprised he sought us out. He didn't need to. He could manage this all on his own, but I get the feeling his ego needs someone watching, someone he can boast to. Someone who can marvel at his greatness. Don't they say that a genius's biggest flaw is that they need to be recognised by the world for what they've done?"

      "You're overthinking this."

      "Am I?" asked Steve. "Because so far, all I've done is oversee a few programmes any first-year student could do. I just don't know..."

      "Just don't know what? This is everything we've ever wanted. To have our names attached to this will mean we will go down in history. Not to mention, I've spoken to Alvis and he plans to reward us by upgrading us like he's been."

      "Upgrading?" said Steve, taking a step back. "I don't want that."

      "What's not to want? To never feel hungry, to never feel pain, to live forever."

      "But that isn't living. It's just... being."

      "Ah, you'll come round to the idea in time. Just let it sink in. Plus, I don't know what you're complaining about; you're not the one who has to look after a fucking child."

      I leaned forward, heart in my mouth.

      "And that's another thing. Where the fuck did that child come from? It isn't his, but he treats it like his own son. The whole thing is beyond weird. This isn't what I signed up for, Clarence. The slaves. The dismembering of bodies. The constant fear I'll do something wrong and end up like one of those poor souls. It's not right, Clarence, and I think we both know what we need to do."

      "I think we do," said Clarence, who rushed towards Steve, grabbing him by the throat and slamming him into the wall. 

      "Clarence, what the--"

      Steve never got to finish his sentence as Clarence grabbed a pen from his pocket and stabbed his colleague in the chest. A startled cry escaped Steve's lips as the pen stabbed him again and again. Blood coated Clarence's hand as he kept on the attack until a whimper left Steve's lips and his body sagged. The attack had happened so fast I didn't have time to react. All I could do was watch. My hand held onto my hammer while I watched Clarence's greasy ponytail flop back and forth as he scanned both ways of the corridor. Turning back, he leapt away from the body in shock. 

      Eyes wide, his breathing ragged, he took in the scene properly for the first time. 

      With nothing to support it the body collapsed to the floor leaving a blood trail along the polished metal. Clarence yelped in surprise and rushed forward, taking off his lab coat and using it to wipe the blood smear along the wall. The wall was cleaned somewhat, but wouldn't hold up under closer inspection. 

      Clarence moved to touch his face but cried in horror when he realised his hands were stained red. Using his lab coat he wiped them as best as he could as his head swivelled left and right like a pendulum. A noise from Steve made him leap back, but it was only gas escaping the body. He shifted forward once more and kicked the body. Happy that his former colleague was dead, Clarence looked around until his eyes fell on the storage cupboard.

      No. No. No. Just my luck.

      Clarence grabbed Steve by the feet and dragged him toward where I hid. I let out a sigh of frustration as I pulled out the hammer and waited. 

      He yanked the door open and was so surprised to see me he didn't have time to yell as the hammer descended on his head, knocking him down. I'd pulled back the blow so I didn't kill him; it still did the damage I wanted as he tried to get back to his feet but staggered unsteadily. I hit him once more in the knee, popping it out of place and causing him to collapse with a scream.

      I checked my surroundings in case his scream had brought unwanted attention, but the coast was clear.

      "Who--who--who are you?" he asked.

      "Someone who wants answers and wants them now."

      "I don't know what you're doing here but I can explain this," he said, gesturing to the body. "It was an act of self-defence. He came at me talking all sorts of nonsense and I just reacted. You've got to believe me."

      I swallowed down the chuckle that tried to rise from my throat. "Sure, buddy. Whatever you say. Whatever you say. I could give zero fucks about all that. What I want to know is where is the baby kept, that Alvis treats as his own?"

      "Why would you want to know--"

      "I'm sorry, it appears I'm the one with the hammer so I'll be the one asking the questions. Now, where is the child kept?"

      He swallowed and looked down the corridor, but another smack from the hammer forced his attention back on me.

      "I--the child is kept in Alvis's chambers."

      "Which is?"

      "Look, no one goes in there--"

      "Which is?"

      "Follow the corridor until you take a left, then three more lefts and three more rights; then you shall find it."

      "Is it guarded?"

      "What do you think?"

      I gritted my teeth. "I'm getting really fed up with the shitty answers, which only means that you're going to get hurt. Now, dickwad, who guards it?"

      "Animal AIs that Alvis created. Two large dogs."

      I nodded my head. Now we were getting somewhere. "How large is Alvis's force?"

      "He has an army of AIs, New Humans and beasts. Plus all the slavers come under his control, so whatever you were thinking of doing I would reconsider. It's not too late to turn back. If you didn't see me then I didn't see you."

      "Is this the only location?"

      "No, there are several smaller locations Alvis uses to manufacture the New Humans. But his main base of operations is here."

      "Manufacture," I said, spitting out the word as if it were chewing tobacco.

      "What?"

      "You make it sound so... clinical."

      Clarence threw his hands in the air in frustration. "I don't think you understand the shit you're in. Alvis has tens of thousands of people under his control. This place is like a modern-day fortress. He has built an army to bring down the World Government, and a cripple in a wheelchair isn't going to stop him from doing that."

      Why did everyone always doubt what I could do? From the very beginning, my boss Gregory underestimated me, my ex-wife Claire thought I could never do anything right, even my own crew thought I was incapable of doing what needed to be done. The only person who never treated me any different, who didn't look down at me, was The Lady. I shook my head and chuckled at the thought. 

      "Why are you laughing? This isn't funny," said Clarence, backing up.

      "No, no, I guess it's not. But when standing on the edge of the abyss you can either laugh or cry and I was never a crier. One more question: where are the slaves kept before they get upgraded?"

      "No! Fuck your questions," said Clarence, coming to a stand. "I just had a thought. I didn't do anything to Steve. I just happened to come along and found him like this with you over his body. You were the fucking one who did this, not me. And you're going to pay for it."

       Clarence continued to backpedal away from me, as I moved towards him.

      "Look, don't do anything stupid--"

      But it was already too late. He lunged forward on his good leg and pushed me backwards; the chair tipped back and I windmilled my arms in the air to get my balance. Grabbing onto the nearest wall I caught myself and brought myself forward, to see Clarence half running, half hobbling away.

      I looked at the hammer in my hand and did the only thing that came to mind; I threw it.

      I watched in awe as it flipped end over end homing in on the ponytail that bounced from side to side. Shit, it was veering to the right. I had misguided the throw. I urged my body forward to chase after Clarence but there was no need. Clarence turned his head back round to the right to look behind him, and that was his mistake. 

      The claw of the hammer embedded itself between his eyes, throwing his head back. His legs didn't stop but kept on running like a headless chicken until he collided with the wall with a sickening crunch and collapsed to the floor.

      I made my way slowly towards him unsure if it was safe to do so but the twitching of his legs told me everything I needed to know.

       Coming to a stop beside him, I looked into his vacant eyes then looked back at the body of Steve and sighed. 

      It took me longer than I thought to move both bodies into the storage cupboard but I was just thankful I hadn't been interrupted while doing the deed. I had searched their bodies and held two keycards I found on their person. 

      I hoped the cards would get me into where I needed to go. But more importantly, I hoped the keys would gain me access to my son. Double-checking everything was in order so the bodies wouldn't be found anytime soon, I left the scene of the crime and continued on my way.

      One way or another I would prove everyone wrong.
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      I made my way to a door in front of me with bated breath. I should have paid attention to its decor. I should have paid attention to the lack of guards in front of it, but instead, the only thing I thought about was seeing my son. It blinded me to the obvious fact until it was too late. 

      I broke through the door and was met by two men who were in a state of undress. 

      They looked up at me and I looked at them mouth hanging open. Something was wrong. I took in my surroundings properly for the first time and saw two rows of beds separated by a space in the middle that stretched out before me. Metal trunks rested at the base of more than one. Clothes were folded neatly on a few. I looked back to the two men, who both had their trousers around their legs; mouths agape they looked at me as if I was an undiscovered alien.

      Fucking Clarence!

      "Err, I'm looking for my colleagues," I said, moving closer towards them. "Steve and Clarence? They work in the labs here. I'm new."

      The man closer to me, who was short and stocky with a mop of brown shaggy hair, looked at me in confusion. "Well, they're obviously not here. This is the guards' sleeping quarters."

      "Yeah," said his tall lanky partner, "those two pretentious assholes wouldn't be seen dead in here. They don't like to mix with us common folk."

      "Yeah, but it's us who get to do all the hard work while those two clowns just push a few buttons and call that a day's work. The greasy-haired ponytail fuck ordered Gerhardt to move some boxes from one side of his office to the next because he was too busy to do it himself. Can you believe that?" asked Shaggy Hair.

      "No, he never," replied his partner.

      "I swear on the sweet baby Jesus himself! And when Gerhardt got there you know what Clarence was doing he was so busy he couldn't move the boxes himself?"

      "No, what?"

      "He was playing fucking solitaire on his works computer."

      "Fucking solitaire?"

      "Fucking solitaire."

      "So what did Gerhardt do?" asked Tall and Lanky.

      "What could he fucking do? I mean you know how well Alvis treats those guys. Anything wrong and they go running to him and he deals with it. I really don't know why he has them around, if I am honest."

      "It's because of the kid, that's why."

      "What kid?"

      "You know," said Tall and Lanky, moving his eyebrows up and down, "the kid no one talks about. The one Clarence is looking after."

      Shaggy Hair waved his arms in dismissal at the comment.

      "Nah, it's true."

      "That's bullshit," said Shaggy Hair; "that's only a rumour Clarence started so he could make himself look more important. Who in their right mind would raise a child here? And if you ain't noticed, Alvis ain't what you would call a normal man. I don't think his old Johnson is still firing the goods, if you know what I mean."

      "It's true, I tell ya. Mick Smith heard it from Aakash Sing who works in engineering, who heard it from Juan García who heard it from Delroy Brown who clears out Alvis's room, and Delroy said he removed diapers and baby formula from the room. If Clarence wasn't looking after a baby then why would all that be in Alvis's room?"

      Shaggy Hair stroked his chin deep in thought while he looked over to the side. No one spoke for one or two seconds.

      "Delroy Brown? The same Delroy Brown who once told you he slept with five women all at once giving them all the best pleasure they've ever experienced?"

      "Well, he--"

      "The same Delroy Brown who said he once strangled a bull with his bare hands?"

      "I mean he does--"

      "The same Delroy Brown who once said his Johnson was so big every time he sat on a toilet seat it would dunk in the water?"

      "I--"

      "Delroy Brown is your great source of information?" asked Shaggy Hair.

      "Look, I didn't say the man didn't like to embellish his stories a little bit, but when I last walked past Alvis's room I could have sworn I heard a baby crying."

      "And where would Alvis's room be?" I asked innocently. 

      "Five corridors down from here; if you've passed the stainless steel pipe you've gone too far," said Tall and Lanky, before he turned back to his friend. "Your hearing ain't first-rate, that could have been anything."

      "I'm telling you I heard what I fucking heard! Plus my hearing is better than yours by a long shot. Remember the time you thought..."

      As they continued to argue I backed up towards the door. Holding my breath I spun around and was making my way to the exit when a voice called out.

      "Oi! I thought you wanted to know where Steve and Clarence were?" 

      I had been so close.

      "Oh yeah," I said slowly, turning back around. "Yeah, I do."

      They shared a look while I waited for them to give me the directions. My heart thundered in my chest while I did my best not to look suspicious. Their eyes narrowed as they stared back at me, then stared back at each other.

      "Well, are you going to tell me where it is or do I have to find it myself? I swear this place is just one big pain in the ass. I'm not being paid enough for this shit. Clarence, the lying bastard, told me there would be wheelchair access, which there isn't, and he said he would meet me when I arrived, which he hasn't. I've been wandering around this place like a fucking lost cause, with no one offering me any help! I'm about ready to pack it in."

      "I hear ya, fella. I hear ya," said Tall and Lanky, gesturing with his hands for me to calm down. "You can easily get lost in this place. But it weren't built for us; this is Alvis's playground. In regard to Steve and Clarence I ain't seen them but you can find the labs three corridors across. Find the green doors. That's where all the programming takes place. It's the hive of the station."

      I gave them both a nod of thanks and turned around.

      "What's that on your hands?" asked Shaggy Hair.

      I glanced briefly at my hands and swallowed. Dried bits of blood coated my right hand. I suppressed the urge to bury it under my clothes, but instead brought it up to the light to inspect. 

      "You know, I'm not too sure." I sniffed my hand and forced a laugh to my lips. "Lunch. Ketchup. Anyway, thanks for all your help."

      They both gave me a nod as I turned back the way I came. I tried not to rush and took my time as I left. I now knew what I needed to do to find my son; it was just a matter of getting there.
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      I made my way once again through the corridors but before I got to my destination, I heard voices coming my way. I looked to turn back but the green doors to the laboratory were just ahead of me. Rushing towards them I pulled out the keycards I had taken from Steve and Clarence and swiped them against the locking mechanism on the doors, but the red lights wouldn't change to green.

      Again and again, I tried as the footsteps got closer. Fumbling with the keycards my fingers willed them to work but nothing happened until I looked and saw they were facing the wrong way; when I tried again the red lights changed to green and I entered the laboratory without a second to spare.

      The door closed behind me and I leaned against it, heart pounding. 

      Why was this so hard? I had done dangerous shit like this dozens of times before but this felt different. Every move I made counted more than ever. There was more at stake here than just my life. And that simple thought alone weighed around my feet as I tried my best to tread water. Clouding my judgment. Making me second-guess myself.

      I took a deep breath and studied my surroundings. 

      Banks of consoles formed a semi-circular ring around a holograph image that showed different forms of the human body. The first image was the human form complete, the second was the body stripped of its skin, the third showed the muscle structure in detail as well as ligaments and tendons, the last image showed the human skeleton.

      I made my way towards the image and moved around it in awe. 

      I came to a stop next to a holographic panel and pressed a button highlighted "upgrade". Other images formed over each of the original images, which showed wires, metal and nanotech technology. The images formed as one until muscle melded with metal, and wire melded with ligaments and tendons. It fitted like a jigsaw puzzle until the final product was Alvis's dream come to life.

      Taking a closer look I noticed there were offshoots like a spider-diagram going outwards from the upgrade button to other buttons alongside it. 

      I pressed one labelled "vision" and watched as the human hologram's eyes above me glowed green. Miniature writing formed next to the eyes. "Unlike the case of 16-15-16-16-25, who I failed to give night vision, the darkness shall not limit the new creations of mine. They shall be able to see everything around them, come night or day, in absolute detail." 

      Great--not only was he creating New Human minions, but he was giving them night vision.

      My hand hesitated over the button labelled "weapons", but it was better to know what I was fighting against instead of burying my head in the sand. As soon as I pressed the button, the holographic human lit up. 

      I saw plans for guns to be embedded in forearms, knives to be hidden in chambers in the feet and fists, and teeth to be taken out and replaced with metal ones for biting. I shook my head in horror at the creations that Alvis wanted to design, as a few paragraphs popped up next to the holographs head. 

      "This rough, simple creation is just prototype one. After some tinkering, I would like to give my creations city-destroying capabilities. I was always of the opinion that quality is far superior to quantity. Why create a thousand bows and arrows when one submachine gun would do? When the time comes I want one of my creations to be able to take and hold a city by itself. Instead of simple tools like guns and knives, I will have plasma cannons and ion torpedoes. I am still designing an antimatter warp drive small enough to fit into the human torso, but my genius will likely come up with something eventually. If my creations can travel between the stars unaided, it will only be a matter of time before my goals become a reality.

      "The only problem I now have is deleting the former memories of my subjects. This is an unforeseen circumstance I am still trying to resolve. Many have tried to kill me, been uncooperative, or plain unresponsive. It is for that simple reason I have had to suppress their thoughts with a nanochip placed at the back of their neck, which is connected to their brain stem. This also works as a kill switch, if the need arises for me to terminate them. The original design created in The Diamond District only focused on the individual's temple, but by placing the device at the base of the creation's brain stem I now kill two birds with one stone."

      I read and reread what I was seeing and hovered my hand over the button labelled "kill switch", before pressing it. The camera angle of the human holographic zoomed to the back of the head where the brain stem was located and showed the device that Alvis was talking about. 

      I slapped my forehead as I remembered seeing a square-like chip at the back of one of the New Humans' neck under their skin.

      I drummed my fingers along my thigh as I thought of what to do. A memory storage chip no bigger than my thumbnail glistered at me, tucked in the corner of one of the consoles. I moved to retrieve it and checked it was empty. I wheeled myself to the main console and slotted the memory chip in the proper place. 

      I made my way back to the holographic panel and begin downloading as many files as I could find. I spotted one that grabbed my attention. It was simply labelled "process".

      Clicking the file open I saw nothing but diagrams, schematics, notes and math equations.

      I briefly scanned through it and felt my mouth hang open at what I had found. It was Alvis's building process of how he created the New Humans. Closing the file I dragged it over to the memory chip just as the door to the lab opened. 

      Shaggy Hair and Tall and Lanky walked I, eyes narrowed. 

      "We've been having a chat around and looks like nobody knows nothing about a fella in a wheelchair, who was supposed to be meeting Steve and Clarence. Which makes me think you ain't who you say you are, friend," said Tall and Lanky. 

      I breathed slowly as I moved from the console controls. "What makes you think that?" 

      "Because we've found Steve and Clarence."
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      "I don't follow..." I said.

      "I think you do," said Shaggy Hair.

      "No. No, I don't," I said, taking a quick glance at how long it would take for all the information to be transferred to the memory storage chip. It was less than a minute, but a lot could go wrong in that time. 

      "Look," I said laying on the charm thick, "both of you fine gentlemen must be confused. You gave me the directions to find the labs and here I am. I continued looking for Clarence and Steve, but alas they were not to be found. If you have found them, then I would be grateful for you to take me--"

      "Hey!" said Tall and Lanky, pointing a rigid finger in my direction. "Enough of that fancy talk. We know you aren't who you say you are, so why don't you do the right thing and come along with us?"

      "Yeah, we ain't told anyone about you yet. It's going to be our own little surprise. When we bring you to Alvis then he's bound to give us a reward for a job well done," said Shaggy Hair.

      "A reward for what exactly?" I asked.

      "For bringing you in," said Tall and Lanky.

      "And why would you get a reward for bringing in a humble lab assistant like myself?"

      "Because of what you did."

      "Which is?"

      "You murdered Clarence and Steve in cold blood!" Shaggy Hair said, jabbing his finger at me.

      "No," I said softly, bringing my hands up to my face in horror. "Clarence and Steve are... are... dead?"

      "Don't play the fucking innocent victim with us," said Tall and Lanky. "We know you did it. Now come along and no one shall get hurt."

      "Look, gentlemen, I assure you I did no such--"

      "Stop fucking lying!" shouted Tall and Lanky, coming towards me.

      "Wait. Wait," I said, lifting my hands up defensively. "Think about it. Why would I, a junior assistant, want to kill two of my colleagues? What sense would that make? Plus, how would I ever think I could get away with killing them? Both of them? Eventually someone would realise they were missing. What then? Of course, the finger would automatically point to me, the person who works with them the most closely. Can't you see I'm being set up?"

      They both looked at each other, confusion evident upon their features. 

      "Would you just give us a moment?" said Shaggy Hair, gesturing for his partner to follow him to the nearest corner. 

      I said nothing as I crept back until I was back behind the holo console. The download was complete. I watched them as hands moved furiously back and forth and lips quietly moved at a hundred miles an hour. They turned to me and I gave them my best smile before their heads came together once more.

      I grabbed the memory chip and thought of where I should hide it in case they searched me. Panic set in when nothing came to mind until an idea struck me. 

      Why not do the same thing I had done when I had first joined the Junk Yard Dogs? I smiled faintly at the memory before I brought the chip to my mouth and swallowed it in one. 

      Now, no matter what happened the data would always be with me. I just hoped I lived long enough for it to be useful.

      "But they'll think we did it!" shouted Tall and Lanky, who had to be hushed by his partner before they began speaking again.

      "I'm not taking the blame for this," said Tall and Lanky.

      "You don't have to," whispered his partner, whose lips I read.

      They saw me looking and turned their backs to me.

      I took the time to flick through the holo console and my eyes lit up when I saw a button that would make its discovery the icing and cherry on the data I had taken. Setting the timer for forty-five minutes, I closed the console down and moved to the centre of the room as the two men broke apart.

      "Look," said Shaggy Hair, "I would love to believe you, really I would; although my colleague thinks you did it I'm not too sure. It doesn't matter what I think because we have a problem."

      "Which is?"

      "Who takes the blame for this," said Tall and Lanky, who had to be pushed back.

      "Blame? The only person to be blamed here is the evil culprit who has done this dastardly deed. Once we find the culprit, then all shall be forgiven."

      "But here's the thing," said Shaggy Hair, "we'll get blamed. We'll get blamed for not informing someone sooner. We'll get blamed because there is no one to take Alvis's rage and so it will fall to us. Clarence and Steve, although complete fuckwits, were useful to Alvis, more useful than we are. So you can only imagine what he shall do to us, if we don't find someone responsible for this."

      I shook my head as my hand encircled the hammer under my hoodie. "Come on, chaps. Surely we can work something out here. You don't have to do this, I'm only a simple--"

      "Yeah, yeah," said Tall and Lanky, walking towards me, "save it for someone that cares."

      I waited till they both got on either side of me and said, "Can't we work this out? No? Well, fuck you then!"

      I brought the hammer out from under my hood and smashed it into Tall and Lanky's kneecap. It popped out of place with a sound like velcro ripping and dropped him to one knee. He went to get up, but I smashed the hammer on the back of his head, dropping him to the floor. 

      Startled, Shaggy Hair went to grab me but I ducked under his arms and buried the hammer in his ribs. He held his side but didn't go down; I took another swing but he moved out of the way. He continued to back up until his back touched one of the consoles. Eyes wide with pain he pulled a silver rod that had a bulbous round knob on the end out of his back pocket. When he pushed the red button in the centre of its handle the rod extended to three feet in length. 

      "That isn't going to do much for you--" I began, but stopped when he pressed a blue button underneath the red one, which caused the rod to spark with electricity. 

      I swallowed. I had seen them used on a slave who became paralysed with one hit. 

      I needed to end this quickly. 

      He came towards me swinging the rod from left to right, backing me up. With each swing the air crackled and popped. He jabbed the rod towards me and I slid out of the way taking a swing his way but I came up short. He had a longer reach than I did, so he could attack me from further away and still stay safe. 

      I feinted with a swing at his legs but he didn't take the bait. 

      If this continued, someone would come to investigate what was going on. I had to make a move. I knew what I had to do, but it was going to be painful.

      Backing up until the back of my chair touched the far wall, I placed the hammer between my teeth, bit down hard and squared my shoulders.

      "I don't know what the fuck you're thinking, but we can stop all this now before anyone else gets hurt," he said, walking towards me.

      Eyes wide, I bellowed from the pit of my stomach around the handle of the hammer in my mouth and moved his way with all the speed I could muster. He jumped and back-pedalled as I kept on yelling. There was nowhere for me to go but into him, as he swung the rod back and forth. Waiting until his arm was all the way behind him as he wound up to take another swing, I jumped from my wheelchair and collided into him, bringing him down.

      We crashed in a heap.

      We lay side by side, the wind knocked out of both of us. I was the quicker one to recover as I grabbed the hammer from my mouth and slammed the claw of the hammer into his eye socket. Being so close to him I got the full force of the scream that escaped his lungs, causing my ears to ring. His legs kicked violently as I brought the hammer up once more and sunk the claw into the other eye. 

      The legs' kicking quickly turned into spasming movements as the signals from his brain died one by one. 

      I dragged myself to my wheelchair and pulled myself into it, while I tried to calm my breathing down. Checking myself over, I was amazed I'd come away without any injuries. I went over to Tall and Lanky but judging by the amount of blood pooled around his head, if he wasn't dead then he wouldn't be getting up anytime soon.

      I double-checked the lab to see if I had missed anything and spotted the electric rod lying on the floor. I picked it up and pressed the red button, which compressed it to the size of a marker pen. Re-pressing the red button extended it to its full length. I pressed the blue button and smiled as an electric crack filled the air.

      This would come in handy.

      Returning the rod to its normal size, I gave the room a once-over, making sure that I hadn't missed taking anything of use. Now, with the directions to Alvis's room and where my son was kept firmly in my head, I slapped the butterflies away and got myself ready.

      I took a calming breath and felt the reassuring weight of the hammer in my hand; although a crude weapon it had treated me well thus far. 

      I knew what I had to do. 

      Make my way to Alvis's room--get past his guards--enter his chambers--find my son--find my wife--escape with both unharmed--find a ship--pilot said ship to safety. 

      What could possibly go wrong?
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      The first part of the plan went off without a hitch. 

      Peeking around the corner, I saw the two metal guard dogs I had been told about. They sat like Anubis protecting a grave against thieves. 

      They didn't move but stared straight ahead, red eyes locked on a spot directly in front of them.

      I bit the inside of my cheek as I scanned the corridor both ways. 

      I had been here for what felt like an age waiting to see if anyone would pass through the corridors, but since I had been here no one had. Extending the electric rod and hiding it under my clothes I wheeled myself forward. 

      The machine dogs' heads turned as if on a swivel and watched my approach. Heart in mouth I kept on moving towards them; neither moved until I was ten feet away from them. As one they both got to their feet and stared at me with intent. No less than six feet away and I got warning snarls as they bared metal teeth in my direction. Coming to a stop a thought occurred to me; digging inside my pockets I looked over the keycards I had taken from Steve and Clarence until I found Clarence's.

      I continued forward then stopped and held up the card in front of the dogs' faces. 

      They turned their attention to it and a red light was emitted from their eyes, scanning the keycard in my hand. It took less than a few seconds, but it felt like hours as I waited with my heart in my throat. If this didn't work then I would have to fight them to gain access to Alvis's room--a fight which would likely cause more attention than I wanted.

      Scanning done the dogs looked in my direction, causing me to grip the rod under my clothes, my thumb resting on the button that would activate it. They continued to look my way then they backed up and settled back to their original positions. 

      A sigh of relief passed my lips as the heavy weight I had felt evaporated.

      It was lucky I had remembered Clarence had been taking care of my son; in doing so he would need access to gain entry. I had hoped showing his keycard to the dogs would be enough and I was right. A thought had occurred to me that his face would have needed to be recognised or scanned by them, but I was thankful that wasn't the case.

      Creeping forward I kept my eye on both of them before I was finally through a grand wooden door inlaid with white gemstones. They looked like stars on a night sky.

      Inches from the entrance I stopped. 

      What the fuck was I doing? 

      I had no clue where Alvis was and didn't even think to ask the people I had met. The most obvious answer to where he would be right now would be in his room, the very room I was now entering armed with nothing more than an electric stick, a hammer and a screwdriver. 

      An electric stick, a hammer and a screwdriver. That was what I was going to use against a man who had beaten me half to death when I had legs and thrown me off a cliff. Against a man who could move faster and was stronger than any being alive. 

      Electric stick. Hammer. Screwdriver.

      What kind of fucking idiot was I?

      But what choice did I have? I wanted my son back and I would die a thousand times if it meant getting him back. Whatever happened to me would be worth it if I got to see even a glimpse of my son before I died.

      I squared my shoulders up, reapplied my grip on my electric rod and entered Alvis's room.

      I shook my head--that wasn't the right word for it, I had come into a chamber fit for a king. 

      Tapestries lined the walls of both sides of a space that stretched for two hundred feet in front of me. Black wallpaper intertwined with gold threads coated the walls. Silk scatter cushions and beanbag chairs were tucked into alcove spaces overhung with small plants and flowers. Long fabric couches rested in spaces where a book could be easily reached from a shelf, or a glass could be placed on a delicate wooden table.

      I continued to move through the space and noticed the tapestries on either side of me were telling a story. 

      The first few showed a young boy tinkering with tools on a basic workstation; as the tapestries continued on the boy became a teenager who stood in front of a robot laid out before him on an operating table. The robot was nothing more than a shell with the top of its body removed and nothing but wires showing as the teenager tinkered away. The image slowly changed showing different assembly stages of the robot on the operating table. First, a basic mould of a human female was placed over the wires. Then came the flesh, then came the clothes and finally I stopped and stared in horror as the face of the robot became recognisable before my very eyes.

      It was Poppy.

      The teenager had now grown to Alvis. He stood behind the resting form of Poppy on the operating table, and in his hands were two electric clamps attached to Poppy's head. 

      I continued on and took in the remainder of the images on the tapestries. They showed depictions of Alvis sending Poppy into battle. Of Poppy slaying men and beasts with ease. Of Poppy standing atop a mountain of corpses. Then it changed to show an image of Alvis imprisoned and the world in mourning, then of him breaking out of his cell. The last image showed him walking like some messiah with a mass of people behind him. I shook my head in disgust, not knowing how much more I could take, until I stopped and took in the last image more closely.

      Walking hand in hand with Alvis was a young boy who held his hand and looked up to him in admiration.

      I moved closer to the image and knew who the young boy was meant to be, but I refused to accept it. If he thought he could just--I shook my head and continued on until I saw a vintage wooden baby cradle the colour of thunderous grey up ahead. 

      Heart in mouth I stared at it. It filled my vision. I moved forward, scared the image was some mirage or trap, but my hands betrayed me and pushed me forward with speed until I was at the cradle. A blanket covered a lump, but I knew before I pulled it back my son wasn't underneath. 

      The gut-wrenching disappointment I felt threatened to swallow me whole. I gritted my teeth against the pain and gripped the wooden edge of the cradle until my knuckles popped and turned white. 

      Where was he?

      I scanned the area I had come to and found it acted like an open bedroom area for my son. Toys and the like littered the floor. To my left was a highchair with food stains on it, to my right a baby changing area. Diapers were piled up in one corner next to a large wooden oak chest of drawers. I made my way towards it and found baby clothes stuffed in each drawer.  

      Slamming them closed I looked around me for any sign of where he would be, but found nothing. 

      A large four-poster king-sized bed with bedcovers matching the black and gold wallpaper rested at the end of the room against the far wall. I made my way to it but saw it hadn't been slept in for a long time--if ever. It was just another piece of furniture. A decorative art piece in Alvis's collection of things that he thought he needed to have because some part of his humanity still wanted normality or because he wanted to remember, to still be reminded of what he once was. Whatever the case, this was all for show. I doubted he even slept anymore. If he did what would those dreams be like?

      I continued to search the room, hoping against hope I would find something, but as the minutes ticked past the hopelessness I felt grew by the second.

      I hadn't come this far to give up. My son had to be here, this was where Clarence took care of him. This was where everyone thought he would be. This was where--

      The door to the room exploded inwards turning the wood into splinters as two large objects came hurling down the length of the room. 

      They tumbled and bounced, giving off sparks and dropping bits of metal behind them as they came to a final stop some fifty feet away from me. I moved towards the piles of twisted smoking wreckage, electric rod held out before me in case whatever it was got back up. The closer I got the more I saw there was no need to be worried. Whatever they had been was twisted and broken to the point of no recognition. 

      Wait. 

      I got closer and as a pair of blinking red lights slowly died I realised what I was looking at. The guard dogs. Someone or something had broken them like discarded toys and thrown them through the door. 

      My head snapped up as footsteps came from the entrance. 

      They sounded like tombstones collapsing on my grave as I looked for somewhere to hide, but realised that the intruder had already seen me. I held the rod in front of me and switched it on as the person in the shadows got closer and closer. Not being well lit, the room cast long shadows that pulled at my fears. 

      Shit. I had failed again. 

      There was only one thing I wanted. One thing I needed. To see my son before I died--and it looked like I wasn't even going to do that. Fuck! Closing my eyes I racked my brain for some sort of solution to my problem but couldn't come up with any. Reopening my eyes I looked at the oncoming figure and rolled my neck getting ready for what was about to come.

      When it did, I wasn't ready for it.

      "I thought I told you to stay on the ship!" bellowed Poppy, rage radiating from her as she stormed my way.

      In a way, I wish it had been someone who had come to kill me.
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        * * *

      

      She stood before me, chest expanding and falling with rage, while I tried to think of an excuse. Anything would have been better than just staring at her open-mouthed, unable to say something. 

      "Well?" she demanded.

      I opened my mouth and lifted my finger, before closing the one and lowering the other. 

      "Nothing? You have nothing to say?"

      "Err--" I shook my head, mind completely a blank. 

      "How did you even get in here?"

      "By the looks of it," I said, looking at the two smouldering piles of metal that had been the guard dogs, "a lot easier than you. What kept you?"

      Her eyes widened and her hands clenched as she took a step towards me. I lifted my hands and backed away.

      "Baby. Baby. Baby! Listen, please listen to me. I didn't mean that, it was just a joke. Just a silly joke to lighten the mood. Not a funny one, I admit, but I was just joking."

      She stopped a foot away from me, eyes trying to burn a hole through the back of my head. 

      "I apologise," I said.

      She gave me one final look before tutting in annoyance, as she took the room in, eyes searching.

      "He's not here," I whispered, but she walked past me and still continued to search.

      "He's not here."

      She ignored me and rifled through the baby cradle, the clothes, the bedding, even the drawers. While each search became more and more outlandish, I shook my head and fought the tears as I moved towards her. 

      "Poppy--"

      "He has to be!"

      "He's not."

      "I didn't come all this way to not find him. I didn't go through all of that--all the pain--all the suffering--everything I saw on that slaver's ship while I worked for that demon in human skin! I didn't go through all of that, so you could tell me my son, my child, isn't here!"

      She threw the bedding off the bed, tossed the drawers to one side and screamed in bloody rage while she turned Alvis's room upside down trying to find any clue as to where our son might be.

      I grabbed her arm but she shook me off. "Hey!" I said, re-grabbing her and forcing her to look at me. "Listen to me. I understand. Okay. I understand. But this, all of this will not help us get him back. We need to think. We need to think and calm down and take this step by step. If he's not here, then he must be somewhere else. Somewhere on this station. Probably with Alvis--"

      "I wouldn't be so sure," said a familiar voice from the shadows. 

      We both froze. 

      Turning slowly around I faced the pathway towards the entrance of the room and saw a figure approach us. I knew who it was before I saw his face. From the arrogant, cocksure walk, to the bold strides of a man whose domain we had entered and who knew he was safe. This was someone I had thought about from the moment I woke up.

      Thought about what he had cost me.

      Thought about what he had taken.

      Thought about how I would get my revenge.

      Finally stepping into the light Alvis Boman clasped his hands together and gave us a smile. "Well, if this isn't a joyous family reunion then I don't know what is."
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      My hands shot out to my side, grabbing Poppy by the hand. She didn't move but I could sense the rage and anger radiating from her very core. Her hands trembled in my grip as I looked her way.

      Eyes set on Alvis, she was like an English Pointer fixated on its target.

      I kept tugging gently on her hand until we locked eyes; I gave her a slight shake of the head before returning my focus to Alvis.

      Hair slicked back, he wore a white lab coat over a black polo top and jeans. Feet bare, he moved to his left and opened up a drinks cabinet in the shape of a globe. "Can I offer you two anything?" he asked. 

      Not getting a response he shrugged and began pulling out spirits from the cabinet until he found the one he was looking for. "I think I'll go with the Beckford's Rum and Caramel. A sweet rum that will go well with this evening's entertainment," he said, pouring a large measure in a glass over some ice.

      We had still yet to move.

      He turned to us and took a sip while his eyes travelled up and down my body. "I must admit I am surprised you are alive. If I had found out sooner I believe it would have vexed me, but seeing you like this is, oh, so much better than just killing you. Having you live as half a man... revenge is sweet."

      "Where is he?" I asked.

      Alvis took another sip as he leaned against a wall. "How do you like it? My assembly station. A thing of beauty, is it not? The World Government couldn't build something like this in two years, yet I managed it in less than one."

      "It helps when you have slave labour."

      He smiled. "That it does, that it does, but the dream and vision must first be there before anything can be brought into existence. Otherwise, we would build nothing better than mud huts. But--"

      "Where is he?"

      "But I have once again done the impossible. I have built a station out of nothing and from that station, I am creating new life. Life which will one day rule over everything it surveys. Much the way monkeys evolved into humans, my creations are the next stage of the evolution process. For far too long we have been trapped in these restrictive bodies that allow us nothing better than to--"

      "Where is he?"

      "That allow us nothing better than to fuck, shit and die. Once my dreams are complete then I shall be hailed as the second coming. A true messiah. Not like those fake prophets and holy men who were no better than con men. Who didn't change the world but only made it worse. With their lies about everlasting joy and peace if they were followed--"

      "Where the fuck is my son!" screamed Poppy, tearing from my grip and walking forward. "My husband asked you a question."

      Silence rose from the room like carbon monoxide. 

      Alvis tutted and shook his head as he downed his drink in one and replaced it back in the drinks cabinet. Walking back so he stood directly in front of us, he fiddled with the cuffs of his lab coat jacket. It was a tic my former boss, Gregory, used to exhibit when he was irritated or bored with your presence. It pissed me off to high heaven.

      "Ah yes, 16-15-16-16-25, or now better known as Poppy Blake. Congratulations on the wedding by the way; I hope I didn't spoil the affair too much."

      "Nah, you saved us on the cost of fireworks," I replied.

      "You know why I hate you both so much?"

      "Couldn't care less," I said.

      "It's because you, Poppy, are a spoilt, ungrateful, treacherous little machine I built with my own two hands. That I built! Your creation took me most of my young life. Time spent away from friends, family, loved ones. Time I invested in you! So you could make my dreams become a reality. So you could help me create a better tomorrow. And what do you do? You betray me and have me locked in a station in deep space where I spend the next couple of hundred years just thinking.

      "A fate worse than death. No one to talk to. Nothing to do but think and think and think. It's enough to drive a person insane. But I kept my sanity because all I kept thinking about was how best to pay you back. How best to destroy you. And yet when the first thing I saw was your face when I opened my eyes, I thought you had come back for me, come back to set me free--but like the cruellest twist of fate it was only to finish off what you started. But I got away and the fire of hate I felt for you burned so much stronger. It--"

      "I'm sorry to interrupt this wonderful evil monologue but," I said, moving to Poppy's side, "if we could get down to--"

      "Do you know why I hate you," he said, pointing to me, "even more?"

      "Again, couldn't care less."

      "You are an average nobody."

      "Well, that's a bit--"

      "An average nobody, who's done nothing noteworthy of history, who's lived a mediocre life at best, and the only reason you are here is because your dick knew what to do better than you."

      I opened my mouth to say something but he cut me off. "That's why I hate you with a passion, Quinton Blake. If a great man had taken what was mine I could have swallowed it, because he was better. But you, you, you--" 

      The first real show of emotion crossed his face as he bit into his fist; waxy face screwed up till his eyes were shut, he breathed out slowly. 

      "You shall never see your child, because your child was meant to be mine. The first of his kind. A future leader to guide his people to greatness, with me guiding his every step. I am saving little Kushim from a fate worse than death--to have you as a father. What could you possibly show him? The proper way to fill out a tax return? Or how best not to get shot while smuggling supplies from a ship?

      "No, Kushim and I--"

      Poppy moved so fast that one minute she was standing next to me, the next she had grabbed Alvis by the throat and body-slammed him to the floor.

      "Keep my son's name out of your mouth!" she screamed as her fist smashed into Alvis's head with enough force to crack the floor that held his head in place.

      "Where is he!" screamed Poppy, and she drove her fist again and again into Alvis's face, causing brick dust from the floor to lift up into the air. The anger that radiated from her face was frightening to behold. She was a different person. A person who wanted nothing more than to hurt Alvis until she got what she wanted.

      Laughter rose from underneath Poppy's fist as Alvis's body shook with merriment. "That's it! Show me. Show me the nightmare that traumatised a planet during WW3. Show me!"

      Poppy lifted her fist up once more but I saw movement out of the corner of my eye and looked up. Three men with guns were barrelling towards us.

      "Poppy, we have incoming!"

      She looked up briefly and it was all the time and space Alvis needed to kick her off him, and roll back to his feet. He brought his hand up to his left cheek as it cracked and fell away, showing nothing but a mess of meat and wires underneath. Annoyance crossed his face for the first time.

      "Deal with them," he shouted to his guards, as he turned on his heel and fled.

      "No," screamed Poppy as she rushed towards him, as the men fired her way. Stopping in her tracks she dived, dodged and flipped like a ballerina until she got near the first gunman. Grabbing his pistol she twisted her body and used his wrist to throw him. Gun went one way, wrist stayed in place as bone and ligaments snapped and popped forcing the man to scream. His ordeal didn't last long as Poppy up-kicked him with enough force to snap his neck in half.

      The whole thing had taken less than five seconds and forced the other two men to stop in their tracks and stare at her in open horror.

      Not wasting any time Poppy went on the offensive and pulled out her two blades from behind her back and drove them into the guard's hearts. They both dropped dead without a sound.

      She was terrifying. This was what the story of old was all about.

      "You," she said, pointing to me, "stay here."

      "Like fuck I am," I said, moving over to the guns and picking up two pistols. 

      Her mouth opened to argue but I was already moving past her. "We haven't got time for this. He's getting away."

      In the blink of an eye, she was already at the door looking back at me, while I hadn't even covered ten feet. "Go! Don't worry about me, find our son!"

      She gave me a nod and sprinted out the door in a blur, while I brought up the rear. I knew by the time I caught her up, the fight may have already been won or lost, but it didn't matter; we had a job to do, and I sure as hell wasn't going to sit on the sidelines when so much was at stake.
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      Poppy was easy to follow. 

      All I had to do was follow the trail of bodies she had left behind. Sirens blared in the overhead speakers as I moved as fast as I could. It wasn't supposed to go down like this. I shook my head, baffled. How did you expect it to go? Entering a space station armed with nothing but whatever tools you came across wasn't the recipe for success. And now Alvis knew we were here, he would do everything in his power to make sure he finished the job right this time.

      Taking a sharp left one of my wheels left the floor as I hurtled down the corridor.

      If shit went sideways, I didn't see how we would get another chance. 

      What the fuck was I talking about! Shit had gone sideways. Now it was just a matter of getting out of this station alive with my son and wife.

      I took another corner and ducked when the sound of gunfire came from behind me and sparks lit up the corridor as bullets bounced off walls. I spun my wheelchair in a one-eighty and fired twice, catching one guard in the side of the neck and another in the gut.

      Both fell down and I didn't wait to see if they were dead as I spun back around and continued on. 

      I raced past doors praying none of them opened, until my luck ran out and one of Alvis's men opened a door ahead of me to check what was going on. He saw me and his eyes opened in shock before I placed a bullet between them. He dropped to the floor and I heard yells from within the room he had exited. Not waiting until more of his friends came out I sped past firing rounds randomly into the room, not caring what I hit, as long as I made them too scared to come out.

      It worked long enough for me to round a corner and vanish from their line of sight.

      Sweat poured down my face as I pushed through the burning that was in my arms. The number of dead bodies I could follow had stopped two corridors ago, and now I followed my gut blindly down one corridor after another, while I tried to find any sign of where they had gone. 

      I came to a junction and stopped. 

      Forward. Left. Right.

      I gritted my teeth in frustration as all paths appeared to lead to nowhere. 

      The blurring noise that poured from the speakers did nothing to help my concentration as I tried for the life of me to decide what to do. Turning right I stopped as I heard something over the sound of the speakers. 

      I closed my eyes and moved towards it and stopped. It sounded like drums. It sounded like pounding... it sounded like... feet!

      I opened my eyes in time to see a group of Bennie's men wide-eyed and shirtless with more than one drinking from a liquor bottle making their way towards me; they carried everything from guns to machetes. I turned around and was about to go left when another group of his men appeared. Just as loud. Just as drunk. Just as well armed.

      Shit! 

      There was only one way I could go, forward. 

      Head down I pushed myself to go as fast as I could while the catcalls and abuse came towards me as fast as the bullets and other items thrown. Bullet after bullet pinged around me, forcing me to go faster. Because I used both hands to push my wheels I couldn't return fire but kept my eyes focused on the path ahead of me. 

      I knew any minute the bullets would find their mark but they didn't.

      As I took lefts and rights, I wasn't that hard a target to miss until I realised why I hadn't been hit yet. They were toying with me. I was the fox and they were the hunters who wanted their excitement to last until they'd had their fill.

      Another roar of noise drew my attention. 

      Up ahead bodies flew in the air and crash-landed in a bloody broken mess. The crowd surrounded someone like a ring during a school fight. There could only be one person who was keeping them at bay. 

      I couldn't see her, but I could hear the sounds of her knives cutting through flesh. Most of the crowd's backs were turned away from me, but a few were turning around from the noise of the crowd that had been following me. 

      Both pistols raised before me I allowed the momentum I had built up to push me forward and I fired. I pressed both triggers, making sure each of my shots counted. 

      As bodies fell and people cried out in panic and confusion, the crowd in front of me looked around wildly. 

      I smiled, as Bennie's men who were chasing me were still firing. They hit the group in front of me, who were made up mostly of Alvis's guards. I kept on firing until my pistols were spent and I threw both of them towards the crowd, then pulled out my hammer and electric rod and roared in defiance.

      The confusion as to what was taking place had finally taken hold of the group in front of me as they turned and fired at Bennie's men, who returned the gesture in kind. 

      I was the first one to collide with the bodies in front of me and swung rod and hammer like a madman, electrocuting anyone who got in my way and then bludgeoning them with my hammer. 

      One man screamed in silent horror as I drove the claw of the hammer through the top of his skull. Blood poured out of the wound like it was a scene out of a B-horror movie. I took the legs out from under another and rammed the rod into his mouth while electricity fried his fillings. Someone grabbed me from around the neck, applying a chokehold that cut off my blood flow. My vision dimmed before I swung the hammer backwards, striking him in the forehead. My attacker released his grip and I continued to push through.

      I felt a surge of movement as the people around me took a step back and the crowd moved. 

      Bennie's men had finally joined the party. 

      Allies fought against allies. Friends fought friends. And in the midst of it all, I swung, jabbed and clubbed anything I could reach. 

      One of Alvis's guards yelled for the fighting to stop, but one of Bennie's men embedded his machete into the top of his skull ending his voice of reason. The attacker too went down as someone shot him point-blank in the face.

      The corridors now were filled with so many bodies I couldn't manoeuvre as easily as I wanted to. Someone hit me on the back of the head and I saw a flash of white before I swung out and my rod connected with someone, forcing a yell. A body blindsided me from the left with a tackle and nearly toppled me over as I fought him off. 

      He bear-hugged me, forcing my ribs to scream in protest while he head-butted me in the face. Through the stars that danced in my vision, I saw his bloodshot eyes filled with lust as he grinned at me. The foul stench of alcohol washed over me, as I looked into a pair of eyes that were glassy. Not only were Bennie's men drunk, but they also had a mixture of drug cocktails running through their system.

      His arms kept on squeezing. I tried to breathe but couldn't. 

      He pulled his head back once again for a head-butt, but this time I was ready for him and lowered my head so he struck the top of my forehead. He blinked his eyes in pain as the blow stunned him. Using that movement to suck my stomach in I created enough space so I could drive my rod between us and jam it into the underside of his chin. 

      Electricity passed through both of us but I was ready for it. 

      Turning off the power to the rod I head-butted him one final time, dropping him to the floor, where I finished him off with a hammer blow to the head. I moved forward and froze as a man aimed a pistol point-blank at me. Body jerking back I heard the sound of the gunshot and waited for the pain to pass through my body but it never arrived; instead, a red stain spread across my would-be attacker's chest before he collapsed on the floor.

      A shirtless man, beard covered in blood and alcohol, stood over the victim, pistol still smoking in his hand.

      He looked to me but I didn't give him a chance to move as I rushed forward and swung my hammer upwards, driving it between his legs and forcing a high-pitched groan. 

      I allowed him to collapse to the side, as I continued forward until I broke through the ring and was met with the angry stare of Poppy. 

      Thunderstorm-grey Damascus steel knives in both hands, she ducked a man who swung her way and embedded both her blades under his armpits. Placing a foot on his chest, she kicked him away as another man came towards her, but he was met with a swift kick to the neck that broke it with a crack. I moved forward to help but was pushed to the side as the circle around us tightened up. 

      Poppy was the most dangerous person alive but she needed space to move. To react. To attack and counter.

      Bodies piled upon bodies, the air thick with sweat and the human sounds of suffering.

      I swung left and right, not seeing much and not caring what I hit as long as I hit something. I felt a sharp pain high on my chest, causing the muscles on my arm to spasm. Gritting my teeth through the pain I bit down on someone's ear in front of me and was rewarded with a shriek of pain. 

      An unseen fist connected with my face. 

      Blood poured from my nose. 

      Everything was happening so fast I didn't know if Poppy was near or far. A roar of defiance from her was the only way I could tell her direction. I electrocuted, hammered and bit anything that got in my way. 

      I saw her brunette locks flash off to my right and I moved in that direction but was thrown from my chair and landed heavily on the floor. I covered up as best as I could as feet stomped my way. Someone landed in front of me. Blood running down his face in streaks, he looked up at me and grinned like a man who had lost his mind. 

      I drove the electric rod into his eye and held back the bile that rose from my stomach as the smell of his burning eye socket washed over me. 

      I pulled the rod out as screams that would haunt me till the day I died escaped his mouth, and continued to crawl between the legs surrounding me, smashing shin bones and feet wherever I could. 

      I finally saw Poppy up ahead but I couldn't reach her. There were too many people in the way. 

      She fought like a demon, slicing and cutting everything that came near. She was holding the men off her but it was only a matter of time before she was overrun. The infighting amongst the men had slowed down and now they were bringing their collective manpower together to take down the prized lioness.

      As more men turned their attention towards her the more bodies piled up near her feet.

      Her movements were machine swift to the point her limbs were a blur. It was like she knew where to be before her attackers made a move. Inch by inch, she pushed the crowd back.

      We could do this. We could win this fight and get our son back. 

      I watched in awe as what I'd thought she was capable of was blown out of the water as a low estimate. The movements were pinpoint, the brutality she delivered meant to discourage anyone coming forward. The mood of the crowd changed as a sense of fear swept through them. They were watching too many of their colleagues die and they had yet to score a glancing blow on the demon in front of them. As legs moved back I did my part and attacked from below.

      We fought as a team.

      The men I attacked couldn't focus their complete attention on me because the moment they did, Poppy would take the opening and end their lives. 

      We continued like this as the minutes piled on, with me taking my fair share of kicks but still pushing through. My vision was becoming blurry, my face swollen. One eye closed shut as I took another blow to the face, but I kept on swinging. For my son. For my wife. For my family.

      I did the best I could to defend myself but it was a losing battle. 

      It was in that half-delirious state that I saw a blur of movement from behind Poppy--a blur of movement I tried to warn her about but the noise from the crowd was too loud.

      She sensed the attack too late and turned in time to see Alvis appear before her. In his hand was a circular metal device with blue buttons on it much like my electric rod. She sliced at him with her knife but he ducked under the attack and went in low, placing the device against her stomach. A crackle of electricity filled the air as Poppy's body jerked back and forth violently. 

      I watched in horror as smoke poured out of her mouth and her eyes rolled back inside her head. 

      When her body finally came to a standstill, it was rigid and stiff and all her movement had stopped. The crowd around us were silent as they watched the demon they feared sway back and forth on her feet before she collapsed with a thud on the floor in front of me. 

      Eyes closed, the woman I knew and loved was no more.
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      Everything was silent as I reached out and touched the face of my wife.

      I stroked her cheek as tears rolled down my face. I felt a hundred pairs of eyes on me but I cared little. We had come so far but yet... how could I let this happen?

      She would get up any minute. She was just resting. She would show these fools how strong she really was. She was just resting. I continued to stroke her face but she failed to respond to my touch.

       She was just resting.

      "Take the woman to my private lab," said a voice above me. "Throw the fool in the cells, I'll deal with him shortly."

      I felt hands lift me up despite my protests, but the fight had gone out of me. They lifted me up until I came face to face with the man that had cost me so much, and felt nothing but an empty hole in the pit of my stomach as I looked upon his face. The smile he gave me dripped with acid.

      "I told you, Mr Blake, you are an ordinary little man who shall never leave a smudge on history let alone a mark. Since the first time we met, I would always--"

      The head of the man next to Alvis jerked back and he stumbled unsteadily on his feet until he came to a stop. A single trickle of blood flowed down from the bullet wound in the middle of his forehead. He took a step forward then fell face-first onto the floor.

      "What--" began Alvis but never got to finish his sentence as the floor beneath our feet shuddered violently, throwing people off their feet. 

      One of the men holding me up slammed against the wall as three holes appeared in his torso. His colleague who was also holding me met a similar fate as the top of his head exploded in a red mist. 

      I fell to the floor as gunshots rang out and people looked around wildly trying to locate their attackers. 

      I looked behind me and saw a group of masked individuals rushing towards us; guns drawn, they fired at anything that moved. Who they were or what they wanted mattered little to me. They were attacking my enemy, which made them my allies. 

      I began attacking the nearest people around me as I made my way towards Alvis. 

      His head snapped left to right as panic set in. I crawled through the legs around me doing as much damage as I could until he was within striking distance. Turning my hammer so the claw pointed to the floor I swung it at his feet with everything I had and smiled as the claw was embedded into one of his feet, pinning it to the floor. I expected a cry of pain but he looked down at me in annoyance, lifting his uninjured foot up slowly so he could step on me like a bug, but I wasn't done yet.

      Throwing my hand that held the electric rod forward, I aimed for his pinned foot and this time I got a response.

      He leapt back, tearing part of his foot off and leaving it pinned to the hammer as he looked at me in horror. I had missed him by centimetres but his reaction spoke volumes. 

      "Grab my property!" he screamed, pointing at Poppy, as he shuffled back until I lost him amongst the crowd of his men. 

      "No!" 

      I crawled after them but the station rocked again and this time I could smell the faint trace of smoke. Men collapsed around me as the new attackers laid into them, firing at anything that moved and swinging blunt instruments into the heaving masses. 

      Alvis's men picked up Poppy and carried her backwards as the image of Alvis grew smaller and smaller. 

      "No!" I screamed, but there was nothing that I could do from on my stomach. A hand fell on my shoulders and I turned around, electric rod raised, to be met by the sight of Willis. 

      Ginger beard covered in grease and eyes wild and bloodshot, he looked like he hadn't slept in days. 

      "We got to get the fuck out of here!" he said, going to pick me up, but I pushed him off.

      "Not without Poppy or my son."

      He shook his head. "There's nothing that we can do for them now."

      "I'm not leaving them!"

      "Then you die here and you will never get another chance to save them."

      He stared at me as the battle raged around us, neither of us lowering our gaze. Men screamed and died. Blood splattered against walls. But no matter how hard Willis and his men fought, eventually Alvis's cavalry would arrive and turn the tide in their favour. Willis gave me a shrug as if to say "What will it be?"

      I slammed the rod against the floor and tore my gaze away from him and saw Alvis's foot still pinned to the floor, along with the circular metal device that he had attacked Poppy with. Crawling towards both, I picked up the piece of the foot from the floor and the circular metal device and pocketed them. 

      With one final look in the direction that they had taken Poppy, I turned back to Willis and gave him a nod. 
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      I bounced along on the shoulders of Willis. We made our way through corridors where the fighting was just as intense as in the one we had left. 

      A handful of men shadowed Willis, covering our tracks with gunfire whenever we met any pockets of resistance. They wore the same garb I had seen from the people onboard Guru Roshan's station. Although they were armed I could tell that these people were not fighters but they did their best when met with adversity, firing in the enemy's general direction, and although not always hitting their targets they gave our attackers enough to think about.

      "How the hell did you find me?" I asked.

      "Like you, I boarded one of the slaver ships when they were departing, but unlike you, I didn't get caught."

      "Who said I got caught?" 

      He chuckled.

      "Alright, fair enough," I replied. "But that still doesn't explain all these men."

      "When I sneaked onboard the slaver ship, I was still able to keep in contact with The Kennel, which Fuckface was on. He rounded up as many men as possible from that dickhead Guru Whatever's station and they came after me, following the signal from my messages. I've been hiding in an overhead shaft with nothing to eat but a rat I managed to catch."

      "Remind me to get you tested when we get back to the ship."

      We ran over bodies of both our men and Alvis's that lay bleeding or dying amongst the corridors of the station. Wherever we could we collected our own men or ended the suffering of those that wouldn't make it. Better to send them on to the afterlife rather than have them become Alvis's playthings. Men waited for Willis at each junction that we passed, making sure that our escape was unhindered, until we finally emerged from the corridor into the ship hangar section of the station where I had first jumped on the conveyer belt to escape detection.

      It seemed like a lifetime ago. It may well have been, with the emotional scars that I had suffered in such a short space of time.

      Another mini-explosion rocked the station causing Willis to stutter-step. 

      Some of the machines that had been picking up or depositing materials on the conveyor belt lay on their sides, flames and black smoke billowing from the bases of them. 

       "I don't know what's causing these machines to explode but without it, I don't know if we would have been able to grab you and escape." 

      "You're welcome," I said, causing him to look back at me in shock. "I found a button labelled "self destruct" in one of Alvis's labs. I didn't think it would cause such a mess, but I'm glad that it did."

      A number of Bennie's ships, which were still attached to the station, were either on fire, had gaping holes in their hulls or were tilted on their sides.

      "Your handiwork?" I said, gesturing at the ships.

      "Yeah, that's why it took so long to get to you. I had to creep aboard all the fuckers and make sure I put them out of action. No point in escaping if we've got an armada on our tail."

      The lowered cargo doors of The Kennel greeted us, causing Willis to pick up the pace with the end in sight. 

      I wished the sight filled me with joy. It was something I had wanted to see since they had taken me from Guru Roshan's station. But it was a sight I thought I would have seen with my family in tow. Not carried along on Willis's back in the midst of defeat. 

      Where there should have been tears of joy streaking down my face, there was nothing but a sense of hollow pain and disappointment, as once again I had failed to accomplish what I had set out to do, but instead made matters worse.

      My son was still in the hands of my enemy.

      My wife was at best captured... at the worst...

      I couldn't bring myself to think about it. She was just resting, I told myself as the doors of The Kennel closed behind us.

      She was just resting.
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      A severed foot. A memory chip. An electric device. A gun.

      I stared at the three items on the table in front of me, drink in hand, and allowed the firestorm of emotion that twisted inside me to run its course. I brought the glass to my lips and allowed the spiced rum to work its magic. 

      Sat in the captain's quarters which had once been José Battle's but was now mine, I tore my eyes from the items in front of me and looked around and regretted it immediately. 

      Pictures of me and Poppy crowded for space on the wall. Many a happy smiling face greeted me. Many an ironic moment. From our first date. To our first mini vacation. Her showing off her engagement ring. To her showing off her pregnant bump. 

      It was all there for me to see. The catalogue of the life I had lived and experienced in such a short span of time, which had meant more to me than the last three decades where I had lived nothing but a hollow existence. 

      Yet for all of the joy, excitement, love, happiness, there was a sorrow--pain--anguish that came with it that was almost physical, that was how much it hurt. They say to become someone new takes growth and nothing grows pain-free, but I didn't realise it would mean this much suffering.

      I loved every minute of being with my wife, but now she was gone, I didn't know how I could go on.

      The image of her body convulsing while smoke poured from her mouth was something that played in my mind time and time again. I hadn't slept. I hadn't eaten. Every hour--every minute--every second was spent reviewing the footage of the incident. The way she collapsed on the floor. The way she didn't move. The way--

      She couldn't be dead. She just couldn't. I knew for a fact she had to be alive, but... I had been confident in other aspects of my life and look how well that turned out. 

      How had it all gone so fucking wrong? 

      How did I get myself in this situation?

      We had a plan; we were winning; we were pushing Alvis's men back but still, victory was snatched from our grasp, leaving us clutching nothing but hopeless dreams and pointless actions.

      Worst of all, I hadn't even gotten to see my son. 

      The one thing I had set out to do! The one thing this was meant to be about. But instead of rescuing my son or even seeing him, I had lost another piece of me--another chunk of my heart--to a man who would kindly trade his in to be nothing more than a heartless machine.

      Fuck!

      I threw my glass against the wall, watching it smash into a hundred fragments. 

      It wasn't meant to end this way! 

      I was supposed to have my son in one arm and my wife in the other. We were supposed to be reunited by now. I had given everything, everything to get what I wanted and somehow it wasn't enough. 

      Somehow I had come up short. 

      I thought back to the people who had given their lives because they had been swept up in my life and I felt....

      Zhang Wei, who had killed himself so Mr Lee didn't escape.

      Samuel Moor, Willis's brother, who had allowed us to use his borough to rest, recover and feed. Who had allowed us to plan and collect our thoughts while we thought of our next move. Who had accompanied us to The Diamond District and fought side by side with us against Alvis while hiding his identity. Who had given us life so we could escape. Whose love for Willis knew no bounds. 

      Guru Roshan, who tried to build a utopia amongst the stars but had it destroyed by Alvis's greed for power.

      Sam, my good Samaritan, whose crime was none other than caring about me, had her identity stripped bare and taken from her.

      As the faces passed my mind's eye one after the next, I couldn't help but feel angry at the amount of pain and suffering that had occurred all because of me.

      I picked up my trusty old revolver and tapped it against my head.

      What was I going to do now? Where was I meant to go? How was I meant to win?

      Every action I took only caused me more suffering. Only caused more suffering to others.

      Using the revolver to beat a rhythm against my skull, I closed my eyes and tried to fight against the mass of black tentacles that crept out from the floor and tried to wrap themselves around me but... I couldn't. They felt warm. They felt inviting. They understood me.

      One bullet in the chamber as always, I spun the cylinder listening to the sound of the familiar rotation it made and waited for it to stop before I lifted it up and--

      A knock sounded on my door. 

      I took a second to wipe my eyes and wheeled myself over to my bedside drawer, where I placed the revolver inside of it, before double-checking my appearance. "Come in."

      The door opened and Tuari stepped inside. He gave the place a quick once-over, gaze lingering on the shattered glass on the floor, but said nothing about it as he looked my way. "We shall be arriving at Guru Roshan's station shortly, where we will be allowing his people to get off."

      I gave him a nod. 

      "Everything all--"

      "Did his men manage to free any of the slavers aboard Alvis's station?" I asked, cutting Tuari off.

      "A fair few, but they lost far more in the raid on Alvis's place than they managed to get back."

      "So it was a failure then?" 

      "Some would see it like that, though I doubt the people who were saved would."

      I grunted his way, before turning back to look at the remaining items on the table. I don't know how long I was staring at them, but it was long enough for Tuari to cough, reminding me he hadn't left.

      "What?" I said, startled.

      "Look, lad, sometimes things just don't turn out how you want them to, but that doesn't mean you should give up just because failure has slapped you in the face. There is always--"

      "Tuari. Thank you for your report. I shall leave the management of seeing our guests dispatched safety to their home in your hands. Now if there wasn't anything else, I could do with some time to think."

      I could feel his stare but I didn't turn to acknowledge him. 

      "As you wish, Captain."
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      A knock on the door jerked me awake. 

      I looked left and right, confused as to where I was for the moment until my surroundings became familiar. Groggy, I passed a hand over my face and a tongue inside my sandpaper-like mouth. My head pounded like a thousand war drums going into battle. I tried to shake the cobwebs away but it only made things worse.

      Moving back my elbow, I knocked an empty bottle of rum to the floor.

      Someone knocked on my door again, and by the sound of it they would do so all day until I answered it. Closing my eyes and tilting my head back I breathed through my nose as I tried to collect my thoughts.

      Another knock.

      "Come in!"

      The door opened and Guru Roshan walked in. Long white beard plaited with a golden ribbon that matched his black-and-gold-trimmed Nehru jacket, he floated into my room and cast an interested gaze over it. It wasn't one of judgment, but purely of interest. He picked up the empty bottle on the floor and placed it back on the table.

      I hurriedly wiped the corners of my mouth and passed a hand down my clothes. "I... er--sorry, I was expecting one of my crew. I didn't know we had arrived."

      "Some time ago," he said, taking a seat on one of my couches. "Your men are getting their wounds healed and treated, as well as gathering whatever supplies you need for your journey home."

      "Home," I said with a shake of the head. "I'm not too sure we have one of those to go to."

      "Every man has a place he can call home, even if it is the dusty road he walks on looking for his next adventure."

      Not knowing how to respond, I wheeled myself over to the water jug and offered him a glass, which he refused, then poured myself one. It did little to wash away the headache, but at least my mouth didn't taste of yesterday.

      We continued to sit in silence, me not enjoying it and him seeming to do so until I thought of something to say just to break the silence.

      "How are your people coping, after everything that has happened?"

      "Unfortunately or fortunately, they have known many hardships. People taken from them prematurely, their self-worth and value degraded to nothing more than how much they are worth to another human being, like some piece of farm equipment to be bartered and traded. They have seen loved ones raped and murdered in front of them and have come out of it the other side stronger. 

      "Not always. The mark of hardship crumbles some like Bennie to its wicked ways until you have allowed your slave owners to dedicate to you your value. Until you feel like you are never enough, and the only way you can get rid of that feeling is by doing to others what has been done to you. Then there are others who use hardship to strengthen them. To mould and create something stronger than before. 

      "People think the first kind like Bennie are the dangerous ones, but it's the second kind who changes the future of mankind forever."

      I allowed his words to wash over me, biting back my objections to his philosophical nonsense.

      "Go on."

      "What?" I asked.

      "Say what you're holding back. By all means, Quinton, do not try and spare my feelings. I have heard much worse than you could ever possibly say."

      "How can you sit there and spout such--such--shit! When your own people looked to you for protection and you failed them! All that bullshit about hardship making you stronger is fine for you to say, Guru, but you're not the one being raped! You're not the one who has to watch their children being sold into slave labour while men hold you back. 

      "I am sure you can have all the philosophical insights you want, when the hardship of your day consists of two women sucking you off while you sit on your throne! But in the real world, in the world of blood and fucking guts... of hoping your enemy gets tired before you do, so you can plunge your knife into his heart before he plunges his into yours... none of your fucking insight matters. It just... does not matter. The blood, the tears, the pain, amounts to little in the grand scheme of things. 

      "No matter what we seem to do, life has a way of making you dance to its will."

      Despite myself, I found my chest heaving and my fists curled up in balls. I stared his way daring him to protest, to say anything so we could have an argument, but he just leaned back in his seat and ran one hand through his beard.

      "You may have a point there."

      I looked at him bug-eyed as the wind was taken from my sails. "Is that it? Is that all you have to say?"

      "When I was a boy, I would always question my father about the nature of all things--endless questions which I had no doubt frustrated him because of the amount he paid for the many scholars and teachers he would have come and teach me. But he never showed it, instead he tried his best to answer my questions and when he didn't know, he would simply say so. He would say, 'Reyansh, if someone doesn't know the answer to what you ask, but is willing to give you an answer anyway, run. Because how can you ever learn from a person whose own ego doesn't allow them to see things as they truly are?'

      "The need for knowledge didn't stop as I grew older. But it was dimmed by the comfort of the life around me. Lavish banquets at our manor homes where the lords and ladies of the nation would come and pay their respects, hunting in our forest during the summer months and spending the nights under a diamond-encrusted sky, visiting different star systems and being their guests of honour, spending weeks on end on some remote island with no one to keep me company but the finest chefs and a harem of the most beautiful--"

      He shook his head as a faraway look stole his attention.

      "It appears much has changed," I said. "Well, apart from the harem."

      He laughed and shook himself from his thoughts. "But as the years piled on I was always unsatisfied, never truly happy. There was always a question gnawing at my subconscious. 'Who am I?'

      "I would lie at night and the question would bounce around my skull until sleep took me. 'Who am I?' Everything I ever had, I never worked for it, I just... inherited it. Until I was a man in my mid-thirties, I had never experienced hunger, pain, heartache, stress. Any negative emotion was cut short by my countless servants and care-givers. Until one day, by chance, I saw a thief in one of our gardens. 

      "He was the most malnourished, dirty thing I had ever seen, eyes wild with hunger and fear. I befriended him, much like an animal from the wild. Just caring for that man taught me so much about life, that after a week of looking after him, I sneaked out of my family home with nothing but the clothes on my back and began my life anew. Thinking back on it now, I should have packed the bare minimum, but one can't stop inspiration when it hits."

      I looked at him, awe-struck, trying to battle with all the words that wanted to spill at of my mouth at once. "How did you survive?"

      "Horribly!" he said, bursting into laughter. "A pampered life doesn't make you well equipped for adventure."

      "But I thought you said you were a slave?"

      "I was," he said getting up; "I was also a thief, a smuggler, an officer, a pirate, a man of the law--"

      "A prince?" I asked, but he only answered with a coy smile. "Can I ask why?"

      He looked up to the ceiling and I didn't think I would get an answer until he said, "Many times when life was painful, miserable, and I had to do things that... still haunt me, I would ask myself that same question, until I remembered a saying my father would always say to me.

      "'We have two lives. The second begins when we realise we only have one.'"

      He walked towards the door and opened it but stopped over the threshold. "Quinton," he said, back turned to me, "rightly or wrongly you were given a chance at another life; only you can defend it from what life throws at you. As I see it, you can either let what's happened to you define you or you can dust yourself off and begin to fight back."
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      It had been days since my last talk with Guru Roshan, and I hadn't left my room while I contemplated my next course of action. 

      Eyes closed I lay on my bed while a plan formed in the lower recesses of my mind, one which at first scared me to address fully but as the hours crept past, I formulated my next move piece by piece. It was one where I had to risk everything to get back what was taken from me. One where if I failed not only would I lose my life, but the life of everyone closest to me. 

      But it was a risk I was willing to take. A risk I had to.

      My eyes snapped open as the last pieces of the puzzle finally fitted in place. Lifting myself from my bed, I pressed the intercom that would connect me to Tuari.

      "I'm glad to see you're still alive, oh wise and great captain. Any day now Willis was threatening to storm into your room and baptise you. I believe he said something about cleansing your soul with holy fire. Anyway, what can I do for you?"

      "We still docked at Guru Roshan's station?" 

      "Yeah, we were planning to depart today."

      "I would like to speak to him before we leave; can you tell him to meet me at his favourite spot?" 

      "Will do. Anything else?"

      "Tell Willis to message any contacts he has in The Jungle. I'll be needing their scientific services."

      "You think that's a good idea? Last time we were stationed there things... didn't exactly end well."

      I stared at the three items still on my table: Alvis's severed foot, the memory chip with all the information I had stolen and the electric device he had attacked Poppy with, "I'll make them see sense. I have something in mind that involves everyone."

      "What are you up to, old wise and noble one?" teased Tuari.

      "The only thing that will get me what I want. We are going to war."
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      Transparent walls once again gave me a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree view of the space around me. 

      Stars so close I could almost reach out and touch them were magnified by the walls; the planets stretched out before me each one different and varying in shades of every colour imaginable, from dark dusty chalk to deep pulsing purple. It was a view that would have given rise to a thousand different religions. A view that would have inspired an artist to create from the heart and also go crazy because they could never create anything so perfect as what they saw in front of them.

      Footsteps sounded from behind me but I didn't turn. "Thank you for coming. I can understand the amount of stress and appointments you must have, with everything that has happened."

      "The pleasure is all mine," said Guru Roshan, coming to a stop near my elbow. "The sooner people realise life is as awe-inspiring as the view before us, the sooner they shall be happy."

      I allowed his words to settle the mood as I relaxed in his company. 

      "Have you given any more thought to what we spoke about?"

      "That is why I am here," I said, finally turning to him. "I need your help. Or more precisely the help of your people."

      He lifted his eyebrows my way.

      "I'm not sure how much your people told you in regard to what happened to them and what they experienced but I can fill in a few blanks. You may know Bennie better than I do, but Bennie isn't the person you need to be concerned with. Bennie is acting on the orders of a man who is hell-bent on destroying humanity while he climbs to power. 

      "He goes by the name of Alvis Boman. He was the first man to create AIs to use in the war during WW3. Many thought him dead but he has been locked away; now free, he wishes to continue what he started."

      "Which is?"

      "Build upon the human creation with his own design. That is why he is capturing as many slaves as he can. He is combining people and machines into one. After the procedure is complete he controls them via a nanotech chip secured to their brain stem. I have encountered people after they have gone through his medical procedures and they acted like soulless robots. Trapped to do his bidding. Unable to perform any other task than the one he assigned them to.

      "But all is not lost--according to him, people retain their memories, their personality; they try and fight his control over them but the nanotech chip doesn't allow them to."

      "This is most... upsetting," he said, stroking his beard."It is one thing to be a slave, it is entirely another to have someone control your thoughts. If there ever was a hell then..."

      "I'm afraid your people, and the countless others who have been taken to his station, will suffer the same fate. And it won't be long before he comes looking for more people to boost his ranks so not even the World Government will be able to stop him."

      "If what you say is true, then I'm guessing this chat isn't one of farewell?"

      I gave him a smile that didn't reach my eyes. "It could be, but I hope it isn't. No, what I need from you is to rally the support of your people. I need as many able bodies as you can muster and I need them sent to a location called The Jungle on a planet called Safe Haven--"

      "Safe Haven, a world of nothing but convicts and their offspring," said Guru Roshan with a tone I couldn't decipher; "a place I told myself I would never set foot on again."

      I looked at him in surprise.

      "I told you I was once a pirate and a smuggler."

      "Ah yes, one thing Safe Haven is renowned for more than anything."

      "Some planets are known for their good wines, some for how cheaply a certain item can be taken from one place to another. Just as a rat must hunt the sewers for food, a peacock must display its feathers. You wouldn't judge the one, so you shouldn't judge the other."

      "Anyway," I said, trying to stay on point, "I need every fighting man and woman you can spare. I know it's a lot to ask, but I fear if we don't gather our forces now, then everyone you love and care about will face a fate worse than death."

      He walked forward until his fingers touched the glass in front of us, and used his fingers to trace an outline of one of the planets.

      "I know this is a lot to ask--"

      "Consider it done," he said, turning back to me.

      "I know you don't want--wait, what?"

      "I have lived enough lives to see how this plays out, Quinton. We attacked this Alvis's station and took back some of our people. He will not look kindly on that, nor will Bennie allow us to have the final say. It may not be now, but after they deal with you then they shall turn their attentions on us. Their type always do. So instead of sitting and waiting for that to happen, I would rather be prepared for what is to come.

      "Plus, it's about time my people learned how to fight and defend themselves."

      "I--I--I don't know what to say. I promise--"

      He walked up to me and looked me dead in the eye and placed both his hands on my shoulders. "The only promise I want you to make is a promise to love yourself. Until you stop blaming yourself for what has happened then you can never move forward. You can never win. If you don't let go of the past then you shall be forever fighting the mistakes of the past. Learn from your past mistakes and use the knowledge you've gained to build your self-belief that you can win.

      "A self-belief you'll need to hold on tight to, because what is coming your way I wish on no man."

      He didn't wait for a response but instead allowed me to sit with my thoughts as he walked back the way he came.
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      I sat on the bridge of The Kennel next to my captain's chair. 

      Seeing me staring at it longingly on more than one occasion, Tuari told me he would rip it out so I could place my wheelchair comfortably in its spot, but I assured him it wouldn't be needed. 

      The chair was once José's and to do something as sacrificial as that would be a disrespect to José's memory. Still, it would be nice to sit in the old girl again and feel like a proper captain. 

      "Home sweet home," said Willis, causing me to look up at the ship's viewing screen as Safe Haven came into view. 

      I would love to say I felt a tingle at being back here, but most of the memories I had of the place involved some form of beating or near-death injury. We had departed from Guru Roshan's with him declining our offer of an escort, saying he needed time to get everything in order. I had asked him what he meant, but he replied with some ancient cryptic quote that made my head hurt. I stressed to him the importance of having his people arrive in time to be trained and he assured me I had nothing to worry about.

      I trusted the man, but for this to go right everything had to go according to plan.

      "Willis, have your contacts from The Jungle been in touch?" 

      He turned to me and nodded. "Everything is in order. Although they had some questions about why you needed certain items on the list you sent them, but I told them everything would be made clear in due time."

      "Good, good. Now the only thing to do is make sure our arrival isn't picked up by The Lady. The best thing would be to land in the caves near The Jungle and have your people pick us up from there."

      "You know she'll find out sooner or later, right?" said Tuari. "Like a wife who knows when her husband is out drinking rather than working late."

      "I'm hoping she won't find out about our arrival until I have everything set up. We need her help for what's about to come, her people are ex-military, and we need their expertise, plus weapons."

      "What do you have in mind?" asked Willis.

      "All shall be revealed in due time. Now," I said, lifting my gaze and settling it on the image of Safe Haven, "take us down. It's about time we began."
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        * * *

      

      We landed in the caves located in The Jungle without any incidents. 

      I had been nervous the whole flight down, only breathing a sigh of relief when The Kennel gave  a shudder as Tuari cut the engines off. The last time we had been in these caves, we were fighting men who worked for Mr Diamond but had in fact been mining a special metal ore for Alvis, a metal ore that he used to create the first prototypes of his New Humans. 

      I made my way out of the cargo doors and allowed the eerie silence from the cave to wash over me. 

      Bat-like creatures fluttered back-and-forth overhead; insects with far too many legs scuttled underneath my chair or over my boots while they looked for somewhere to hide. Continuing down the ramp we entered the cave proper; the sounds we made bounced from wall to wall causing the bugs in the walls to glow with a fluorescent blue light. 

      The light cast everything in a beautiful blue, highlighting the ancient alien drawings and diagrams that clustered for space on the walls around us. 

      Painted in what appeared to be liquid gold the images of the drawings looked like they were constantly moving, flickering in the light breeze that blew across the cave walls. They hypnotised the eye, sucking you in until all sense of time escaped you.

      Willis slapped me on the shoulder, jerking me out of my trance. I gave him a nod of thanks.

      After WW3 humanity finally had the technology to explore the stars and in doing so they colonised countless planets in an attempt to find anything from precious metals to life-saving cures, all in the name of getting rich. It was the modern-day gold rush, but instead of Europeans having to deal with the native people of that land, the explorers who set out into the distant galaxies faced far worse. 

      Unspeakable monsters. Viruses. Creatures that used the human body as their host. And mind-altering pheromones in the air of some planets that turned human beings into rage-filled killing machines. 

      Many planets had been colonised, lost, recolonised and lost again. 

      While others just swallowed up any visitor who touched the surface never to be heard from again.

      But despite that, and the countless billions who ventured into space, no one had come across another sentient being or found any evidence of one, until we had come to this cave. I was still hiding this discovery from the world in a promise I had given to Samuel Moor. Because once the human race found out about this, Safe Haven would become overridden with everyone from the World Government to treasure-seekers who wanted a piece of history to put on their mantle space. 

      With everything going on, it wasn't something I had looked into too closely, but I knew that it wasn't something that could stay hidden for long. Secrets like this always had a way of getting out.

      Footsteps ahead of us brought a group of men and women dressed in simple robes and tunics. Many were barefooted or wore open-toed sandals; hair wild and unkempt they walked towards us with an easy confidence.

      One woman in particular strode ahead of the pack. Tall and toned like an athlete, she wore nothing but a pair of shorts that highlighted her muscular legs and a cut-off t-shirt that showed a slight six-pack. Dreadlocks rested on her shoulders while obsidian eyes set in a face a shade or two lighter scanned our faces. She came to a stop six feet from us, long spear in one hand. The blue glow reflected off its leaf-shaped blade. She caught me staring at it and gave me a wink.

      "Zizi Zuwena, you cold heartless bitch. I would say it's good to see you, but I would only be lying," Willis said, taking a step forward so he and this mysterious woman were only a couple of feet apart.

      "Trust me, I would be happier if I didn't have to look at your nut-sack of a ginger face but at least I don't have to tolerate you smelling like a bar urinal. Quit the drink, I see."

      "You're one to talk about smell. When was the last time you cleaned those stinky bird nests you call armpits? I can practically smell the fermented plants and tofu from here."

      "You dare to lecture me, you nut-less ass monkey, on personal hygiene? Yet here you are sniffing like a little doggie with his pink thing out seeing what he can get."

      "I didn't message you. I called your second in command."

      "Yeah, you did," said Zizi, taking a step forward, "crying like a little bitch, asking to be rescued. You're a pathetic excuse for a man."

      "Pathetic! Pathetic. I wasn't so pathetic when I was saving your ass from those loggers. Oh the trees, the trees! Who will save the trees?" Willis cried, clasping his hands to the side of his face in mock anguish.

      "Those trees were ten thousand years old! They have more worth than that fairy tale nonsense you believe in."

      "Oh, and believing in the plants and spirit animals and dancing naked around some damn tree is any better. At least my faith allows me to forgive and serve others. It's not all about fucking and painting shit on your body," said Willis, taking another step.

      "Ooo, is it someone's time of the month? Did I touch a little nerve?" Zizi asked, taking another step.

      Willis and Zizi were now inches apart, noses almost touching. I looked sideways at Tuari, who looked at me just as confused. "What the fuck is going on?" I mouthed to him.

      Eyes wide, he gave me a shrug.

      "I see you still ain't found a man to put you in your place," said Willis.

      "Ha! You fucking Neanderthal. You would love that, wouldn't you, have a woman behind the kitchen table where she belongs. Have her pop out a few babies while the man goes off to do man's work. Maybe it's about time a strong woman placed you under her thumb, cleaned you up so you stop being such a fucking mess."

      Willis got closer till they were only a hair's-breadth apart. "There isn't a woman strong enough to handle this."

      "Don't make me laugh, you fool. I could bend you to my will with my little finger."

      "I should put you over my--"

      I coughed repeatedly until all eyes were on me. "Sorry, sorry," I said, slapping my chest, "something stuck in my throat. I don't believe we've met. My name's Quinton Blake, I've heard many great things about you."

      "Zizi Zuwena," she said, shoulder-bumping Willis out of the way and offering her hand. "Not from that ginger jackass I hope."

      "No, Willis... has never mentioned you. It was Samuel who informed me about you. This is Tuari," I said, gesturing to Tuari.

      "I'm sure he hasn't," she said, eyes lingering on Willis. "He wouldn't want anyone to know the things I know about him. All those little skeletons in his closet."

      "Err, yes, well, I'm sure you got my message."

      "I did," she said, crossing her arms, "but it doesn't mean I'm going to help. Things are finally getting under control here. After Samuel was killed and John, that scar-faced dickweasel, betrayed us, we had to rebuild. John had a lot of support in this borough. A lot of people wanted to see him rule. The fighting was bloody and we suffered more casualties than we could afford, but we have cleaned out all traces of his support and life is getting back to what it used to be.

      "Even if that bitch from Paradise Lost keeps on sending her spies to see how weak we are."

      I frowned at her words. John aka Scarface had been working with Alvis the whole time, with a promise to rule over The Jungle after Alvis rose to power. But I threw a spanner in those plans after I destroyed The Diamond District. But Alvis had had the last laugh as he convinced John to not only destroy my wedding but create enough of a distraction so my son was kidnapped. 

      John had escaped that night, but Poppy had tracked him like a woman possessed and when she finally caught him it wasn't pretty. 

      She had spent the best part of a week with the man, questioning, torturing, being nice, and questioning him again. She wouldn't allow anyone into the room while she worked, but after she was done, the thing left didn't resemble a human being. To his credit, John had withstood the questioning, not giving up anything. 

      "Whether you like it or not things are about to change for everyone on this planet. That's why I'm here, to make sure you and your people are best prepared for what is about to come. This thing involves everyone. But time is of the essence so it would be easier to explain on the move."

      Her nostrils flared out as she breathed out heavily. "Fine. But if speed is of the essence then we need to drag you on that," she said, pointing to an orange plastic sleigh. 

      I looked at it with a touch of hurt pride. "Isn't there any other--"

      "We are in a jungle. You are in a wheelchair. The two don't exactly add up." 

      "Fine," I said, accepting my fate.
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      They strapped me to the sleigh and then we moved at speed through the jungle. We took a path that had been walked many times and been cleared of vegetation, making it easy to pull the sleigh along the compacted grass and dirt. The ride was the most uncomfortable thing I had experienced in my life. The sleigh hit every pebble, stone, rock and tree stump and would occasionally flick gravel into my eyes, while I tried my best not to allow the bone-shaking ride to force me to bring up my lunch.

      Tuari pulled me along with ropes fashioned like backpack straps. Sweat poured off him like water from a shower, but he didn't complain--although he stared daggers at Willis, who had suddenly complained about back problems when the mention of taking turns to pull the sleigh had come up. I knew the ginger cockweasel was faking it, but now wasn't the time to discipline him. 

      That would come later. I just had to think of a worthy enough punishment. 

      "I heard snippets from Samuel about what you did," I said to Zizi, who walked alongside us, "but he never truly expanded on it. There was always--"

      Without skipping a step she snatched out of the air what appeared to be a large stick the size of my arm that had fallen from the tree canopy above. The stick moved and hissed in her hand, fangs bared. She held onto the back of the creatures head while it spat and hissed. Taking out a small clear glass jar with a latex top she allowed the creature to bite down on the top of it; green fluid poured into the jar until the creature's venom sacs were empty. Placing the creature back on a tree she continued walking next to us.

      "Shouldn't you kill it?"

      "Why?" she said, looking at me shocked. "Even if it bites someone it hasn't got the venom to do any damage for the next two weeks. But it can still hunt and eat as normal. Plus, the toxins in this venom create a number of cures and antibodies. It's a miraculous little creature, one that some people," she looked at Willis, "would destroy and forever be ignorant of the secrets it held." 

      Willis rolled his eyes as he power-walked until he was in front of the group.

      "Back feeling better, I see!" Tuari shouted out.

      Zizi went on: "I was off-world delivering supplies to another planet that had a rampant disease outbreak. The disease is called T9 and although they had some supplies to deal with the first initial cases, it soon overwhelmed them."

      "Surely that's something the World Government should have taken care of?"

      "You know better than me that the World Government doesn't care about the planets out on the fringes. Niani is a small planet that is both beautiful and harsh; the wildlife and nature found there is the most vibrant and beautiful I have ever seen. But the people there are dirt poor. So we decided to help."

      "I knew vaguely this borough did some outreach charity, but I didn't know it was to that extent."

      "It wasn't always so involved to begin with, but after Samuel took over, he created many outreach programmes where we used our knowledge of medicines and science to help those less fortunate than ourselves. I have been off-world for the best part of two years, administering aid, helping the needy and taking up arms where needed. Although Samuel wasn't keen on the fighting, and our borough isn't known for its warriors."

      "No, Samuel hated violence as much as Willis loves it."

      She looked up towards Willis and smiled faintly. "It's funny how two brothers could end up being so different."

      "How long have you been back?"

      "Seven months, just long enough for me to clean up this mess."

      "Is that when you met Willis?" 

      "No," she said with a shake of her head, "mercy to the spirit mother, no. I've known that jackass for longer than I would like to admit. Over the years there were times he would happen to pass through The Jungle. I think he wanted to check up on Samuel but there would always be an excuse as to why he would turn up. Some delivery that had to be dropped off or picked up. Over those visits we... connected, I guess."

      A cool breeze blew through our ranks giving a momentary respite from the humidity that surrounded us. I waited for her to elaborate on what she meant but she never did. 

      "What was your relationship with Samuel? Were you..."

      She looked at me sharply before laugher spilled from her. It was the laughter of someone who didn't care if anyone took notice, as long as she was having a good time. 

      "No, nothing like that. Samuel had always wanted me to take command of the borough. But there were just too many things to do, too many places I had to visit that needed our help. Before long, I was spending more and more time away. In hindsight, I was just running away from my responsibilities. The place that needed me the most was here. If I hadn't left then maybe Samuel would still be alive and Willis wouldn't--" She shook her head. "Anyway, what is done is done. But you still haven't told us exactly why you are here."

      "Before I do, you spoke of fighting. I take it you have a crew with you well versed in that sort of thing?"

      "Yes, a crew of about a thousand strong. Mostly ex-military who have served the World Government one way or another and got sick of what they saw, or what they had to stand by and watch until they decided to do something about it. I allow them the freedom to right the wrongs they see, either by helping out and giving aid where we can or by throwing an evil warlord off the throne and allowing democracy to take hold. It isn't always a smooth transition. There are many steps from dictatorship to democracy but we try and give it a helping hand."

      I nodded my head. This was good. This was better than I was expecting. 

      Having men and women who could fight was one thing. But having people who actually had combat experience was a whole different matter and probably spoke to why The Lady hadn't made a claim on this borough yet. 

      "How much do you know about Alvis Boman?" 

      "Just what I've been able to pick up third hand."

      "Then I guess while we have time, let me fill you in."

      I proceeded to tell her everything that had happened to me and our crew, from the moment the JYD crew kidnapped me all the way until my wedding and finding Alvis had taken my son. 

      I stopped at that point to find tears flowing down my face unbeknownst to me. I only realised it when my arms got wet and I looked up to the heavens thinking it was raining. Wiping my face clean, I continued on and told her everything that had happened right up until Poppy was attacked and collapsed on the floor in front of me.

      I again had to stop, as the words felt raw in my throat. Zizi said nothing but allowed me to regather my composure while we continued our journey. 

      "I know you don't believe this to be your problem, Zizi, but whether or not you like it, it is."

      She scratched her chin and bit her lip while she looked at me sideways. "Normally I would be the first to help you, the first to put this wrong right, but now that I have a borough to think about, people's lives that depend on me making the right choices, I can't in good conscience join this fight. However you look at it, it's a lose-lose situation.

      "I could give you a list of reasons as long as my arm why you can't win this fight--this war--but I'll stick to the most obvious one. In war the person with the largest army wins."

      "I--" I opened my mouth to say something but she cut me off.

      "No matter what you say, Quinton, there is no way of getting around the fact. He has a bigger, stronger force than you. A force made up of AI human hybrids who listen to his every command, who probably don't feel pain or fear, or any of the other emotions that would allow a smaller army to use tactics such as guerrilla warfare to destroy morale. I don't see how you can win this."

      "I'm afraid, Zizi, you don't have a choice."

      She stopped in her tracks and Tuari stopped as she looked down at me, nostrils flared--hand white-knuckling the shaft of her spear. 

      "And pray tell, why don't I have a choice?"

      "Because I have been browsing through the documents and files that I collected from Alvis's lab, and there is one thing he needs to continue extending his army. The raw metal ore found only in the caves located in this borough."

      She took a step towards me and I saw Tuari tense out of the corner of my eye but I stilled his movement with a flicker of my eye.

      "Isn't that convenient for you?"

      "Yes, yes it is," I said, holding her stare, "but it still doesn't change the fact that it is true. I don't know how long Alvis had been mining those caves previously without anyone noticing, but his stockpiles are low and he shall be coming to this planet, no doubt to conquer it, so he can mine the caves dry. He won't ask nicely and he will use the people on this planet, like he did the people of The Diamond District to grow his army. Whether you want to help or not, your hands are tied, because eventually this war shall come to your doorstep."

      "Let's not forget the most obvious reason why he'll be making a return visit," Zizi spat.

      "I'm well aware that above all else, I am the one he wants the most. I have been a thorn in his side since day one. Plus my destroying his primary station and pushing his plans back will only further give him cause to hunt me down. I'm well aware of that," I said, dragging myself forward, eyes never leaving her.

      "But if you think for one second I won't destroy Alvis and everything he holds dear to get my family back then you have underestimated me like so many who have come before you.

      "Alvis is coming. We shall be prepared. And he shall be defeated."
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      I sat in the same apartment where it had all taken place.

      The baby cot was still untouched. Our clothes were still hanging up in the wood-crafted wardrobes that formed part of the wooden wall of the apartment. The few meagre possessions we didn't take rested on the tabletop counters and shelves. 

      I scanned the treehouse apartment and felt a heavy weight on my chest that threatened to suffocate me. 

      I had once loved this apartment. Designed in a living tree, it demonstrated the ethos the borough used to build all their dwellings. They removed no natural element of the jungle to create space for anything; instead, the borough's residents used the elements of the jungle in ingenious ways that protected where they lived--much like this treehouse apartment Poppy and I had briefly called our home. 

      Baby toys and clothes lay where we had left them. 

      I didn't--I couldn't look at them. 

      Someone had placed them respectfully in the corner just out of sight, but much like black thunderous storm clouds rolling towards a spotless patch of sky, you knew what awaited you, even if you looked at it or not.

      I moved over to the apartment balcony and stared out over the jungle canopy. Bird calls chattered and monkey-like creatures whooped and screamed in the distance, while butterflies danced on the evening light reminding me of a happier time. A time where all Poppy and I did was talk--talk and lie in the bed behind me--while we stared out onto this view and planned our future.

      A future that now was murkier than a trodden puddle. 

      I pulled out her wedding ring from my pocket and held it up in my hands as I tried to remember the good times. Tried to remember what we once had. Life back then wasn't simple, but... I knew what it entailed: we would have Kushim, we would figure out a way to defeat Alvis, we would raise our child somewhere far from this planet and we would live happily ever after. 

      How foolish I was to think any of that would come true. 

      Instead, I was sitting here a broken man, praying--hoping--this plan I had worked out didn't blow up in my face like everything else. I didn't want to admit it to the crew, but this was our last chance, our one-in-a-million, Hail Mary pass that I needed to pull off, otherwise everything I knew and loved would go up in flames. But on a grander level, if I didn't stop Alvis now then humanity would find out very soon they were in a war that they couldn't hope to win.

      This was a major turning point in history. 

      To lose meant seeing the human race enslaved. To win meant.... it meant... everything.

      Footsteps sounded behind me and I placed Poppy's wedding ring back in my pocket before I turned around to find Tuari standing in the middle of the room hands buried deep in his pockets. I took one last look at the scenery before making my way back inside. 

      "Zizi is ready for your meeting. I take it you haven't told her everything in regards to the plan?"

      "No, I just wanted to warm her up to the idea, before I landed the real bombshells in her lap. From our first initial meeting, I can tell this isn't going to go over too well."

      "Nope, I don't envy you one bit," he said, patting me on the shoulder, with a smile I couldn't return. "You think she and Willis have done the dirty?" 

      "I--"

      "Because I think they were once madly in love and the differences that once brought them so close together finally tore them apart. I can see it now," he said, sweeping his hands in the air; "they were exactly alike, two star-crossed lovers who were both as stubborn as a bull and angry as a.... as a... an animal that's angry--I can't think of one at the moment--but there was an animalistic love between the pair that only comes from youth and inexperience. The affair was hot! Passionate! Steamy! They would sneak out at night under the stars as their love grew stronger and stronger. Then one day Samuel came between the pair. 

      "Zizi being second in command to Willis's older brother had to complicate things. Maybe... maybe, Samuel got jealous. Yeah. Yeah. That's it. He got jealous because the woman he wanted--needed, to make his life complete--wanted his younger brother and because of that Samuel forced Zizi to choose between the borough and her love, and she chose the borough. Heartbroken. Angry. They both never re-loved again."

      I looked at Tuari as if he had lost his mind. 

      "Well? Do you think that's how it went down?" he asked.

      "Nooo! You moron. They probably had a fling, it fizzled out, and things have been weird ever since because Samuel is his older brother and she used to work for him."

      Tuari sighed heavily and rolled his eyes. "How boring."

      "This isn't a Mills and Boons novel."

      He chuckled as his smile left his face and gave me a look I couldn't decipher, before turning his gaze to encompass the room.

       "What?" I asked.

      "Do you think... do you think it's a good idea you being here?" 

      "Why wouldn't it be?"

      He gave me a pitying look but I waited for him to answer.

      "Come on, Quinton. You're staying in the same apartment where your son was taken. Don't you think that's a bit creepy? I know you blame yourself for everything that has happened, but punishing yourself like this will not solve anything. This is just masochistic torture for the sake of it. Zizi has said you can have somewhere else; why don't you--"

      "Because I need to remember."

      He took a step back as the words came out like a gale-force wind banging on nailed-down shutters. 

      I moved forward, eyes never leaving his. "This! All of this! is so I can remember. So I know what is at stake. What I have lost and will continue to lose if I don't win this fight. I want to remember. To be reminded of how I failed as a father and a husband--"

      "You didn't fail--"

      "I failed! Whether the events were out of my hands to control or not, or it was just fate, or there was nothing I could do, the bottom line is I failed. The one job I have as a father is to keep my family safe and as you can rightly see, they are not here. Are they?"

      He opened his mouth, then closed it again, shaking his head.

      "'There will come a time, Mr Blake, when your way of life is threatened, when the people you love the most are placed in harm's way and you will do anything to protect them. Anything. When that time comes you will understand human nature like no other. You will understand what the employees of Xcorp say to themselves to help them justify the actions they have taken. You will understand what some of my men say to themselves at night so they can fall asleep.'

      "The Lady said those words to me when we first met and I didn't want to believe her. I didn't want to believe I had to become like them to beat them. Since this whole thing started, I've been naïve. I've been playing this whole thing with the mindset of my old life. People like The Lady, Bennie, Alvis, I can never hope to beat them if I'm not willing to risk more, do more, cross a line they're not even willing to. I can't play by the rules I used to. Not if I want to pull this off."

      "Quinton, once you go down this road, there is no coming back. You'll lose who you are forever."

      "I would rather lose who I am than lose the people I love. This isn't about me anymore. I've accepted that; it's about time you and Willis do as well."

      He opened his mouth to say something else but I cut him off and moved past him.

      "Anyway, we have a meeting to attend to and I don't want to keep our guests waiting."
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      We sat around one of the largest round oak tables I had ever seen. Fashioned out of one of the tree's roots, it came up out of the floor like a sprouting seed. Wooden bottles filled with jungle water graced the table, as well as cups, an assortment of vegan sweets and treats for us to snack on. 

      Around the table on one side were me, Willis and Tuari. On the other side were Zizi; her chief of medicine, a young black woman with the greatest afro I had ever seen called Makenna Millia; and an Asian woman whose hair was jet black but dyed shocking pink at the tips, called Niko Wren, who was in charge of The Jungle's scientific department.

      We had been here for ten minutes going over introductions and shooting the shit with idle chitchat, but I could see Zizi wanted to get into the meat of the conversation. She was a woman easily bored.

      "So," I said, breaking up Tuari's discussion with Niko as to why food creation was just as much a science and art as her field of study, "I know I haven't told you much about my plan in regard to how we are going to deal with Alvis and his army, so I guess now is as good a time as any. You are right when you pointed out he would have a larger force than me; that is something I can't do anything about for now but I have made arrangements to even the playing field a little."

      "How so?" Zizi asked.

      "In our travels looking for Alvis, we befriended a man named Guru Roshan--"

      "Ridiculous name," scoffed Zizi, which forced a chuckle from Willis, who turned red when everyone looked his way.

      "Don't judge him too hastily," I continued. "Guru is a man of many talents and has lived a host of different lives. He offered us sanctuary much like Samuel when we needed it and was one of the main reasons, if not the only reason, we managed to find out what Alvis was up to. If it weren't for him then we would be still chasing our tail. 

      "No, Guru is a man who has earned my respect. Even more so now he has offered to give us the much-needed manpower we need to help fight Alvis."

      "Maybe I spoke too harshly," said Zizi with a nod. "I apologise."

      "Hold your apology until I am done, you may want to take it back. Although he has offered me men and women to fight they are not soldiers; many of them have been slaves in one life or the next, so this coming war shall be new to them."

      "Then they are as good as useless!" Zizi said, throwing her hands up in the air. 

      "Well... I had a solution in regard to that. You and your people have seen combat, most of them have trained people for it, so it wouldn't be a stretch to--"

      "Oh no! Don't you fucking dare, you sneaky fucker. If you think for one minute, my people and I are going to train some randoms to fight, then you have another think coming. Do you know how long it takes to train someone to fire a gun under pressure? Let alone get combat-ready? This isn't like the movies, Quinton. When a bunch of misfits rise up and topple the evil leader, this shit is real.

      "It takes years for you to shoot under stress. For you to fire and hit a moving target when gunfire is coming at you, when bombs are going off around you, when your friends are screaming in pain and dying next to you but you can't help them because if you do and take your eye off the target, you'll also be killed.

      "Years! That's what it takes to be able to block all that out and still do the task you were assigned to. For you to still be able to take and give orders. This isn't something you can teach in a few months."

      I tapped the table trying to gather my thoughts together. Maybe she was right. But what choice did I have?

      "Look, before I knew your background it was just going to be our crew teaching these people how to fight and survive, but you said it yourself: you help the locals rise up and take democracy from their dictators. This is no different."

      "Yes it is. For one, the time is against us; for me and my crew to go to them--"

      "They are coming here."

      Silence filled the room as Zizi looked at her other two aides in shock. "Excuse me?"

      I took a deep breath. When doing anything it was always better to jump in the deep end, "They are coming here."

      "What do you mean, they are coming here?"

      "Guru Roshan and his people are coming here, to The Jungle. This is where the fight is going to take place, so this is where they will need to be trained."

      Zizi's mouth opened and closed while she stared at me bug-eyed. "What gives you the fucking right to decide that? Without consulting me?"

      "There wasn't time," I said with a shrug. "I had to act."

      "If you think for one minute--" 

      "When fighting a war what is one critical advantage that decides if it shall be won or lost?"

      "Who has the bigger army," said Makenna, who got an approving nod from Zizi.

      "Besides that?"

      "Which side is more technologically advanced?" said Niko.

      "Which by the way Alvis is, which makes it two points to him," said Zizi.

      "No, it's knowledge of the home terrain. We control the home terrain and have a greater knowledge of it than Alvis. That is where the other two things get cancelled out." I looked at the room, allowing my words to sink in before I continued.

      "We have a few things going for us--"

      "Which are?" Zizi snapped.

      "Alvis can't just bombard the planet from orbit; he doesn't have the fleet capabilities for it, but even if he did, he wouldn't because he needs the resources on the planet. He needs to take this planet intact and the only way he can do that is by launching a ground attack. A ground attack we shall see coming and can fire upon, destroying as many ships that are trying to land as we can. 

      "Next we have the knowledge of the terrain, which will allow us to guerrilla fight his forces and use it to our advantage. Plus, we shall have help from the other boroughs on the--"

      "Oh, this just keeps getting better and better!" Zizi said, pounding the table with her fist. "You expect me to work with The Bitch, don't you?"

      "I--"

      "Well, you can forget it. I would rather allow the enemy to overrun my home than stand side by side with her."

      "You don't have to; you'll be fighting and protecting this borough, she'll be fighting and protecting Paradise Lost."

      Zizi stood up and paced back and forth across the room, face set in stone while her lips whispered silently to herself a mile a minute. She sat back down and Makenna patted her on the hand and looked to me.

      "Quinton," she said, "The Lady isn't one to do things without wanting her pound of flesh. Samuel got deep into her debt in the few years we were away and we have only got rid of her hooks--and you're asking us to get back in bed with her all over again?"

      "I'm not asking you to cooperate with her, you won't see her. Like I said: she'll be in her borough, you'll be in yours. I know how The Lady operates, I saw first hand by what she did to our former captain José."

      "I heard about that," Zizi said. "My heart goes out to you."

      I gave her a nod of thanks.

      "Like Alvis," said Willis, "she'll get what's coming to her. I'll make sure of it. There is a blood debt that needs to be paid one way or another."

      I looked to Willis's thin lips before turning back my attention to our host. "The Lady isn't stupid, she knows we haven't forgotten about José, but we are useful to her at present and then as soon as we aren't then she'll get rid of us. We know too much and pose too much of a threat to her. She has used us from the start to get what she wants; now the roles shall be reversed."

       Zizi begrudgingly gave me a nod. "I don't like it and I know it's going to blow up in your face and so let me just say now, I'll be the first to say I told you so when it happens."

      "I'll be looking forward to it."

      "I hate to burst your bubble," said Makenna, "but if that's all you have, then this isn't much of a plan."

      "You're right, it isn't," I said, leaning to my side and picking up a bag off the floor. I rummaged inside of it and pulled out three items, which I placed on the table. 

      Alvis's severed foot. The circular metal device that Alvis had used to attack Poppy. And the memory chip.

      "These three items are how we are going to destroy Alvis once and for all."
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      Zizi's group looked at the items in silence, their expressions ranging from looks of disappointment to plain confusion. 

      "I hardly see how a piece of a foot, a memory chip and some round metal thing are going to help us," Zizi said. "Does the foot have magical powers we don't know about?"

      Again Willis chuckled but all it got him was a stern glare from Zizi.

      "Nooo, the foot isn't magical," I said.

      "Don't be silly," said Makenna. "The metal device is magical. The foot is just a foot."

      "Wrong again," I said.

      "Ah, I see, the memory chip contains Alvis's weakness and how best to defeat him," said Niko.

      I snapped my fingers and pointed Niko's way. "Close, really close, but again no. What we have here are three items that I took from Alvis's station. I am confident he won't realise I have them until it's too late, but if he does, there isn't much he can do about it now.

      "First the foot," I said, picking it up. "This foot belongs to Alvis. Well, used to. In the ensuing fight to get away, I attacked him and hacked off half of his foot. "You'll be pleased to know he showed no signs of discomfort or pain, which leads me to believe he has removed the pain receptors in his body."

      "Great, do you know how hard it is to kill something that doesn't feel pain?" Zizi asked.

      I ignored her question and carried on, placing the foot back down on the table and picking up the round metal device. "This was used by Alvis to shock and incapacitate my wife Poppy. We have run some basic tests on the item and it appears to be an electric device of some kind that emits a different type of electric shock, but I would like you to test it out further and see what you can find."

      I threw the item to Niko, who caught it but didn't look impressed. She gave Zizi a look, which Zizi mirrored.

      "I don't see how this can--" began Zizi, but I cut her off.

      "When I was fighting Alvis and I attacked his foot, like I said, he marked the event with nothing but mild annoyance. As if I were a fly attacking a spider. But when I launched an electric rod I had at his foot he jumped back with the first sign of real fear. He practically ripped his foot off to get away. Not to mention he took out Poppy with nothing but this device touching her skin. 

      "Poppy was the blueprint to everything Alvis has ever created. Alvis has modelled himself after her, modelled these New Humans he is creating after her. The device you are holding in your hand is the key to beating him. All we have to do is test it, and then mass produce enough weapons like it to use against him."

      The first sign of hope crossed the faces of the women in front of me as they looked at each other and gave each other silent nods.

      "If what you say is true, then this may give us a slim chance of beating him," said Zizi, "but how can you be so sure? Correlation does not imply causation. Alvis could have reacted to you for a number of reasons. Poppy could have had a default weakness in regard to the metal device, which Alvis created in her and her alone, so he could exploit it. I admit, this looks promising but... are you willing to bet your life and the lives of everyone around you on it?"

      "Not if I didn't have this," I said, picking up the memory chip. "This has every single blueprint, document, diagram and working-out Alvis ever made."

      "You wait till now to tell us that?" demanded Niko, holding out her hand.

      "I always leave the best news until last. But yes, sorry, I kept you in the dark till now. I had to be sure you were serious and knew the risks of getting into this fight before I made you aware of this. If I showed you this first you might not have taken the threat we are facing seriously. Nevertheless, if you examine the foot and the electrical device, plus all the information on this memory chip, I am sure it will prove my theory about Alvis and his creations' weakness being electricity, correct?"

      I threw the chip to Niko, who caught it like it was a newborn child. 

      "This may work," Zizi said, tapping her chin, "if only we had more time."

      "You may have more time than you think," said Willis. "I destroyed all the ship engines of Alvis and Bennie's fleet to the point it will take them some time to repair the damage. I'm not saying we have all the fucking time in the world, but we may have enough if we push the pace."

      "Zizi, our guests should be arriving any time this week. I want your face to be the first face they see. I'm trusting you to get them into squads and get them fighting fit before the time arrives when they shall need to put the skills they have learnt to the test. I'm not asking you to create super soldiers, just whip them into shape so they don't get killed in the first five minutes. Willis, I want you to help her."

      "Wait--what?" he said, looking confused.

      "You know your way around a gun better than anyone I know. So you'll be helping Zizi out--if she asks you to jump you say 'how high'."

      He opened his mouth to argue but the look I gave him told him how well the conversation would go. He threw himself back into his chair and crossed his arms over his chest to the amusement of Zizi. I could tell she was going to have a lot of fun with him by the time this was over. 

      "Just don't work him too hard," I said, turning to Zizi. "He has a bad back that tends to play up if it involves hard work."

      A maniacal chuckle escaped Zizi's lips as Willis glared my way.

      "Oh, don't worry," she said, "I have special jobs for people with bad backs."

      "Niko, I want you to look into any weaknesses you can find in Alvis's designs and create portable weapons that can be fired at long range. I don't want our people to go toe to toe with these New Humans; it isn't a fight we can win. Makenna, I want you to take some people from Guru Roshan's lot and teach them as much as you can about first aid and treating wounds. Without medics this thing won't last long."

      "I'll do my best," she said.

      "Tuari, I want you to help their people with the cooking and also see if you can find any cooks in Guru Roshan's lot who can help you out. We are going to have a lot of mouths to feed and not everyone is going to be a fan of the vegan option. Sorry," I said when I got a look from Zizi and her people.

      "Lastly, and I know I shouldn't have to say this but I will anyway. I want no one knowing about any of our plans. Tell people only what they need to know. I don't want The Lady getting word of this before I speak to her."

      I looked over the faces and tried to suppress the feeling of fear that was trying to erupt from my stomach. A lot of people were depending on me. A lot of families, memories, hopes and dreams. They were trusting me with everything they had, someone who once worked in an office cubicle and had to apologise to Cindy because his tone was too forceful. 

      How the fuck did I end up here?  

      If this went all to shit then... well, it would all be over. We would be dead and Alvis would turn the survivors into unthinking machines. 

      No pressure or anything then.

      "Hold up," said Willis, sitting up straight and looking at me. "If everyone is doing all this, then what are you going to be doing?"

      I looked at him and smiled before turning to Niko and Makenna. "I have the hardest job of all. Niko--Makenna, I want you to turn me into a New Human."
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      "You what?" said more than one person in the room.

      "You all heard me," I said, looking at their astonished faces. "Niko, Makenna. Before you begin with developing the weapon to fight against our foes, I want you to turn me into... well, one. I know you haven't done this before, but I'm confident in your skills, and the documents on that chip should make the process a piece of cake. How hard can it be melding flesh and bone to metal?"

      Nobody laughed as I looked around the table. I could feel the uneasy tension in the room as nobody met my eyes. Finally, Zizi looked my way with a shake of the head.

      "What you're asking them to do is... is... madness," she said.

      "It has been done before. Just think of it as a simple procedure."

      "But it isn't though, is it, Quinton? What you are asking my people to do is help you commit suicide."

      "Don't be overdramatic."

      "I'm not," said Zizi. "Niko or Makenna have never seen one of these New Humans, they haven't even been given the chance to review the documents you have given them and now you're asking them to help you to become this? Do you know how extreme something like that is? Do you know the level of risk you are putting yourself at? If that isn't having a death wish, then I don't know what is."

      I snapped my fingers and pointed Makenna's way. "What's the survival rate of this procedure?"

      She looked at me wild-eyed in panic, before looking at Zizi, who gave her a nod. "I don't know. I haven't reviewed the files. It could be anywhere from fifty percent to five. Without reviewing--"

      "Take a guess."

      "Fine. Any major surgery isn't without its risk, but with what you're asking us to do I have to say the level of survival could be as low as twenty percent--"

      "Hardly suicide," I said, cutting her off and looking to Zizi.

      "Quinton," said Makenna, "you don't understand, twenty is as good as a death sentence. Modern advancements in science and medicine have given patients going through surgery, from brain to heart, a ninety-nine percent survival rate. What you are asking us to do here is no better than performing open heart surgery without any general anaesthesia. Twenty percent. There is a reason Alvis needs so many people for this to work--because the survival rate is so low."

      "Maybe at first. Yes, but now I'm sure he's worked out all the kinks."

      "Worked out all the kinks!" said Zizi, slapping the table. "Do you fucking hear yourself? This isn't a home you're trying to remodel. This is your life! I was on board with you up until now, but..."

      "Have you given any thought to how this could affect you? Mentally I mean," said Makenna.

      "It's crossed my mind, but it isn't something I can dwell on."

      "Maybe it should be," she continued. "What you're asking us to do is going to change you permanently. Not only physically but also mentally. Yes, you'll be stronger, faster, and be able to move around freely, but we have no idea what emotional and psychological impact doing something like this could have on the human psyche. You probably will stop ageing and the longer you live, what will you see yourself as? Human. New Human. Some Frankenstein creation who hates what he's become?  All these questions should be thought on long and hard and should--"

      "I don't have the fucking time!" I slapped the table in frustration as I gritted my teeth. "I don't have the time. This needs to be done sooner rather than later. Time is of the essence. We are at war here and things like meditating on my mental well-being is not a luxury I have."

      "Quinton, you don't have to do this," Tuari said. "I understand how you feel, but there must be another way. This will solve nothing. Your going through this may make things worse rather than better."

      "Make things worse? How? How could it possibly be worse?"

      "You could die," he said.

      "For once," said Willis with a sad smile on his face, "I agree with the big idiot. I was just joking about earlier. You don't need to do this to prove you're of value to the team. All of this is because of you. We wouldn't be here with an action plan if it wasn't for you."

      "I understand, Quinton," said Zizi. "I understand. Honestly I do. You once could move around freely and do as you please and now you can't. You feel like you're a burden. But just because you can't fight on the front lines doesn't mean you're not valuable. Doesn't mean you're not of use. It just means you have to find other means to help the cause."

      I chuckled as I looked down at my hands, which were pressed flat against the table, and tried to suppress the emotion which was building up inside me but I failed.

      "You--you. You understand," I said, voice rising from my stomach. "You understand? Please tell me what the fuck it is any of you understand. Tell me you understand how it feels to have your child taken from you. Tell me! You understand how it feels not to be able to stand and fight the very man who has taken your son. Tell me how it feels to watch your wife, your wife! fight for your child instead of you, while you lie on your stomach like a worm and the only help you can offer her is to attack people's fucking feet.

      "While you watch your wife-friend-lover-soul mate get attacked and electrocuted till she falls to the floor, mere feet away from you, and you don't have the power to stand up and pick her up. You haven't even got the power to move forward and stroke her face.

      "So please tell me what is it you lot actually understand? Because from where I'm sitting on my sore-covered ass, none of you understand shit."

      I could taste copper in my mouth as I clenched and unclenched my hands and looked each and every one of them in the eye. None of them replied. None of them could look me in the face. I allowed the silence to settle in the room while I took deep calming breaths. 

      "Niko," I finally said when I could trust myself to speak again, "you've not weighed in on this. As the head of the borough's scientific department, I would like to hear your thoughts, seeing as the majority of the work will be done by you."

      She said nothing at first while she ran one small delicate hand through her hair, tapping the memory chip against her lips as she looked at me thoughtfully. "Honestly? I would be lying if I didn't say I wasn't looking forward to the prospect of creating my own New Human--"

      "Niko," snapped Zizi.

      "This work is next generation," she said, continuing. "This is similar to working on the ARPANET project, which would later become the Internet. Once this information gets out in the wild, and trust me it will, then there shall be no telling what's coming. Even if we stop Alvis, you can't stop information or progress; it's like a river flowing to the sea. This is only the first step to a whole new world and we can either be in the forefront of it and learn as much as we can, so we can be prepared for what's to come, or we bury our heads in the sand and get rolled over. I know Alvis is your sole focus, Quinton, but my thoughts are on the future. No matter what happens in this war, everything will change forever and we can either be leading that change or allow someone else like Alvis to direct it how they see fit.

      "We are witnessing the dawn of a new era, ladies and gentlemen, and I for one want a front seat."

      "You're such an immoral scientist," said Makenna, kissing her on the lips and squeezing her hand.

      "That's why you married me," replied Niko, "for my immoral nature."

      Zizi rolled her eyes as she let out a sigh. 

      "Then it's sorted," I said, looking around the room. "I'll make my final preparations as to any other ideas I may have that can help you and place them on a separate memory chip in case... well, we shall come to that hurdle when we come to it. If no one else has anything to say, I suggest we all get to work. We have a long and bloody road ahead of us."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            33

          

        

      

    

    
      People moved about me in a hurry. 

      I was strapped naked to an operating table with nothing but a white cloth to cover my modesty and a twenty-foot airtight perspex dome that encircled me. Fresh air was pumped through vents above causing goosebumps on my skin. 

      I looked out through my cage and saw doctors, nurses and general busybodies rushing to and forth while Niko and Makenna gave orders. 

      We were in Niko's main underground lab. Bare smooth dirt walls gave the area a dark eerie vibe, which made the place feel more like Victor Frankenstein's laboratory than a place that would give me the ability to walk again.

       Spotless countertop tables lined walls with everything covering their surfaces from test tubes to beakers filled with liquids that bubbled and simmered. Machines hummed and beeped and Niko's staff sat in front of large holoscreens that monitored my heart rate, blood pressure, brain waves and nerve function. There were a few different screens that had graphs and numbers but I had no idea what they were for. 

      I took a deep breath and tried to relax but couldn't. 

      The meeting I had last week still played on my mind. I understood where everyone was coming from, but it baffled me how no one could see my side. Was I so off the mark with this one? Was I so desperate I would try anything just so I could walk again? Just so I could fight back?

      A part of me knew the answer even though I refused to acknowledge it. 

      Another part, the louder, angrier side of me, wanted this to happen. Wanted me to feel pain and suffering for all my failures and inconsistencies. Wanted me to just... hurt. But the honest answer was, I needed this to work, this was a major part of my plan and without it, I wasn't too sure if I would get my family back.

      There were always other options or paths to the victory I sought, but they would be entrusting my family into the hands of others. This way, succeed or fail, was down to me.

      The door to my perspex dome opened and Niko and Makenna walked through, both wearing surgical masks, gloves, caps, gowns and aprons. I looked at both from head to toe and said, "That's a bit extreme, isn't it?" 

      Makenna came to my side while Niko followed behind wheeling a trolley covered with instruments one would use for torture. I eyed the power saw and hammer and felt the blood drain from my face.

      "Quinton, we are going to be rebuilding you from the ground up," said Niko, picking up a hammer and slapping it in her palm. "That means cutting flesh, sawing through bone and placing bolts and screws through you, so everything stays in place. It's going to get messy."

      I backed away from the gleam in her eye as Makenna began inserting needles into my arm. 

      "I guess it's too late to back out now," I joked.

      Makenna sighed as she hooked me up to more machines positioned off to the side. "Once my baby gets her teeth into a project there is no stopping her, I'm afraid. This is all she has been talking about since the meeting. We've spent so many hours going over Alvis's notes and documents, we could recite them verbatim. We noticed a few inconsistencies in his designs so we may go off script--"

      "No. No. Nooo. Stay on script. On script. You've seen his documents for two minutes and you think you can improve on it? A man who by all rights is the greatest mind that humanity has ever seen. I don't want to offend you ladies--"

      "Then don't," they said.

      "But why don't we just stick to the game plan. It's all right there. I had a brief glimpse at it before I gave it to you, and although most of it went over my head, Alvis has journaled each and every mistake and success he made, and the paths he took to get there. All you have to do is follow it."

      Niko leaned across to Makenna and whispered loud enough so I could hear: "Sounds like someone is having second thoughts."

      "I'm not having second thoughts, okay? It just seems a little risky to be going off-script when you've never done this before."

      "Quinton," said Niko, "do you know the difference between a cook and a chef?"

      "One gets paid and one doesn't?"

      "No," she said with a shake of the head, "a cook is someone who sticks to the recipe. Always measures out exactly what is needed and never deviates from what they are told. A chef creates! They improve on old recipes adding their own flavour and flair. They create new dishes. They experiment with dishes. That is the difference between the two."

      "But I'm not a fucking cake."

      Niko threw her hands up as Makenna tried her best not to laugh. "Look," said Niko. "For this to work you have to trust me. This Alvis character may be a genius, but he's arrogant, and when people are arrogant, they tend to overlook their mistakes. Yes, I am going off script, but it is nothing for you to worry about. Trust me. I am just patching up some of the flaws in his designs, which will only benefit you in the long run. Okay?"

      I closed my eyes, I already had my toes in the water; might as well jump in. "Okay."

      "Plus he's a massive sore-covered dick. Does the guy love himself or what?"

      "You got that, did you?" I said with a smirk. "I don't know how he manages it, but I have no doubt if he could kiss his own ass then he would."

      "Eww, gross," said Makenna, placing one final needle into the back of my hand. 

      "Should I ask what weakness you are patching up?" I asked Niko.

      "You wouldn't understand it if I told you. Anyway, I think you have two people who want to see you before you go under," she said, pointing to the door as it opened, allowing Tuari and Willis to walk through.

      "What up, cock-face," said Willis.

      "How you holding up?" asked Tuari.

      "Good; they've not started hacking bits off yet so I'm all good."

      They shuffled their feet as none of us met the other person's eye. 

      "I would say you can back out of this," said Willis, "but they've probably shaved your nuts already."

      "Shaved my... why would they shave my--"

      "You know, for operating and stuff," he said. "They do the same with dogs."

      "But he's not getting neutered, you idiot," said Tuari.

      "I don't know. I'm not good at this goodbye shit," Willis said, looking down at his feet.

      "For one--"

      "It's alright," I said cutting Tuari off before an argument broke out. "Look. You both have the files I prepared for you in case this shit goes sideways. If it does, I want you to follow my instructions and take that fucker out for me. I want nothing left of Alvis after you're done. That is the only way we can be sure the job is done correctly. But I'm more than sure nothing will go wrong. Even though we are going off script --" Niko rolled her eyes--"I'll be up and about before you know it and I'll have the pleasure of taking Alvis's head myself.

      "In the meantime, do what I've asked you. I've been told this operation will take a few days, but once it's complete I should be up and running in no time, right, Niko?"

      "Yes," she said. "One of the mistakes of Alvis's I am fixing is shortening the recovery time you need to get back to your feet, by using my own personally designed nanobots. They shall repair tissue, muscle and ligament damage in no time."

      "You see," I said, forcing a smile, "nothing to worry about. I'll see you both soon."

      I watched them leave with a heavy heart. It wasn't the speech I wanted to give. I would have liked to tell them how much they meant to me and how much their presence kept me away from the darkness. Kept me sane. They were the only family who ever looked out for me, but speeches like that were for the dying and I had no intention of doing that. 

       Not here. Not now.

      I had plans to get my family back and this was only the first step.

      "Alright," I said, looking towards Niko and Makenna, "I'm ready. Let's do this."

      They both gave me a nod, as Makenna began twisting a valve on a machine next to me. I thought I would panic but I found it impossible, as what felt like a warm blanket was draped over me, taking all my worries away. A blurry face hovered above me and I tried to reach for it but found my arm was made of lead. I said something, which didn't reach my ears, then the walls closed in and I was gone.
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      A familiar view that I had missed for some time but somehow knew I would see when I was placed under for the operation greeted me.

      Blues, reds, greens, purples, oranges and everything in-between mixed and mashed in a swirling vortex that transfixed the viewer. If one would ask where it all began--humankind, the dinosaurs, the Big Bang--then I would point them to this location. To this exact spot. 

      I felt like I was staring into the eyes of God.

      The drink in front of me was pretty piss poor if I was honest, no better than lukewarm beer. What it was, no one ever knew, as the rusty shack with metal folding chairs outside it only served the one drink at ridiculously high prices. But the owner could skimp on things like customer service, decor, even a proper place to sit because he had one thing none of his other competitors had.

      He had this view.

      I turned my head and saw José sitting next to me, golden sunglasses showing me nothing but my reflection as he lifted his drink and we clinked glasses.

      "Why would you always bring me here after a mission?" I asked.

      "For the view, boyo, why else? For the view."

      I nodded to him and allowed the silence to settle as we watched a comet streak past in the distance; I wondered what wishes were being burnt up in its fiery trail. 

      "Was this part of the plan all along?"

      "What do you mean?"

      "To groom me for the position I am in now? Because you knew eventually you could no longer be around to lead the Junk Yard Dogs? Is that why you spared my life?"

      He took a sip of his drink and pulled a face.

      "I mean, why not Willis or Tuari? Why not Poppy? They've been with you longer. They were more experienced. I was just a fool in the wrong place at the wrong time."

      "But that's the thing, boyo, we are all fools in the wrong place at the wrong time. It's called life. It's what you do with the situation you've found yourself in that matters. You think any of us decided to be pirates, killers, smugglers, lawbreakers? It just happened. You keep thinking you need to have gone to some crime university to succeed in what we do, but you don't. You just need the passion and resolve to survive.

      "Surviving. It's what everyone on Safe Haven is doing. But I saw in you survival instincts I haven't seen since I looked in the mirror all those years ago. To knuckle down and smile and keep taking shit and not blowing your brains out. Mierda, it takes balls. Balls my former captain had. Balls I once had. Balls you have."

      "Balls," I shook my head and tried to swallow my drink without it touching my tastebuds.

      "It is why I chose you to lead instead of the others. Poppy wouldn't take the role even if I gave it to her. Tuari is a right-hand man, not a leader, and Willis, that mierda loca..." He just shook his head.

      Another comet shot across our view and this time, I threw my wish after it.

      "It's hard."

      "It's meant to be," he said.

      "The responsibilities--"

      "Are meant to be heavy."

      I sighed, frustrated. This was not how this was meant to go. I searched for the right words to express what I was feeling, to tell him how I felt, but no matter what I landed on it didn't feel right.

      "Just speak your truth, boyo, just speak your truth."

      "I may have to become something which I never wanted to be, something I turned away from when I first started this journey. I killed people, yes, but it was only to defend myself. Only to... survive," I laughed; "it was only to survive. I took no pleasure in it, no joy. If I could take action without it then I did, but now faced with losing everything, I find myself needing to make a choice. Either I become the very thing I have fought against for so long or... allow them to slip away from me forever.

      "I was never a violent man. I always used words instead of action, but I don't see any other way out of this. My enemies have defeated me time and time again because I was unwilling to do what they could, unwilling to do what I must. I don't--I don't... I don't want to destroy the man who I am because I don't know what will be left if I do."

      José looked at me and I was lost in the reflection of myself in his golden glasses as I stared at myself waiting for him to respond.

      "None of us know who we truly are until we destroy what we are."

      "But--what--"

      "You hesitate because you are scared. Not scared of what you'll become, but scared of what you'll find once you destroy what you are. You're scared that the person you find may not be enough to save the ones you care about. We all go through it, destroying who we are to find out what is underneath. Some of us find cores harder than diamonds, others... well, the less said about them the better."

      "I'm still waiting for an answer..."

      "Answer to what?" he said, surprised.

      "To what am I meant to do."

      "Oh," he said, chuckling, "I can't give you the answer to that, only you can."

      I lowered my head, bringing my hands together in prayer as I willed for the answer to come to me, but it never came. What was I meant to do? Who was I meant to become?

      "You are at war," he said, voice turning hard. "People have to make tough decisions in times of war. When bastardos are on the horizon coming to your land to take what is yours, you must show them your bite is worse than your bark. Take ownership of what you must do. The days of memos and meetings are long over. You are a Junk Yard Dog now! We protect the pack. We defend what is ours.

      "At all costs protect the pack."

      "But what if--"

      "Protect the pack!"

      "I don't--"

      "Protect the pack!"

      "I--"

      "Protect the pack! That is all you need to worry about. Enough of your self-pitying bullshit! Enough of your self-hate. You need to stop fighting yourself and concentrate everything you have on your enemies. Because I damn well know The Bitch and the Machine Fucker know who they are and care little what anyone else thinks.

      "This is why they are stronger than you. They are confident in who they are. Know yourself better than you know others and the rest is easy."
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        * * *

      

      I heard panicked voices around me. I could only catch snippets but it was enough to know something was wrong.

      Something was very wrong.

      "Internal CPR!"

      Light flashed before my eyes as a blurry face hovered above my field of vision. The light moved back and forth like a firefly dancing for a mate.

      "He's fibrillating!"

      I tried to speak but my mouth was filled with something making speech impossible. There was that light again, but it was fading ever so slowly.

      "Damn it. 25 clear."

      The light was fading fast now. Like I was viewing from the end of a long tunnel and no matter how fast I ran towards it, it only grew smaller by the second.

      "I've got something. I've got something. Hang in there, Quinton."

      What the fuck was happening? I--

      "50 clear!"

      "Asystole?"

      Someone said something but I couldn't catch it. The light was growing smaller. I reached out towards it in the vain hope of catching it.

      "Resume CPR."

      "I don't think he's going to make it."

      "He's going to make it. Hit him again."

      The light was no bigger than a pinprick as the tunnel of darkness I was in came crashing around me like the waves of the ocean.

      Why the fuck did we have to go off script?
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      I woke with a start.

      Mouth dry, face tight, I lifted a hand towards my face and noticed I didn't have any needles in the back of my hand. I looked at it in wonderment for a second or two then rubbed my face to feel smooth skin along my jaw. Travelling further up to my scalp my fingers touched my buzz cut. I passed a hand over it feeling the fine prickle of hair against my palm. I would miss my wild and unmanageable mini afro, but it was a hairstyle a homeless person would be proud of. 

      A hairstyle of someone who had lost all hope. Not something a leader of a crew should rock. I had let it grow unmanageable because I had stopped caring, but that would end today. 

      I opened my eyes fully and saw I was no longer in Niko's lab, but was instead resting in the bed Poppy and I once called home. 

      The sun was just rising above the treetops, giving them a golden halo. 

      I took the sight in and breathed deeply of the jungle air that wafted through my open window. Birds chirped and I could hear a few early risers call to each other from the trading market below. They must have been shouting because I had heard every word they said with clarity. 

      Throwing the bedcovers back I looked down at my torso and saw a few freshly healed scars along it. The largest one started from the base of my neck and worked its way down to my navel. I touched it but felt no pain. Sitting up I looked around for my wheelchair but couldn't find it.

      They must have forgotten to bring it up. 

      I frowned in frustration as I double-checked the room for it, and saw it poking just out of my field of vision, resting against the same wall the bed was pushed against. I could reach it but I would need to use something to try to grab it. Looking around I saw my assistance stick with a claw attached to its end, which I used to grab things out of reach.

      I picked it up and leaned out of the bed stretching my body to try and reach the chair but it was of no use.

      The claw brushed the wheels of the chair a few times but I couldn't get a proper grip. Leaning even further out of the bed I strained with everything I had until I felt myself falling forward.

      "Oh fuck. No. No. Noooo!"

      I landed face-first on all fours in a press-up position. My legs, and my arms, were engaged. 

      How was that possible? Why were my legs--

      The surgery, you idiot!

      I had lived so long without the use of my legs, I completely forgot I'd had the operation so I could be able to walk. I pushed myself down in a press-up position and pushed myself back up till my arms fully locked out, and smiled in triumph. 

      Down, up, down, up. 

      I completed thirty press-ups, no problem, then threw my legs up in a tuck jump and landed in a squat. 

      I closed my eyes and smiled. 

      I didn't want to believe it. Even down on the floor doing the press-ups I was scared to move, scared to think it was an illusion. I stood up slowly and felt like weighted chains were falling off my shoulders as I stood to my full height and cried in joy. I threw my arms back and puffed out my chest as I took another breath of fresh air. 

      Fuck! This felt good.

      I did thirty air squats without any pain or joint mobility issues, going deeper into the squat each time, feeling the wonderful sensation of my groin opening and my quads, glutes, hamstrings and calves all working in unison.

      I stopped at the bottom of the squat and just allowed the moment to take me over, moving from side to side. Tears streaked down my face and I let them flow. Standing back up I walked to my balcony and leaned against the railings. 

      Everything appeared so clear. So crystal sharp. So vibrant. I could make out patterns on the leaves I couldn't before. I heard conversations below me as if I was standing right next to the speakers; I scanned the forest floor for who was speaking and found they were in fact further away than I first thought.

      Too far away to hear them so clearly. What the fuck was going--

      "My, oh my, look at the view we have here," said a voice behind me.

      I turned and saw Niko and Makenna standing in my room. 

      "I can see, now, why an AI being like your wife would fall for such charms," said Makenna with a wink. "If he weren't married, I would offer him to come play with us, honey."

      Niko rolled her eyes. "We have enough pets as it is, we don't need any more. No matter how well... packaged... they come."

      "But he does look yummy, doesn't he?" 

      I blushed not knowing what to say until I felt the chill of the breeze against the back of my bare legs. Ignoring the hole I wished would swallow me up I slowly lowered my gaze until I saw I was naked as a newborn baby. Hands going to privates I did a crab-like stutter walk as I looked for something to put on, while my guests' eyes were locked on me like hawks. 

      "Do you mind?" I said, desperately trying to find something to put on.

      "Nah, not really," said Niko. "I was elbow deep inside your chest not too long ago; a little bit of dong isn't going to shock and awe me."

      "Yeah, who do you think washed and cleaned you and made sure everything was nice and fresh?" Makenna purred.

      Finally finding a pair of sweatpants I started to get into them and stopped with them halfway up my legs.

      "Something wrong?" said Makenna.

      "This is the first time in nearly a year when I can stand up and just put on something to wear, without it taking me ten minutes of fighting my clothes while I shuffle inside them. Just... I never thought I would see this day come true," I said, pulling the sweat pants all the way up.

      "We were lucky. Extremely lucky," said Niko. "There was a moment when we nearly lost you."

      "I told you not to go off script."

      "It wasn't that; the surgery, all in all, took two days. Two days of me and Makenna taking shifts with two teams of different staff so we could get it finished. That is a lot of stress to put on your body--on your organs. But we managed it. Although the recovery took longer than I expected."

      "How long?"

      "Fourteen days," said Niko.

      "How fucking long! You said I would be up and running in a couple of days."

      "What can I say, I underestimated the whole thing. I take full responsibility. I thought it was going to be easier than it was, but nevertheless, I am happy with how it turned out. I made improvements on Alvis's design and got rid of the weaknesses I saw in it. Because of that and the issue of you nearly dying, we all thought it best if we placed you in a deep sleep-like coma and allowed our nanobots to repair you. If we woke you earlier, then there was a chance the recovery wouldn't take."

      I nodded my head and jumped up and down on the spot.

      "Those nanobots must really be a piece of work. I feel great! No surgery aftereffects whatsoever."

      "Yes. They are great, but I'm afraid they are now part of you. We couldn't extract them out of your blood without causing major damage. Normally when they are used on injuries on a normal patient we take them out and the patient can heal naturally. With you... err, that wasn't the case," said Niko.

      "What do you mean? Am I in danger."

      "No," said Makenna. "Well, to be honest we don't know. The nanobots bonded with the AI tech in your body, in a way we have never seen. It was like they were talking to each other, and because of that, we couldn't remove one without the other. We don't truly know how it works, if we're honest. Although nanotech is nothing new, Niko's is different in the fact that each nanobot has a brain for all sense and purposes. A brain--"

      "Fuck me!" I said, face-palming myself. "Your nanotech has AI intelligence, doesn't it?"

      They looked at each other sheepishly. 

      "The truth!"

      "Fine," said Niko. "We may not have been completely truthful when we said we had never come across New Humans before. We were stationed on a planet that needed our aid and had a problem with slavers. We were teaching the locals how to fight and defend themselves and how to place defences around their settlements to stop attacks, when one night the slavers came back. We fought them off and killed most but it wasn't till the morning we could really see who our attackers were. 

      "We collected all the bodies and dissected them. It took us a while to realise what we were looking at, but when we did we all knew it was trouble."

      "We couldn't replicate the work inside the New Humans without guidance, it was simply too complex," said Makenna. "We were only seeing a section of the painting through a keyhole and not the grander image itself. But what we did see and could work out was enough for Niko to come up with an idea in regards to nanobots."

      "It was an idea," said Niko, "that I have long had. Nanobots help repair and heal broken bones and ligament damage, force wounds to heal and close up faster and can even attack foreign cells in the body that may lead to diseases such as cancer. But what if they could do more? What if they had a working knowledge of what to look out for before diseases such as cancer took hold? What if they had the intellect where they could roam through the body twenty-four-seven looking for anything that may harm us and destroy it? What if they fought against ageing cells and repaired them or renewed them? What if they stopped our brains from shrinking in volume as we age, keeping the white matter healthy? How long would humankind live if that was the case? What wonders of art and science would be produced, if people were not constantly worried about the fading sands of time?"

      I shook my head as the wind was knocked from my sails. This was a lot to take in. I had only been up for twenty minutes. I hadn't even brushed my teeth! But if what she was saying was true then...

      "That is a lot of ifs?" I said. 

      "Every significant innovation begins with two words. Why and if," said Niko.

      "I hope both of you know what you're doing here. What you're saying doesn't sound too dissimilar to the speech Alvis has given me about creating a better tomorrow. Creating an existence where things like hunger and disease are all wiped out. But like I told him, as I will tell you--you can only push nature so much one way before she rebalances herself. If people don't die problems like overpopulation are a real issue."

      "Humanity will have the universe as its playground. Countless worlds to expand to," said Makenna, with wonder in her eyes.

      "I wish I had your confidence and faith in humanity, but so far any time a great leap in technology has been discovered disastrous events normally follow."

      "That's not true," said Makenna with hurt in her voice. "If it weren't for a leap in technology you would have never met the love of your life. Your son would have never been born."

       I opened my mouth to respond but couldn't find anything to say. Huh... she was right. In a weird and fucked-up way, I had Alvis to thank for Poppy being in my life. All the precious and happy moments I had experienced were because of him.

      "Hmm, I stand corrected," I said.

      "Apology accepted," said Makenna, sticking out her tongue.

      "So tell me, what do I have to be worried about in regards to all of this? Am I in danger?"

      They both looked at each other before giving me a shrug. "We monitored you for as long as we could," said Niko, "and you've shown no adverse effects to the nanobots being in your system."

      "Things will feel different though," said Makenna. "It may take a while for you to adjust to the new changes."

      "I wondered why things looked so sharp and in focus. Plus, I can hear conversations from distances I have no business hearing."

      "Yeah," said Niko, "your vision and hearing have improved twofold and will keep on improving, I believe. You should also have a much higher degree of strength and flexibility and quicker reaction times. By how much... that's something you'll have to test drive yourself, we simply don't have time."

      "Okay," I said with a head nod, "I guess time is of the essence, seeing as I've been out of action for over two weeks. How are things coming along?"

      "Yeah, things are... we'll let Zizi bring you up to speed," Makenna said, not meeting my eye.

      Uh-oh.

      "By the way, how come Zizi kept this nanobot thing a secret from me? I thought we were friends, guys?"

      "Again," Makenna said, pushing Niko out of the door in a hurry and shouting over her shoulder, "Zizi is the person you need to speak to! She'll bring you up to speed. We've got to go!"

      Sigh. Something was wrong and whatever it was, I was going to find out about it sooner or later, so it might as well be sooner I told myself as I headed to the bathroom.
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      After showering, brushing my teeth and just enjoying cleaning myself on my own two feet, I stepped out of my apartment and took in the chaos around me. 

      People had begun to wake up and move about the borough on their day-to-day business. Some wore the usual clothes of the people who lived in The Jungle, dirty tunics or loincloths wrapped around bodies with open-toed sandals or bare feet. They moved with the easy confidence of those who had lived in the jungle their entire lives. 

      I continued on and entered the market district where market stalls lined both sides of the road. The traders yowled and shouted at passers-by while others haggled and bartered with the people who were interested in what they had to offer.

       Money was useless in The Jungle. 

      Trade was done through a barter system of trading one item you had of value for something else. Many of the items the traders had were cheap goods like fuel, lamps, knives and other tools of that nature, but because most of the population of The Jungle didn't have means to travel the traders could always haggle for more than what something was worth. They would then trade those cheap hard-to-come-by items for the fine silks and statues carved out of jade stone and other precious stones and metals, which The Jungle was known for, and sell it off at a hefty profit. 

      Samuel and the general population with their carefree live-and-let-love attitude didn't appear to mind, but I had a strong hunch Zizi would put a stop to it.

      There was a woman who didn't take no shit.

      I continued to move through the crowd, enjoying the freedom of being able to walk, when I noticed other people mixed amongst the crowd.

      Women who wore simple saris held children's hands and moved through the crowd with a sense of unease and nervousness. Men who wore loose trousers and colourful shirts accompanied them, holding onto their families with a vice-like grip.

      They didn't exclude themselves from the crowd but they didn't mingle in either. 

      I stopped and noticed there were more of them than I first thought. Their appearance looked familiar to me, but I couldn't quite place where I had seen people like this before--

      "Why don't you take money!" said a stern-faced man, who was clenching a canister of fuel close to his chest.

      "Because that is not how things work here!" said the merchant, who was doing his best to pry the fuel canister away from the man. 

      "The item you expect me to trade for this is ten times the value of this fuel. I have money and I know how much the going rate is for canisters of this size. I will double my offer but you are still robbing me blind!"

      "I've already told you that is not how things work here."

      "I don't care how you treat these tree-loving hippies, but if you think for one minute you're going to get away with this, you have another thing coming. I will not stand to be treated this way. I have run many a company from all levels in my past life and I can tell you--"

      The trader yanked the fuel canister out of the man's hands and pushed him backwards, where he stumbled and fell on the ground. The man looked about himself in shocked disbelief at the other customers around him, waiting for someone to do or say something, but help was not forthcoming. The residents of The Jungle looked down at their feet or avoided his eye or walked away, as he slowly made his way to his feet, brushing the dirt off his knees.

      I saw the fire of shame and anger behind his eyes and I moved forward but I was too late.

      With the trader's back turned the customer launched himself at him, hitting him across the back of the shoulders and neck, driving the trader forward until he collapsed into his wares. Shouts erupted from the other traders as many rushed to the aid of their colleague, tackling the man to the floor. Kicks and punches rained down from the traders, but they didn't last long as friends of the customer arrived and started a melee that would soon involve weapons if it wasn't stopped fast enough.

      I rushed forward when my worse fears were confirmed as I saw a flash of a silver barrel being pulled from behind the counter of one of the stalls. 

      Diving, dodging and throwing people out of the way I made my way towards the original trader who had been attacked and punched him in the throat and lifted the gun in the air as it went off with a bang, scattering the birds that resided in the nearby treetops and causing more than one person around me to scream in alarm. 

       Silence fell like a heavy wet blanket around me as I looked at the trader who had first caused all this.

      A patchy-wiry beard covered parts of his face; his clothes hung loosely on a frame that reminded me of a rabid dog that was looking for its next meal.

       He tried to pull the gun away from me, but it wasn't going anywhere. 

      "Pulling a gun on someone who just wanted a fair price seems harsh, don't you think, my friend?"

      "He attacked me! I was just defending myself. Defending what was mine."

      "Yes, he is to blame for starting the argument," I said, looking at the cowering man on the ground, "and he will be dealt with. But if I am not mistaken, it was you who pushed him first causing him to fall over, so the blame lies as much on your shoulders as it does his."

      "Who cares!" said the trader, spittle flying from his mouth. "Ever since these lot have arrived, they have been causing trouble. Things were going perfectly fine until they appeared. We traders have always had an understanding with the people of this borough--"

      "By taking advantage of their good nature?" 

      "No--"

      "By robbing them blind?"

      "No--"

      "By trading them cheap tat for the handcrafted items that make you all a small fortune?"

      "Look here, this place isn't easy to get to! With all the goddamn bugs and animals wanting to eat you alive, plus, there's nowhere to land in the borough so we all have to hike for miles until we get here through unforgiving terrain, many of us have sustained injuries--"

      "I thought the people of this borough had crafted a trail for you to safely travel along?" I asked innocently.

      "Yes they did, but you see--"

      "Aren't there many residents who live along the path who can guide you and treat any injuries you may have gotten? Free of charge--"

      "That is not the point!" said the trader, talking over me. "The point is, since those newcomers have arrived things have not been the same. There have been fights breaking out, the local residents are unwilling to come to the market when they are around, causing us to lose out on profits, and there has been a string of thefts lately when such a thing was unheard of around here."

      "Then leave."

      Stunned silence greeted my words as I looked around the crowd of traders. 

      "What--what--what, what do you mean?" he asked.

      "If things are so difficult for you here then I suggest you leave. Fine merchants like yourself should have no trouble selling your wares elsewhere."

      "But--"

      "Didn't you just say you were losing profits? Things have changed? It seems to me, it makes little sense for you to trade in these parts any longer. Your valuable time would be better spent elsewhere."

      "He's just twisting our words," said one of the traders from the crowd.

      "Why should we leave? They should!" said another.

      "Yeah! Kick them out!"

      I looked around me and found they encircled me, but I smiled. Many of them had hands inside coats or behind backs.

      "Listen to me! All of you! Things are changing around here. No longer will you take advantage of the good nature of The Jungle. If you want to do business here then you come through me. But from here on out, I want all of you to leave!"

      They looked at me as if I had grown two heads. Shock quickly turned to anger and the circle began to close in.

      "Who do you think you are, telling us what to do!"

      "We should kick his head in."

      "I'm not taking orders from--"

      I saw a hand reach for my throat and I moved on instinct, allowing it to pass me by as I grabbed it by the wrist and jerked it with a twist causing it to snap. The sound brought a scream to the owner's lungs, as I twisted the gun out of the ringleader's grip and pointed it at his head.

      No one moved.

      "I don't think you heard me the first time. I want you thieving bottom feeders to leave."

      The ringleader whose gun was now pressed against his temple looked at me with thinly concealed hate. "And where do you think this borough is going to get the items we sell, huh? Tell me that! No one wants to do business with them. Not after The Lady has shut down all trade routes. Nobody but us is willing to go against her wishes. Nobody but us will come here."

      Shit. No wonder Zizi wasn't best pleased when I had mentioned The Lady. It looked like The Lady had not taken being kicked out of the borough's dealings well. 

      I stifled a sigh.

       This was just another issue I had to place on my ever-growing list of things I would need to sort out. The trader was right though; we needed supplies, supplies that couldn't be found in this borough, supplies that would be needed now more than ever because of the upcoming war. But I would rather eat the barrel of the gun I held than allow this lot to get their hooks back in this borough.

      As I looked down at the ringleader's smug face, I made my decision. "We'll take our chances."

      Smile leaving his face, his eyes darted to his friends and I tried not to tense up waiting for what was about to come.

      "And what if we don't want to leave?" he asked.

      Before I could answer the heavy sound of metal hitting dirt came from behind us, drawing everyone's eyes to the back of the crowd.

      50-calibre rifle on the ground aimed at the crowd, lying on his stomach Tuari gave us all a smile. "I think you'll find the alternative not to your liking."

      Their faces paled as they saw the smile on his face. This was not a bluff. They moved uneasily amongst themselves and I readied myself in case this turned sideways but it wasn't needed as their eyes darted to their ringleader then to the floor. 

      Slowly but surely the crowd dispersed and the only person who was left was the loudmouth who had started it all. 

      "If you think this is--" he began but I gun-butted him in the mouth, knocking him back and breaking one of his teeth. 

      "I want you gone by the hour. Do I make myself clear?"

      He got up but the hard look in my eyes forced him to back up; not looking my way he gave me a nod. I stared his way for a few more seconds before I was satisfied and walked to the customer who had been beaten on the floor. Giving him a helping hand, I patted him down and looked him up and down.

      "Name?"

      "Daanish Sing."

      "Well, Daanish, was it true what you said about having experience running companies?"

      He gave me a slight nod.

      "Excellent! You are now in charge of all of the borough's trade and supplies."

      His mouth opened and closed while he took a step back. "But--what?"

      "You heard me."

      "But you don't know my qualifications, if I'm right for the role, my past experience--"

      "Daanish, look around you. Do the people of this borough look like they've had any business experience before? Or know the value of money? Or how to negotiate a favourable deal?"

      He shook his head.

      "Good, then you are in charge of all trade dealings for this borough. The first thing I want you to do is to organise proper trade routes and supplies for this borough. There's a war coming and we shall need as many basic supplies as we can get. Everything from fuel to medical supplies. Find two women named Niko and Makenna and ask them to give you a list of what they would need. Tell them I sent you. I shall inform Zizi, the borough leader, of your new position, and I have no doubt she will greet you with open arms."

      This got a snigger from Tuari.

      I walked away but Daanish grabbed my sleeve.

      "You do know I'm a former slave, right? I came because of Guru Roshan. That should tell you how well my business ventures went."

      "Well, I was so bad at my last job my former boss tried to kill me. Don't worry, I have faith in you," I said, patting him on the shoulder and walking away.

      "Nice to see Sleeping Beauty has finally awoken," said Tuari.

      "What can I say, I like my beauty sleep. I take it Guru Roshan's people have finally arrived?"

      "You could say that," Tuari said, smiling.

      "What?"

      "Oh, nothing. I wouldn't want to spoil the surprise. I think Zizi is running drills with them in the training yard. I'll take you," he said, leading the way.

      As we walked I looked at him sideways, but he didn't say anything. I coughed a few times but he ignored me. Taking long exaggerated strides while I walked, I coughed to get his attention but still, I got nothing.

      Finally giving in I said. "Notice anything different?"

      He gave me a quick look and shrugged. "New haircut?"

      "I--no--well, yes, but that's not the only thing."

      He narrowed his eyes and tapped his lips. "Oh!" he said, snapping his fingers. "You cleaned off the dicks I drew on your face."

      I stopped walking and looked at his back in confusion as he walked on ahead of me. "No. Wait--what!"
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      "What the fuck do you call that!" came Zizi's voice through the trees.

      I followed Tuari through large oak-like trees until we got to a clearing that stretched out a mile or so in front of us. A row of men and women all stood with their backs facing us. 

      A thick red line placed on the ground in front of the shooters kept them safely out of the firing range before them. Some aimed at targets suspended stationary in midair, some shot targets that moved at various speeds, while the last bunch just fired their guns into a sandbank at the end of the firing range. 

      This was the group that was being watched over by Zizi and Willis.

      Even from this distance, I could see the tension rippling through Zizi's shoulders like weather-beaten knotted rope as Willis demonstrated the proper way to fire into the sandbanks. He gestured for the man whose gun he had taken to try again.

      Hands trembling, the poor fella held out the gun in front of him, but as he fired the gun fell from his hand, dropping on the ground and discharging again causing the second bullet to ricochet inches from the head of someone who was down the other end of the field. 

      People leapt to the ground hands covering heads, while others stood up straight and stared about wildly; the worst still were shooters who fired their guns by accident because they had taken fright. 

      Zizi and Willis covered their faces, shoulders sagging at the burden I had placed on them.

      Fuck. This wasn't good. I had expected Guru Roshan's people to be bad. But they were incompetent at the highest level.

      "Well, I'll leave you to it," Tuari said, slapping me on the shoulder and taking off.

      "You not coming?"

      He looked at me as if I was crazy. "And get shot by accident? I'll take my chances in the upcoming war, thanks."

      I let out a frustrated sigh and made my way down towards them, taking special care of where the guns were being pointed, as most of the users still didn't seem to realise the end of the gun with the hole was where the death came out.

      Zizi and Willis saw me approach and broke off from the crowd to greet me. 

      "Glad you've finally decided to get up off your ass and come and help us!" said Zizi, storming my way. "I mean, I knew you said these people had no training or experience in weapons or fighting, but fuck me, are they a bunch of useless cunts! Between stopping them from shooting each other by accident and jumping out of the way every time a gun goes off near me in fear of getting shot, I don't see how we'll ever be prepared for what is coming. We'd be better off just having them throw the weapons at the enemy!"

      I pulled a face. "So all in all, going well then."

      Zizi glared at me as she took a step forward but Willis jumped in between the two of us. "She's right, Quinton. We've got some real problems here: these people are not fighters. They're pacifists at their core. What you're asking us to do is going to take a miracle."

      "Isn't miracles your thing? Turning water into wine and all that?"

      They both looked at me, faces set in stone. 

      I ran a hand down my face. "Look, you may be right but this is the best we've got for the time being. I have a few plans up my sleeves that may help us, but for now, we'll have to make do with what we have.

      "Is Makenna having better luck with the people helping her?"

      "Yes," said Zizi, taking a calming breath, "we can at least be thankful for that. We may not have enough fighters but at least we have more than enough staff to patch them up when they get injured."

      A crack and a cry filled the air, as a commotion formed around a small group further down the field. Willis threw his hands up in the air and walked towards them as profanity the likes of which I had never heard left his mouth.

      Zizi watched him go with a smile on her lips, before turning to me. "I have something to show you. Something that may be useful in the upcoming fight."

      I followed her down a dirt track through trees that blotted out parts of the sun. Bugs the size of my thumb hung low in the heavy, humid air. The further we walked the wetter I became as my shirt stuck to my back; sweat poured off my nose as the surrounding trees grew denser, compacting the humidity and making it oppressive.

      It wasn't long till we came to a long wooden barracks with water buckets out front. Men and women stood in front of them using ladles to pour water down their mouths and over their heads.

      In front of us, a small group sparred with spears similar in design and shape to the one Zizi always carried with her. The only difference was that instead of wooden shafts, these had rubber covering a shaft made of metal. Leaf-shape spearheads reflected the sun.

      Two women fought back and forth, as they directed furious blows towards each other. 

      I glanced at Zizi concerned they might injure themselves but she paid me no attention. I turned back towards the pair; they moved as if they were dancing. Their movements were fluid. Elegant. Powerful only when they needed to be. 

      The taller of the two, with a permanent look of disdain on her face, extended the spear forward like it was part of her body; her opponent, shorter and stockier with legs like tree trunks, deflected the blow with a flick of her wrist and came in low then high for a headshot. It forced the tall woman to take a step back, disdain growing more deeply engraved in her face. Pushing her opportunity the stocky fighter jabbed with her spear left and right half-heartedly.

      She was looking for an opening to strike with force.

      Now being pushed back inch by inch, the taller fighter gritted her teeth as the frustration she was feeling showed. Her opponent just smiled as she kept up the pressure with her jabs. 

      With a shout of anger, the taller fighter rushed forward, deflecting her opponent's attack and throwing it to the side. She used her spear as a battering ram and smashed it into the stocky fighter's chest, knocking her over. The stocky fighter tried to roll to her feet but was met with a knee to the face, which drew blood and forced her to roll backwards out of the way of another knee. This time the stocky fighter stayed crouched down and waited for the taller opponent to rush towards her until she was only a few feet away. 

      The stocky fighter smiled broadly and I knew it was all over. 

      She dragged the tip of her spear across the dirt, causing a cloud of dirt to fly into the air hitting the taller fighter in the face. Temporarily blinded the taller fighter didn't see the spear that swept her off her feet and caused her to land with a thump on her back, winding her. She tried to get back up but the stockier fighter held her spear at her opponent's throat. Electricity crackled and popped at the tip of the spear itching to be let loose.

      "Enough!" Zizi shouted as the taller fighter looked to get up. "Know when you are defeated, Lisa. It could save your life one day and maybe allow you to fight another. Fae, well done. Nice use of your surrounding environment to secure the win."

      Fae's smile widened and she nodded Zizi's way as Lisa got up with a grunt and shot Fae a look of anger, before she shoved her out of the way and took off in the direction of the barracks. Zizi watched her go with a small frown but said nothing as her gaze swept across the other fighters, who had stopped what they were doing to watch the fight.

      "Have all of you mastered the spear so completely that you do not need to train anymore!?" she asked the group. "Because if that is the case, then I shall pick someone at random to show me how you learned in weeks what took me years."

      The group in front of us dispersed like pool balls as everyone tried to look busy.

      I walked towards Lisa's fallen spear and picked it up. I twisted it left and right in my hand marvelling at how balanced it felt. Almost like an extension of my arm. I ran my hands along the length of the shaft and felt a slight shallow indent in the rubber that coated the metal; bringing it closer to my face I couldn't see what function it had.

      Zizi took the spear from me and placed her hand around the indent and squeezed. 

      Once again electricity crackled along the tip of the spear. Zizi twirled the spear around her as the tip hummed and sang. I thought the other two fighters before her were good, but they were merely children learning to walk, while she was an Olympic gymnast who had taken gold by a landslide. She locked onto a wooden target ahead of her and flipped the spear towards it, burying the tip into its body. 

      A tennis-ball-sized charred hole appeared in its chest.

      She squeezed the indent again and the spear powered down.

      "Wow!" I said, shaking my head in disbelief. "I know I said to create a weapon out of the electric device I gave you but I never expected anything like this. Niko has outdone herself!"

      "Yes, she has," said Zizi, looking at the spear with admiration.

      My joy turned to worry as I inspected the spear more closely. "I don't want to be that guy, but the only thing I would say is we now need an electric weapon we can fire at far range also."

      Zizi smiled and nodded to a target some forty feet away from us, She squeezed the indent twice, the leaf-shaped head of the spear opened up like a mouth and once again electricity crackled from its depths. I took a step back as Zizi closed one eye, pointed the spear at the target and fired a ball of electricity that spat from the head of the spear and hit the target.

      Electricity discharged along the wooden target, leaving it blackened and charred. 

      "Well, fucck me!"

      She laughed. "I know, right?" 

      "How does it work?" I asked, but she gave me a shrug to say fuck if she knew.

      "If you want to activate the electricity, it's one short squeeze on the indent. If you want to discharge the electricity it's two three-second squeezes. Then you just squeeze the indent to fire it as many times as you want. To deactivate it, you need to squeeze it for four seconds."

      She handed me the spear and I went through the stages of power-ups she showed me, getting a feel of the weapon at each stage until I finally came to the stage where I could fire the spear. It hummed under my grip waiting to be fired. I set my sights on a target ahead of me and took aim and fired.

      My shot was off by a few inches, but I was amazed at the lack of recoil. If it weren't for the ball of electricity that shot from the tip, I would never be able to tell the spear had been fired.

      I aimed and fired again but I was still off.

      "Aim higher than you would a gun," Zizi told me.

      I did as she said and smiled as I hit my target dead centre.

      "This is amazing. No recoil. Lightweight. Can be fired by even a child. Tell me you're manufacturing these as fast as you can?"

      "We are," said Zizi, taking the spear from me. "It's ironic but the metal we are using for the spear is the same metal that Alvis is using to create his New Humans. Niko has never encountered anything like it. Lightweight. Strong. A great conductor. She is discovering new properties of this metal by the day. She's calling it new-vibranium, after one of her favourite comic heroes, who is based on a big cat who comes from Africa on Earth or some such nonsense."

      We walked back and passed Lisa standing in front of the barracks hitting a wooden dummy with a spear. She yelled out with each strike as she attacked the dummy like it owed her money.

      "What's her problem?" I asked Zizi.

      Zizi shook her head, causing her dreadlocks to fly from side to side. "There have been problems between the residents of The Jungle and Guru Roshan's people. My people... the people of the borough... what I'm trying to say is for all their talk about love, community and being non-judgemental, the people of this borough can be suspicious of outsiders."

      "I'm surprised. They have always welcomed me with open arms."

      "And it used to be so when Samuel was in charge, but so many things have happened in this borough in such a short time, it has left them in shock. Not knowing where to turn or who to trust. When John, that dickpiece, betrayed us, he left many corpses in his wake--many emotional scars of betrayal that are still not healed. John had been a member of this borough his whole life; if he could kill the people who saw him as family, saw him grow up from a child to a man, just for power, then what would these outsiders do? It's not the fault of Guru Roshan's people, they have just arrived at a time when wounds are still bleeding."

      "But they must understand, his people are just as scared and frighten as they are. They've been through just as many hardships, maybe even more."

      "I understand that, really I do, but when you have been sheltered your whole life like the borough's residents have, accepting change doesn't come easy."

      I couldn't disagree with her there. But this was an issue I had to resolve before the fighting took place. You could only fight as hard as the trust you placed in the person beside you. If not then you would get yourself or your whole team killed.

      We exited the trees and were once again near the firing range.

      I said, "I know you may not want to hear this right now but I kicked out all your market traders."

      "You did what!"

      "I'll keep a long story short. There was a fight; they were causing a scene. They have always ripped you people off. So I kicked them out and replaced them with someone else. One of Guru Roshan's people."

      I saw the disbelief in her eyes grow with each word I said but I pressed on.

      "Unlike the residents of this borough, he has past experience with market trading and buying and selling goods. He'll be a pleasant addition to the team. Plus we need someone we can trust to bring in the large amount of supplies we need. He's got an investment in our succeeding. If we die, he and his family die. Whereas the traders can come and go as they please."

      Zizi looked to the heavens and breathed out heavily before she responded, "That's all well and good, but The Lady is blocking most of our trade routes--"

      "Don't worry, she's the next person I'm going to see."

      "Need anyone to come with you?"

      "I'll take Tuari. If I go with a larger force she may see it as a sign of aggression."

      "Good luck," she said to my retreating back. I waved my hand dismissively, but in truth, I would need all the luck I could get.
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      Back on the streets of Paradise Lost I looked out through the blacked-out windows of another restored classic, the Dodge Challenger Hellcat, and frowned. I don't know how this borough did it but every time we came back, it looked more distressed--dilapidated--disused. 

      The whole borough had a tired feel about it. 

      From the bloodshot-eyed prostitutes to the skinny malnourished homeless drug takers, no one looked healthy. No one looked like they wanted to see another tomorrow. Things had been bad when I first landed here but now, it was almost unrecognisable. 

      "I know this borough has never been the prettiest or most desirable place to be, but how come it's gotten so bad?" I asked.

      Tuari, in the driver's seat next to me, tapped the steering wheel as he took a left. "Before The Lady came to power this place was like the Wild Wild West--gunshots on the streets, assassinations taking place left and right; you couldn't drive down the street unless your car was armour-plated. But despite all of that, José loved it, because you had the opportunity to make something of yourself here, make some real money, get some connections, move up in the world. All it took was hard work. Then her royal highness rolled in and things got worse for a time, then they settled down and got better.

      "The fighting slowed down, people could walk down the street, it got calmer. 

      "It was never going to be like The Jungle but it was what it was. In those early years of her power, things were bright, then it all changed after the whole Xcorp-Alvis affair. Once people saw The Lady could actually be hurt, it became open season. Having power because people are afraid of you works, but once your subjects see the monster can bleed... then all bets are off."

      I nodded my head at his words and didn't want to think about the deeper issue here. But I couldn't help it. All this started because of me. Like knocking over the first domino and watching the chain reaction take place, this all happened because I freed Alvis. Yes, other outside forces pushed me to the decision but still, part of this was my fault; now I had to do my best to fix it.

      Tuari slowed the car to a stop as we pulled up outside The Office. 

      The place still looked like a piece of shit, with boarded-up windows and letters of the sign missing, but I could see movement inside. It was open--business as usual. 

      "You sure you want to do this?" Tuari asked. "Once we step inside, The Lady will know we've arrived."

      "Don't fool yourself, she knows already," I said, double-checking my sawn-off shotgun was loaded. I ran my hands over the copper-gold finish barrel and the light wood handle, my fingertips traced the outline of the snarling dog emblem engraved in the handle. I had missed the old girl. 

      We got out of the car and made our way towards the entrance of the bar as a body flew out of its doors and landed at our feet.

      Blood pouring out of a broken nose bent sideways, the man lifted a shaky hand up to the heavens before they collapsed on top of him, as he fell into unconsciousness.

      "Shit. Some things never change," I said, stepping over the body and making my way inside.

      The same stale smoke greeted me as it had done many times before, bolt-studded round wooden tables stretched out in front of me with many of their occupants using them as pillows to rest their weary heads. A few eyes turned towards us but quickly looked away.

      My feet crunched in the sawdust and other unknown items that covered the floor as I made my way to the bar. 

      Jerry looked our way and said nothing, but gestured with his head to a door that led to the backroom. We followed him into a room that was part office, part storage room. He moved a box of toilet rolls out of the way as he squeezed himself behind his desk.

      "How come," said Tuari, picking up a toilet roll, "you have so many of these here but I have never once seen one inside the men's toilets?"

      "Because I don't care about you witless wankers," said Jerry, cockney accent coming thick and fast; "these are for my own personal use. I have a secret bathroom that only I use; it comes with a golden toilet and everything. It feels like I'm sitting on a throne."

      "Don't lie, you had it specially made because of your fat ass," said Tuari.

      Jerry did a double-take as he looked Tuari's way. "Listen, sweetheart, you for one shouldn't be giving me any lip in regard to being fat. Every time I see you, I'm surprised you can get through the door. Anyway, I'm surprised you lot are here. I heard The Lady wasn't too happy with the likes of you."

      We kept our expressions blank.

      "Don't give me all that bollocks," said Jerry, waving his hand in our direction. "You must have known. You know what she's like when you don't complete one of her little missions."

      We did indeed. 

      "Don't worry about The Lady, we'll handle her in due time--"

      "This is different," said Jerry, cutting me off. "If you ain't noticed, things ain't peachy around here. With attacks coming from other crews in all directions looking to knock her off the throne, she's become even more ruthless if that's at all possible. Take it from me, I would get out of town before she comes and finds you."

      "Things that bad?"

      "Once this week is done, I'm out."

      My mouth hung open while I took in what he said. Jerry was like a cockroach who had built business after business on the ever-changing quicksand of Paradise Lost and had somehow always managed to come out on top. For him to be leaving...

      "Shame. I came to talk to you about our business proposal that I placed your way some time back. About running The Floating City."

      He smiled at me all teeth. "There was once a time I would have jumped at the offer, but now..."

      "Don't tell me you're going to let an offer of a lifetime run through your fingers. We're not talking about running a few little bars, pubs and restaurants, Jerry. We're talking about you being the leader of The Floating City."

      "Are you not listening--"

      "This is an opportunity of a lifetime. One where you never have to hustle again. From here on out it's easy street. Your name in lights along hundreds of boats. People coming from different boroughs just to visit one of your floating palaces. If you play your cards right it could become big enough to attract attention from off-world."

      "Stop and listen, will ya! Even if I wanted this, how long do you think I'll be able to hold the borough before The Lady takes it from me? I have muscle. But muscle alone doesn't win wars. Gordon Bennett, lad! She rules all but The Jungle. I would be dead before I left this place if she found out about--"

      "The Floating City isn't hers to give. It's mine. We made a deal in regard to its ownership after I completed a mission for her. If I tell her I'm passing off ownership to you then she has to honour that."

       He leaned back in his chair and licked his lips. I knew he was teetering on the fence. He just needed a push in the right direction.

      "Come on, Jerry, you didn't become who you are by playing it safe. Life is about taking risks and this is the biggest risk of all."

      "Yes, but it's still a risk, ain't it?" 

      "The biggest risks give the biggest rewards."

      He twisted his chair and looked at a grainy picture on his far wall. It showed a little shack no bigger than a beach hut with the sign of The Office above it. A much younger Jerry with a thick head of hair and a smile on his face stood next to the shack with his arms crossed.

      "Fuck," he said, slapping the table, "I can't believe I'm giving this some thought."

      "Look," I said, handing him over a memory chip, "all I need you to do is set up shop in this location. If you're leaving town, anyway I guess you're all packed and ready to go. Once you're at the location, you'll find a large unmanned boat. Bring some people you can trust to man it for the time being and wait for my people to come to you; when they do they'll give you instructions on what to do."

      "None of this is making sense," said Jerry.

      "I know it doesn't but you need to trust me, if you want to pull this off. I know I'm not giving you a lot of details but like I said, just trust me on this and all will be made clear when further instructions arrive."

      Jerry looked at me like a cat weighing up its prey as he bounced the chip up and down in his hand.

      "I wasn't born yesterday, lad. Whatever is going on, I won't risk my neck for--"

      "All I'm asking you to do is babysit one little boat. One little boat. That's all," I said with a smile as I looked at Tuari and gestured towards the door.

      "Just babysit this boat is all I have to do?"

      "That's all you have to do," I said over my shoulder, leaving the way we came.

      Back in the car Tuari looked at me but didn't say anything.

      "What?"

      "Nothing. Nothing," he said innocently.

      "Come on, out with it."

      "That was a bit sneaky, wasn't it?"

      I sighed. "You're right it was sneaky. I kept him in the dark about Alvis and I kept him in the dark about the real reason I want him on the boat, but this is a war and we need all the help we can get. Rightly or wrongly Jerry's part in this could save humankind."

      Tuari turned the key in the ignition and said, "You've not even told me why you want Jerry in The Floating City."

      "All in due time, my friend, all in due time."
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      Back in the car, we drove towards Hotel Moscow and in no time at all, it was in our sights. 

      The glistening lights were now turned off, the sparkle it once had was now gone, as the view it offered us was one of a castle that had been barricaded to protect the occupants inside.

      Guard pillar boxes lined each side of the hotel, with men inside them manning mounted assault rifles; sandbags lined the outside walls of the hotel giving extra protection to any weak points in its defences. The once beautiful art deco windows had now all been replaced with metal sheets. There were still men who stood guard outside the building, but instead of the usual sharp suits, they wore full combat military gear as if they were preparing to enter a battle.

      We came to a gradual halt some hundred feet away from the main entrance and got out slowly, hands held in plain view. 

      I could feel eyes on us the moment we stepped out of the car and more than one gun turned in our direction. I made my way to the back of the car and opened up the trunk; I took out a large duffel bag and slung it over my shoulder as I locked the car and then made my way towards the hotel.

      Tuari walked beside me not saying a word--jaw tense. For him to not even be cracking jokes even at a time like this told me of the seriousness of the situation we were in. 

      I took in a deep breath and breathed out slowly. 

      It felt how it did back then. When we had made the walk to go and see The Lady after Edward Thomas had destroyed her cargo. José had a smile on his face, but thinking on it now and being in his position, I understood why only too well. The pack took support from their leader.

      "Halt!" cried a man stationed inside one of the guard pillar boxes. "What is your business here?"

      I looked to Tuari and then back to the guard as if he were the world's biggest idiot. "This is a hotel, is it not?"

      "Yes."

      "Then what does one do when they are going to a hotel?"

      "Err--" He looked to his partner, whose face was just as blank.

      "They normally want to book a room, no?" I said.

      "We're closed for business!" 

      "Well, the woman I spoke to on the phone who works behind the desk took my money and told me my reservation had been placed. If you're telling me that isn't the case then you need to go and speak to Tracey!"

      "Look, I don't know who you spoke to but--"

      "You listen here, young man! I have had a hard and trying month and I have been looking forward to this break all week. Now. You took my money and reassured me there wasn't a problem. Now you're telling me you're closed. I will not stand for this nonsense!"

      "I already told you--"

      "I want to speak to your manager! This will not do."

      Silence greeted my words as I dropped my bag down on the ground and folded my arms. Tuari inched closer to me, worry lacing his voice: "What are you doing?"

      "Having some fun."

      "You're going to get us killed."

      "I will not repeat myself again," said the guard. "If you do not leave this--"

      "How dare you! I want to speak to your manager and Tracey this instant and I want this matter dealt with!"

      "I don't know who Tracey is!"

      "She's the woman who answers your phones and works behind the desk."

      "We don't have anyone--"

      "What is going on here?" demanded a voice in the distance. 

      Heads turned and faces paled as they recognised the speaker's voice. My smile only broadened as Vlad appeared and looked to the guard then us. I gave him a wave.

      "Sir, sir," stuttered the guard, "I was trying to tell this man here we are closed for business, but he insists he has placed a reservation with someone named Tracey. I don't know--"

      Vlad silenced the man with a look and turned his attention towards us. "Yes?"

      "We're here to see your boss," I said.

      "Is she expecting you?"

      "No, but as soon as we set foot in this borough she knew of our presence, so I thought we would pay her a visit; after all, we do have things to discuss."

      The frown on Vlad's face only deepened. "She was expecting you sooner."

      "If I'm not mistaken, there wasn't a time frame to the task she set us."

      With of a snort of frustration Vlad turned on his heel and waved us forward. I looked at Tuari, who was still pale, and gave him a reassuring smile as I picked up my bag and followed Vlad.

      The guards we passed eyed us suspiciously, but I just nodded to everyone who looked my way and took in as much information as I could. We entered the hotel and where once it had been a shining example of a bygone art-deco era, when chandeliers hung from ceilings and marble graced the floor, and men wore tuxedos and women wore ball gowns, now the only thing it represented was neglect.

      Bullet holes had cracked more than one floor tile and left holes in the walls. They had taken the chandeliers that had once graced the ceilings and light fixtures down, and dark stains left marks over large sections of the wallpaper. 

       We continued on until we got to the cherry blossom tree, which was always in full bloom, and I stopped. 

      Its leaves were no longer on its branches. Instead, they were scattered on the floor around the base of its pot like fallen soldiers in a war it had lost. I bent down and picked up a leaf and placed it in my pocket. 

      Vlad watched me silently but said nothing. 

      With a nod, I indicated I was ready and we continued on until we reached The Lady's office. I stood in front of her doors, which were once gold in the shape of flowing water, but now had holes in different sections of the door that had been plastered over. 

      Vlad tapped on the door lightly and waited.

      "Yes?" came a voice from inside.

      "You have visitors," said Vlad.

      "I thought I told you I didn't want to be disturbed, Vlad?"

      "I think you will make an exception for these guests."

      Without waiting for a response he pulled one of the doors back and gestured us in. I went in first and found myself under the gaze of The Lady. Seated behind a grand wooden writing desk, she steepled her fingers in front of her face and took me in with interest. She was no different from the last time I saw her; the eyepatch still covered one eye and the large scar that zigzagged along her chin had a glossy sheen to it, but although she was no different I couldn't say the same about her office.

      Burn marks graced the walls and bullet holes littered the back wall that she sat in front of. 

      I took a step forward and looked down at a large red stain on the floor, which looked like a can of red paint had exploded. 

      "Redecorating?"

      "You could say something like that," she said, getting up from her chair and walking over to her drinks cabinet. "Drink?"

      "Rum. Neat," I said. "Tuari, want anything?"

      He gave me a swift shake of the head.

      "One rum it is then," she said, pouring me a glass before she poured herself a good measure of vodka. 

       I looked up and where there was once a stained-glass depiction of the Russian folktale about Koschei the Immortal embedded in the ceiling, now there was nothing but bricks where the skylight used to be. 

      "Ah yes," she said, walking over to me and handing me my drink, while she followed my gaze, "I'm afraid Vlad was correct on that one. I should have listened to him about the skylight being a security risk, but we live and learn, and if we don't, then we die. That's how our ancestors evolved into the dominant species they are now."

      "I'm glad to see you're keeping well."

      "Not as well as you, I see," she said, gesturing with her finger up and down my body.

      I bounced on my feet before coming to a stop. "Yes, I've had some redecorating done of my own. I feel like a new man."

      "And what, pray tell, has allowed this transformation to take place?"

      I took a sip from my drink and allowed the warm embrace of the rum to warm me up before I answered, "Certain knowledge that I have found along my travels."

      "Knowledge meant to be mine?"

      I chuckled. "Knowledge shouldn't be something that is hoarded."

      "When one is in a deal such as we are then I can hoard whatever I please. You may have forgotten but without my tip-off then you would have been none the wiser as to where to locate Alvis and you would have still been wheelchair bound."

      "Your generous tip-off?" I said, lifting an eyebrow. "The only thing I gained from you last time we spoke was to look into slaves being bought. That's hardly a treasure map."

      "But still, without it, where would you be?"

      I sighed and took another sip.

      "I take it you are here to fulfil our agreement?" she asked.

      "Not... quite."

      "Then why are you--"

      "I am here to save your life."

      "Oh," she said, shark-like smile growing wider, "and how are you going to do that?"

      "By preparing you for what is to come."

      "Which is?"

      "War. War the likes of which you have never seen."

      "Mr Blake, when you are in a position such as mine there isn't a war you haven't seen."

      "Not like this, not what is coming. I did find Alvis and I did manage to collect the information I needed, but before I did, I saw what he was building; it was an army. An army the likes of which you have not seen filled with New Humans who do his every bidding. They don't need sleep. They don't need food. They don't feel pain. They will keep coming no matter what and they are coming to Safe Haven."

      "Why?"

      "The metal ore used to create them was mined from the caves of The Jungle. For Alvis to further his plans of universe-wide domination, he needs to secure the caves, and to do that he needs to control Safe Haven."

      "I don't see how that affects--"

      "He will turn everyone on this planet into a New Human to bolster his army."

      "Ah," she said, tilting her head. "I see how that could be a problem, but as I have said before, I have seen many wars. War is not something new to me. War doesn't frighten me. War is a part of life. So I thank you for your concern but the real issue here is where is what I asked for? Because if you don't have it... then... we have a problem."

      For my plans to work to defeat Alvis I had to get her on board, but it was a fine balancing act between walking out of here alive and getting the help I needed. She saw herself as an island. Isolated. Self-sufficient. Resilient. I would have to play on that.

      I swirled the drink in my cup and downed it in one, then I placed it back on her desk and eyed the bullet holes behind her, before allowing my eyes to travel over her eyepatch and the scars on her face.

      "There was only one, right?"

      "Only one what?"

      "Attacker?"

      She looked at me, taken aback, and leaned back in her chair as she gave me a slight nod.

      "Only one. In all the years you have ruled this place, in all the fights you have been in, that one attacker did more damage than the decades you have been at this game. Militia. Assassins. Mercenaries. Gangsters. Thugs. 

      "None of them came as close to killing you as that attacker sent by Alvis. All it took was one New Human to nearly end your life. It wasn't like you weren't in a secure location; you were in your hotel, surrounded by your loyal men, in your office. How more secure could you be? But yet... but yet, all it took was one."

      I lifted a finger and looked her in the eye. "One."

      She said nothing as I saw embarrassment flash across her face, which quickly turned to anger. She wasn't a woman to give in to fear. But she was prideful in her ability to survive.

      "If it only took one to leave you with scars for life, how many do you think it will take to end your life?"

      I heard Vlad's heavy footsteps in the distance but I didn't turn to face him; instead I kept my eyes locked to hers. She sent a dismissive wave in Vlad's direction as the smile returned to her face.

      "So tell me, Mr Blake, how can you save my life?"

      "Simple," I said, turning around and walking back towards my duffle bag on the floor. "By supplying you with the tools to help yourself."

      I pulled out one spear from the bundle in the bag, which caused Vlad's hand to go to the weapon at his side, but I ignored him and twirled the spear around in my hands. 

      "This," I said, "will give you the fighting chance you need against what is coming."

      "A spear?" she said, frowning in disappointment.

      "Yes," I said, then I proceeded to tell her of the weakness we had found in the New Humans that had to do with certain types of electricity, how the spear worked to exploit those weaknesses and how the spear functioned. 

      I saw the gleam of hunger in her eyes as she licked her lips and held out her hands.

      "Ah, ah, ah," I said with a finger shake as I placed the spear back in the bag, "not so fast. First, we must come to some terms."

      "Terms?"

      "Yes, terms."

      "In regard to what?"

      "How we can best help each other so we all get what we want."

      "Mr Blake, what's stopping me from just killing you and taking those weapons from you?"

      "Because you are not stupid."

      "Oh."

      "Say you kill me and take the supply of weapons at my feet. By the time you try and deconstruct them to see how they work, Alvis will already be knocking down your doors, and the number of weapons in that bag will not stop the horde that is coming to this planet. 

      "No, your only choice is to deal with me properly; that is the only way to ensure your survival. Plus," I said, giving her an innocent shrug, "who's to say they are not made to self-destruct if they are tampered with?"

      Silence swept through the room as I looked her way. I could see the million thoughts bouncing inside her head as a strategic mind that would put Alexander the Great to shame sifted through its options. She smiled at me and I returned the gesture. 

      "My, my, Mr Blake," she said, laughter pouring from her lips, "you have me well and truly cornered. To think you are the same man who nearly wept in fear when we first met. Yet here you are outdancing the devil."

      "What can I say, I had a good teacher."

      She continued to laugh while I picked up the bag and dumped it on her desk.

      "These are my terms. You reopen all trade routes to and from The Jungle with no interference from your men. The ownership of The Floating City will now rest in the hands of Jerry Jones. Reasons why are my own, which I do not wish to share. And lastly, once this is done and dusted, you shall leave me, my crew and my family alone. In exchange, I will supply you with all the weapons you need, as well as give you the designs I took from Alvis. You will find half my findings on a memory chip in this bag, the other half will be given to you after we survive the invasion from Alvis."

      She tapped her finger against her lips deep in thought.

      "And if I refuse?"

      "I walk out of here with my bag of goodies and leave you to fend for yourself."

      She pouted her lips then extended her hand. I grasped it in my own and shook it.

      "Oh, and one more thing, you and your men shall aid us in defending this planet against Alvis, but that was a given, right?"

      "Of course," she said, shark-like smile returning to her lips.

      "It was a pleasure doing business with you."

      "The pleasure was all mine," she said, getting up to her feet, "but before you go, I'd like to show you something."

      She walked past me and out of the room leaving me alone with Vlad and Tuari. Tuari looked to me, panic across his face, but I gave him a reassuring smile as I followed Vlad. 

      We followed them for some time until we got to the cellar of the hotel. Rusted pipes leaked overhead and rats scuttled in the shadows as she stood in front of a large corrugated iron door with metal studs along its outside. Pulling out a comically large key she inserted it in the door and pulled it open. 

      The smell of iron hit the back of my throat.

      I took a step forward and looked into a gloomy room until my eyes adjusted. I wished they hadn't. Rows upon rows of bodies hang suspended by meat hooks, their flesh stripped from their skin. Blood dripped down onto the floor and was drained away by holes in the floor. I tried to take a step back but a hand placed on the small of my back stopped me.

      That was when I heard the soft moaning. Some of these people were still alive.

      I turned to look at her and could only see two shining blue orbs like flames in the darkness, as she looked my way.

      "So we understand each other," she said, then turned and walked away.
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      Back in The Jungle, I sat around the same large round wooden table fashioned out of a tree's root. Around the table with me were Tuari, Willis, Zizi, Makenna and Niko. 

      I had brought them up to speed about my meeting with The Lady, as quickly as I could.

      "You've surprised me," said Zizi. "I honestly thought The Bitch would have killed you, but you did what you said so for that I thank you."

      "Don't mention it. Inform Daanish he can start orchestrating trade with suppliers. I want us fully stocked up before this thing starts."

      "Will do."

      "How are things coming along?" I asked, gaze sweeping the room. The response I got in facial expressions was one that didn't fill me with hope.

      "Where do you want to start?" Zizi said with a defeatist shrug.

      "The bad news I guess."

      "Well, you're in luck. The only thing we have is bad news. The people of Guru Roshan just aren't fighters. Between a mixture of their not wanting to learn, and their being afraid of their own shadows, we aren't getting anywhere fast. Add to the infighting in the troops between my people and theirs and you are just waiting for a disaster to happen."

      I stifled a sigh as I looked to Makenna.

      "The people who are working as extra medical staff are trying their best, and they are working really hard--" 

      "Tell him the truth," said Niko, cutting Makenna off. "This isn't the time to be kind-hearted."

      Makenna looked down at her feet, unsure, before looking back up at me. "They don't use their initiative. They only do what they are told. They only do the bare minimum and that's not enough when you're dealing with life and death. They're not lazy... it's just, I don't think they see the point of what they are doing."

      I said nothing as I tapped the table. Something would need to be done and quickly. We didn't have the time for this. I needed everyone to be working as hard as they could. I had thought Guru Roshan's people would understand what was at stake but it appeared they didn't. I would need to speak to him.

      I looked to Tuari.

      "I guess I'm the only one with any good news," he said. "The people I have recruited as kitchen staff and cooks are doing a brilliant job. They're a bit rough around the edges but, in due time, they'll come around."

      "At least that's something," I said with a nod. "Any other issues?"

      "Only one I don't see how you can fix," said Zizi. "Even if all the people we had were working in harmony, the biggest problem we still face is a lack of numbers. Even with Guru Roshan and The Lady's people and my forces, we still will be at a heavy disadvantage."

      "We will also have help from The Floating City. I've sent Jerry Jones ahead of me to scout a location; once he's done that I will supply him with people to secure the borough and gather the necessary forces we need."

      "Spreading our forces thin will not help the matter," said Zizi in irritation. 

      "We won't have to. I have a mission that will solve our numbers problem. Zizi, Willis, I want you to gather a couple hundred of your best fighters. I don't only want people you've worked with in the past, I want a mix of your people and Guru Roshan's. This will be an excellent exercise for them to gel together and work as a team. Bring people who will lead their own teams in the future, so they can pass on what they've learnt."

      "We know just the people," said Zizi with a smirk.

      "What about me?" Tuari asked.

      "Of course you'll be coming; who's going to fly The Kennel?

      "Makenna and Niko, I want you to increase the production of weapons being built. I want enough for all boroughs. I'll speak to Guru Roshan and see if I can get you some extra hands."

      "Thank you," they both said.

      "Don't thank me yet, there is a project I want you to focus on, something you need to build. I want four of them and they need to cover a vast range."

      They both leaned forward as I detailed what I had in mind. Mouths agape, no one said anything while I laid out our path to victory.
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      The evening air was just becoming manageable as the sun's last dying rays reflected off the leaves and grass, while the diurnal animals gave way to their nocturnal brothers.

      One group was trying their hardest to catch their last meal while another shook off their dreams. 

      Guru Roshan and I walked in silence while he took in the sights and sounds around him. His amazement at The Jungle was something to behold. The normal reaction to The Jungle's humidity, insects and lack of convenience was shock--horror--discomfort--irritation-and then acceptance as you finally gave in. But his had been nothing short of wonder, which hadn't left him since he arrived.

      "Being on my station for so long, you forget how joyous and chaotic life can be. Everything on my station has to be orderly and managed properly because one mishap out in space and you'll die. But out here, if you don't embrace the chaos, then you'll just get run over. The smells, the heat, the humidity, the feeling of something other than metal under your feet. Do you know," he said, looking at me sharply, "I have to watch where I walk? Something as simple as that had been left by the wayside, because it was a skill not needed. But out here... the first stick I got in-between the toes cured me of that problem."

      "I apologise, this must all be a bit of a culture shock."

      "Nonsense! Change is good. It was what the people of the station needed. They had gotten too comfortable in their ways."

      We paused as a deer scampered across our path.

      "I'm sorry I haven't been to see you sooner."

      "I understand; you are a busy man with a war to orchestrate. Plus, if I had just gained the ability to walk I would be the last person I wanted to talk to."

      I smiled at his words, nearly forgetting I had once been wheelchair bound. How quickly we adapt... 

      "How are you finding it? Being here I mean."

      He smiled faintly at me while he picked a pinkish petal from a nearby flower. He rubbed it between his fingers and brought it to his nose and inhaled deeply. "The fragrances. Ones that would cost a fortune to just bottle. I am having a great time, but it isn't me you're concerned about, is it?"

      I said nothing.

      "My people are like farmers. They worry when there isn't enough rain, they worry when there is too much rain, they worry if the crops came in early, they worry if the crops came in late. They are people born and bred into worry. For some of them, they have lost everything they've had and do not wish to do so again, even if it is the clothes on their backs. For others, they were born into slavery and have always been told what to do, never having a thought of their own. For people like that, asking them to fight... isn't easy."

      "If they don't then they won't like what comes next."

      Guru Roshan lowered his head before looking at me with sadness behind his eyes. "They need something to fight for. Unlike you, they have not seen firsthand what Alvis Boman is capable of. You saved them from the horrors of that before Alvis began turning them into New Humans."

      "They need something to fight for!?" I demanded. "What about their lives? What about their freedom? What about their loved ones? If they just--" I turned away from him and allowed my frustration to pass. "I don't understand."

      "They are tired, Quinton. That's all there is to it."

      I opened my mouth, the anger returning, but quickly closed it again. Arguing would get me nowhere. It was another issue I had to deal with and quick, if I wanted our efforts to be a success.

      "I will try and do my best, but they are stubborn people. Changing their thoughts and ideas takes generations."

      I barked in laughter and shook my head. "That is time we do not have. But thank you for your help. The other leaders and I will be going off-world for a few days, so you'll be in charge with Niko and Makenna."

      "I've never been in charge of anything; they just listen to me because I remind them of their grandfather," he said, walking away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            41

          

        

      

    

    
      Sweat poured from my face as I held the spear created by The Jungle in my hands and spun it in front of me defensively. 

      Before me stood two New Human males, one blond, the other with dreadlocks. Each had short swords a foot in length that protruded from slits in the backs of both their fists. 

       They circled me slowly looking for an opening. 

      My body, already littered with cuts and scrapes, showed their efforts. A long thin cut along my neck showed how close they had gotten to attaining their goal. 

      I stepped an inch back and they inched forward, both placing their weight on their front feet. 

      I darted my eyes high and swept the leg of the closest one to me out from underneath his body, causing him to lunge backwards where he landed with a thump on the floor. I thrust my spear forward and only managed to slice him along the side of his stomach as he rolled to their feet. Wanting to press my advantage, I had to leap back as Blondie came to his partner's aid and jabbed his blade in my face.

      Once again we eyed each other. 

      I had expected my chest to be thumping and heaving from the stress I was placing on my body, but my breaths came relaxed. The one thing that ached were my arms from the strain of wielding the spear. 

      I hadn't expected that. 

      The longer the fight went on the worse it became, as I tried to get comfortable with the new weapon. 

      One-to-one combat was never my strong point, always relying on my trusty shotgun to deal with any problems. But I saw the problem relying on it would have in the future when this war would begin. The people we were fighting were innocent, changed into something against their will. I wanted killing them to be the last resort. 

      If I could disable them with electricity, then I could give them a second chance at life. 

      I knew people would die on both sides of this war, but the lower the casualty rate the better it would be, not only for my soul but for the greater good. I had already wiped out one group of people by destroying The Diamond District and everything in it; I didn't want to add another group to that list.

      Focus!

      They fought like MMA fighters, throwing punches and kicks, but instead of fists making contact with my skin it was blades. Alvis had embedded into them weapons that made them close-quarters killing machines.

      They moved faster than normal humans. Their reaction time was quicker, their speed and strength greater. 

      But so was mine. 

      I stomped the floor and got a reaction from the blond man, who jumped back leaving his dreadlocked friend open. I rushed forward and attacked high and low using the length of the spear to keep him at bay while also looking for an opening. His knife wasn't long enough to reach me, but without a long weapon like mine he could move more freely.  

      He moved like a dancer, twisting and turning just out of reach, but I was becoming adept at reading his movements--adept at getting his timing down. 

      I feinted right leaving an opening for him to attack me. Taking the bait he rushed forward and I slid out of the way using the shaft of my spear to block his right arm and pinning it against my body. He tried to pull it back but not before I snapped the blade at the back of his hand.

      With a yank, he jumped back and pulled it free. 

      I smiled as he allowed his right arm to hang down at his side, blood dripping from the wound of having the blade broken.

      They looked to each other and nodded.

      My heart skipped a beat. 

      Here they came. 

      They moved in tandem, swapping places and rushing me with an increased speed. I backed up faster and faster, as I tried to get my legs underneath me. Blondie dived forward into a roll and came up with an upward slash, which I blocked with the spear shaft. Dreadlocks came from the left and used his one remaining blade to attack me.

      I blocked it, but not before Blondie sent an upward kick towards my face that I thought I had dodged, but I felt a sharp sensation across my left eyebrow.

      Leaping back I panted as I looked to Blondie's feet and saw blades projecting out of the top of them.

      Blood ran into my left eye making my vision out of it blurry.

      I wiped it away but it only made it worse. Damn, this wasn't going to plan.

      They came again and this time I knew I was in trouble. They were learning from my mistakes; they would change about from one attacking and one defending while they kept me on the back foot. Always pushing the pace. Always attacking me from my blind side.

      I was being pushed back and back, while I tried my best to defend.

      I cried out in agony as pain swept across my left thigh. Jumping back I wasn't quick enough as a blade sliced me across the right side of my torso. 

      Whenever I would try to defend my blind side they would attack from the other and switch back and forth, till I was second-guessing myself. Injury after injury began piling up, slowing my movements down. I tried to take a step back but a leg swept me off my feet. I landed hard on my back, the wind knocked from my lungs. 

      I tried to roll to my feet but a knee slammed into my nose, breaking it. A wave of pain washed over my face and I tried not to close my eyes but I couldn't fight the response from my body. 

      When they reopened, Blondie and Dreadlocks were either side of me, each of their blades embedded in my body. 

      My body spasmed with pain. I wanted to move but it only made the pain worse.

      I tried to speak but coughed up blood as my vision went in and out of focus before darkness clouded my senses.

      You are dead.

      "Damn it!" I shouted as the bright red words flashed across my vision. 

      Would you like to play again?

      "No," I said, waving the message away.

      I was in the Training Room--which was a misleading name in and of itself. It was a VR simulation area on The Kennel that you accessed via a headset while suspended in mid-air by cables that allowed you to move about without restrictions. It was similar to virtual reality games in that it allowed you to create whole environments for training: anything from weapons to hand-to-hand combat. 

      Willis had shown me the programme when I had first joined the JYD, because my shooting and combat skills were nonexistent. I had used it to train back then so I wouldn't be a burden to the team.  

      The lessons it taught were painful. Most VR games only allowed a pain response of twenty percent but the Training Room gave you a hundred percent feedback. When I had asked Willis why, his response was simple. 

      Real-life consequences are the best teachers. If it didn't feel like you were actually dying each and every time, then you would never push yourself to get better.

      But there was a reason why VR simulations had limited their pain threshold to only twenty percent; it was because the human brain could crack under that sort of pressure. Not to mention that time passed differently in the Training Room.

      In most VR simulations an hour in-game equalled three real-world hours. In the Training Room, an hour equalled a day.

      Again, there were reasons for not allowing a machine to play with your time perception. The mind wasn't meant to move so fast, and when it did issues followed.

      I had asked Willis where the crew had found the machine, but the only answer I had gotten was "Off the back of a ship." 

      Upon digging further and asking Poppy, I was told they had gotten it from a military station based on Mars, where the World Government was using it so their soldiers acquired skills at a faster rate. 

      Even with all that help I still couldn't beat two New Humans by myself. 

      I could defeat one, but when I increased the number of opponents it always ended in my death. 

      I reviewed the fight that had just taken place again and shook my head. Although I was getting stronger and faster with each passing day while I got used to my new body, it still wasn't quick enough.

      I was leaving too many openings. I wasn't finishing the fight quick enough. 

      I grunted in frustration. The main problem I had was I wasn't used to the spear as a weapon. It still felt clumsy to me. I had to think while using it, and in a fight, if you had to think about what you were going to do it was already too late.

      I needed a teacher. Someone who could show me what I was missing. 

      But first, we had a mission that needed completing.
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      I ran my hands down the armrests of the captain's chair while I pushed my back into the cracked leather seat. 

      I had missed the old girl; commanding The Kennel and not sitting in the captain's chair felt wrong, like coaching people how to swim but never having learned yourself. I closed my eyes and surveyed the moment. It felt good to be back. 

      "We shall be coming up on the destination in five minutes," said Tuari.

      I gave him a nod. 

      We were inbound for a small planet that Alvis was using as a manufacturing plant to create New Humans. I had learned about the planet from the information I had gotten from his base station. The planet was much smaller than Earth, but was inhabitable, as he had men on the surface who were trying to find metal ore similar to what he had found in The Jungle. 

      It appeared Alvis was worried about the amount of ore he could mine from The Jungle and was looking for another source he could control. It made sense--why risk only having one source of metal, which would halt your whole operation if it was taken over?

      I was worried the place would be heavily guarded after our escape from his main station, but it was a risk that paled in comparison to the rewards. 

      Our forces were divided in half on two ships, with another skeleton crew manning a third. 

      Tuari and I were on The Kennel and in charge of the troops on it, while Willis and Zizi were on another ship in charge of their people. The third ship was just backup for what was to come. 

      "If you don't need me," I said, getting up to my feet, "then I'm going to get ready with the rest of the troops. Zizi and I will head down to the planet first, you and Willis bring up the rear."

      He looked back at me, worry flashing across his face. "Willis and I ain't leaders, Quinton. We don't know the first thing about it."

      "I have faith in both of you; I need people I can trust in this. But your jobs are not only to lead, I also want both of you to watch for outstanding individuals who shine. People who can lead in their own right. We are building an army and I need lieutenants who I can trust."

      "We'll do our best, lad, we'll do our best."

      "That's all I ask for," I said, leaving the bridge.
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      I had expected noise, chitchat, and endless talking but I got none of that when I got to the cargo hold. 

      It was so quiet you could hear a mouse fart in the overhead vents as the hundred people who were gathered in the cargo hold either looked at their feet, at the ceiling or some point on a far wall. Some busied themselves with their hands, fretting endlessly, while others had their eyes closed. 

      I had seen more life at a funeral. 

      Everyone was wearing the standard jet-black-issue combat gear Niko had come up with; she had taken the Junk Yard Dogs combat gear design and improved on it tenfold. It was fifty percent lighter, forty percent more durable against impacts from bullets and also resistant against sharp weapons like knives. It had a self-heating and cooling system in the material fabrics of the suit and could administer pressure to any wounds sustained by slowing down blood flow as well as a whole host of other goodies.

      These suits were just a prototype according to Niko, and it was our job to test them in the field and report back to her how they performed. 

      They looked perfect to me, but Niko just smiled and said they were only half-finished. 

      I brought my attention back to the room and surveyed the faces before me. This would not do. "Everyone listen up!"

      All heads turned to me. "I want each of you to turn to the person next to you and look them in the eye. No! I don't want you to gloss over their face! I want you to look them in the eye, really look. Take your time and study the shape, the pattern, the colour. Embrace the emotion you see there because it is likely the same emotion that you yourself feel. I want you to pay attention to what you see there because that is what you are fighting for. You are fighting for the people back home, you are fighting for your loved ones, but more importantly, you are fighting for the person next to you.

      "Your teammate will probably be the person who saves your life out there and makes sure you come home. You teammate will be the person who lifts you up when you are wounded. Your teammate is the person who will dive in front of a bullet so you don't have to take it. Listening to me now, you may not believe these words coming out of my mouth, but battle--death--blood, forges bonds that last a lifetime."

      I looked around the room making sure all eyes were on me, as I took in every face I could. 

      "I repeat! Battle--death--blood, forges bonds that last a lifetime! You may not realise it now, but what you are about to go through in the coming weeks and months will be some of your greatest moments in life, but also some of your darkest. Embrace them! Cherish them! Honour them!"

      Silence greeted my words as no one said anything, then the pounding of metal against metal came through the ship's speakers. I looked around, confused, and saw Tuari leaning against a wall, his finger pressed against a button that had broadcasted my speech to the other ships in our fleet. The noise from the speakers came from the other ships but I still didn't know what they were doing to make it until it started in our own ship.

      One by one, the crew before me picked up their spears and slammed the butts down on the floor matching the drum-like beat that echoed through the speakers.

      It was the beat of unity. It was the beat of war.

      We were ready for what was to come.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            43

          

        

      

    

    
      Zizi and I, along with ten of our troops, were positioned behind a rocky outcrop that led down into a valley. 

      The valley below us held a mining site, where men used machines to dig the earth in hopes of finding whatever treasure they were after. We had travelled down to the surface in small transport carriers from our main ships to avoid detection. The Kennel was still manned by Tuari with the rest of the troops on board and the same went for Willis on board Zizi's ship.

      They were to wait just out of orbit for us until we secured access to the compound. 

      Once in we would message them and the real fun would begin. 

      Luckily work was taking place down in the valley floor below, masking any chance of us being detected as the noise from the machines reverberated around the valley. Machines bored through the earth, while bulldozers scooped up what they could and deposited them into the backs of hover trucks. Men in tattered rags used pickaxes to work at the smaller chunks of rocks, while guards with whips and guns surveyed the work taking place. 

      The men in charge weren't afraid to use force, as more than one worker got lashes from a bullwhip across their back if they weren't moving fast enough for the people in charge's taste. 

      A guard shouted at a worker who tried to pick up a boulder but couldn't shift it. The guard whipped the man until he got his legs under the boulder and struggled to pick it up. His whole body shaking from the effort of doing so, he took a step forward but the weight was too much for him and the boulder came crashing down on his foot. 

      I couldn't hear the screams of pain over the machines but I could see the anguish on the man's face as he pleaded for someone to help him, but no one came to his aid.

      Instead, the guards laughed and pointed at his agony, while they walked away leaving the other workers to finally help the wounded man.

      "Who are those men?" said Zizi through gritted teeth, shaking while she held her binoculars to her eyes.

      "They work for a man called Bennie the Butcher. He's the man in charge of collecting slaves for Alvis," I said.

      Zizi looked back at me, shock on her face. "You can see them from here?"

      I smiled as I took in the scene once again without the aid of binoculars. Since my operation, my vision had been steadily improving allowing me to see things I once couldn't from afar.

      "His men all look like a cross between a biker gang and a pirate crew, but with less care about their hygiene."

      "Do you think this Bennie will be here?"

      "I do not know."

      "Well, if he is, I would like to have a word."

      I said nothing as we continued to watch the guard's movements. They must have been working the digging site for some time, because their movements were lacking. There were no men keeping watch, there was no rotation of the guards on duty. Instead men smoked, drank and played cards to pass the time and when they got bored with that they picked on the slaves. 

      We had been watching them for some time but I had had enough. 

      "We split our group in half," I said, turning to Zizi. "You approach from the east, I from the west. Silence and stealth are our friends here."

      "Good thing we've got these things then," she said, hands encircling her spear. 

      "It is the perfect opportunity for us to test them in the field. If you see anything of interest just message over the comms," I said as she moved off.

      Moving off I took in the scene around me and marvelled at the red rock, which crumbled under the touch and left a fine layer of rock dust on my hands. Wherever my team and I walked we would always cause red puffs of dust to lift into the air. I stopped on an edge of a cliff where I could see the scenery around me and looked out onto endless miles of nothing but red. 

      There was no vegetation. There were no wild animals. It was just a silent expanse of red.

       The planet's four moons circled around us, large and red in the bleak sky. 

      We continued on ducking and moving between boulders until we came upon the valley floor. The noise was chest-thumping loud. It dulled the senses, putting everyone on edge worse than if it had been silent. I pressed my finger to my ear and sent out two clicks over the comms. I waited for a minute and got another two clicks in response, letting me know Zizi was in place and ready to move. 

      I looked back at my crew, who were a mixture of men and women of different ages and sizes. Their eyes told me they were ready but their firm grip on their spears told me they were confident in their skills to do what was needed.

      I nodded at each in turn then turned back to the task at hand. 

      The area in front of us was littered with machines, discarded tools, boulders and smaller rocks. Visibility was no more than twenty feet in any direction before something obstructed the view. It made seeing oncoming threats impossible, but it worked to our advantage as we could move about unseen until we come upon the enemy. 

      I turned back to my crew and divided us into three teams of two. I sent one team left and one team right, which just left me and a woman to take the centre. Doing a double-take as I noticed, I recognised her from when Zizi had given me a tour of the sparring grounds back in The Jungle. Short and stocky, she had long unmanageable curly hair, which she had now cut short so it reached her shoulders, and she had also shaved the sides. 

      "Fae, right?"

      "Yes," she said and nodded.

      "Watch my back well--"

      She darted forward, launching her spear over my shoulder; I turned with it and followed the spear's trajectory and saw as it embedded itself into the neck of a man who was behind me. It pinned him to the machine he was standing in front of and held him up like a sacrificial peace offering to the gods.

      He was dead before I completed my turn.

      Spear held before me, I walked towards him and checked to my left and right but it was all clear. I looked back at Fae, who was standing in the same spot she had been, shock radiating from her core. I pulled the spear from the man's throat and placed the body under a machine out of sight. Walking towards Fae I held her spear in front of her but she didn't take it.

      She was somewhere else. 

      "Hey," I said, gesturing the spear her way but I still didn't get a response, "hey." 

      This time I slammed the spear's butt end into her, jolting her from her trance. She looked up at me, pale, but I held the spear until she latched onto it; she went to pull it away but I held onto it.

      "The first time is the hardest. It will stay with you forever. I will not lie to you and tell you you won't get nightmares, or always see his face, or that it will get better. What I can tell you is like most things, if you do it enough it becomes easier. I know that sounds fucked up, but the world ain't all sunshine and rainbows."

      "I--he--it--"

      "Sorry, but we haven't got time for that. You either bury it deep and deal with it at a later time, or you go back to the transport carriers and wait for us to pick you up. What is it going to be?"

      She opened her mouth, then closed it again, then opened it before looking away from me. 

      I gave her a minute while she dealt with her emotions, all the while listening for any incoming threats. Finally looking back my way, she gave me a nod and I let go of her spear. She took one more look at the body, before taking a deep breath and moving past me. 

      I watched her go, angry at the innocence I had just robbed and wondered how many more I would claim before this was over. 

      Pushing the question down where it collected with all the other regrets--pain--mistakes, I followed after her.
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      We didn't encounter anyone in the next five minutes, which saw us take more twists and turns than if we had been walking a maze. 

      A sound up ahead, different to the pounding machinery around us, made me grab Fae by the arm and pull her into the shadows of a hulking machine. Bodies pressed close to cold steel we held our breath as I saw shadows before two men passed us by. I waited on the count of six to make sure no one else was following and peered out in the direction they had come from to see if it was all clear. Turning back towards their backs I fired up my spear and blasted two bolts of electricity into their rear.

      They both jerked on the spot in a dance that was almost comical for a few seconds before they collapsed on the ground. Smoke wafted from their bodies and the smell of charred skin and burnt hair hit the back of my throat. 

      I moved towards them and poked both of them with my spear but got no response. 

      Making sure Fae had my back covered I went to move them but leapt back as a shock caused my hand to go numb. Shaking my hand out I used my spear to turn them over and wished I hadn't. 

      Their charred flesh reminded me of pork roasted over an open flame. Their soulless eyes and opened mouths still wondered what had happened. 

      It was a sight that would be seared onto my soul until the end of time. 

      I heard footsteps behind me, but I held my hand up and stopped Fae in her tracks. I looked back and looked her in the eye and shook my head. I don't know what she saw in my face, but it was enough for her to take a step back.

      I quickly tapped the bodies, making sure they won't still discharging, and moved them out of sight. 

      I knew I couldn't keep hiding from people forever, but the longer we went undetected the better it was for us. Making sure everything was in place we moved on again.

      We continued with sharp turn after sharp turn, our nerves now pulled to the breaking point as we waited to come across our next targets. Smoke and dust blasted from our left and right covering us in grime.

      I wanted us to move with caution and care, but the longer we didn't come across anyone the faster our pace picked up. Almost like we were eager for the action to begin. Eager to partake in the bloodshed. We took another sharp bend and were met with a blast of smoke and dust that rained down from the heavens and obstructed our view. 

      I stopped in my tracks and placed my palm out so Fae could do the same.

      All I could see around me was dust and smoke. But something didn't feel right. Fae pushed against my hand, itching to move forward, but I restrained her. It felt like we were being watch--

      Three figures leapt out of the smoke like wraiths looking for lost souls.

      I shoved Fae back as I moved backwards. A pickaxe landed inches from where we had been, sinking a foot into the soft earth. 

      The three men looked ugly, uglier and grotesque. Their skin shone from the dust and smoke around them and their eyes gleamed with a look you could get only from drugs. The one who had swung the pickaxe picked it up and licked his lips our way.

      "Well, well, what do we have--"

      My arm shot forward and my spear embedded itself into his chest, stabbing him in the heart. He looked at me shocked--lost for words, but words in battle were for fools and I didn't have time to spend on small fry like him. He toppled to the side dead before he hit the ground and I leapt on the attack. 

      My next opponent moved back out of the way of my first thrust. In his haste to escape he tripped over his feet and fell backwards. The clumsy gesture saved him from certain death, as I struck nothing but air.

      The last remaining opponent screamed Fae's way and rushed her. There was nothing I could do for her now, as my own opponent was getting back to his feet.

      She would have to fend for herself until I could give a helping hand.

      The man in front of me uncurled a bullwhip from behind his back and I took a hesitant step back, causing him to grin as he flicked it my way. The air cracked like a gunshot going off as the tip of the whip flickered past my ear. It moved so fast I could barely make it out. 

      I took another step back and could hear the sounds of the fight between Fae and her opponent happening somewhere to my far left; grunts and yells tried to distract me but I needed to stay focused on what was before me. 

      I leapt back as a rock in front of me cracked in two from the impact of the whip hitting it. 

      If the whip struck me it wouldn't be instant death, but I could lose an eye or be kept at bay while the cavalry came to our enemies' rescue. I needed to act and I needed to act quick. 

      Every time I moved the ground before me was struck with the force of the whip. I darted forward and back trying to get the timing of the whip but not coming close. I could fire an electric bolt at my attacker, but I wanted to see how far I had come. How much of a difference my AI parts made. Because if I didn't start pushing against the boundaries of what I thought was possible, then I would never stand a chance of rescuing Kushim and Poppy. Yes, I could take the easy route now, but it wouldn't serve me for the future.

      I watched the tension held in the arm. I watched the flick of the wrist. I watched the unfurling of the whip. I saw it all and pushed my senses to analyse the information coming my way.

      Every time his hand moved back I had a split second to react. I had to--

      Move! Enough thinking. Move.

      I allowed my feet to push me off and I narrowed my gaze as I saw his hand come back in slow motion. The muscles in my legs felt like they were spring-loaded as I ducked low and felt the air above me crack like lightning splitting the sky. His wrist came back and it was as if I was watching the whole thing in slow motion; his wrist came forward and I could see it. 

      I could see the whip as an extension of his arm as it came my way. 

      I shifted my body to the right and felt my arm move as if it was shifting between frames of a movie. One minute it was at my side, the next it was higher and higher and higher. I felt something wrap around my hands and I jerked to a stop, dust billowing in the air.

      Hand held taut before me, the whip extended from my opponent's hand and ended in my fist. I looked down at it and smiled. 

      "How--" began my attacker, but I leapt forward and jabbed my spear upwards, driving it into his guts. Eyes wide he looked at me in disbelief, but it didn't last long as I twisted my spear back out pulling out his guts and ending his suffering before it started.

      Hand still holding the end of the whip I looked down at him lost in my own thoughts. Realising I wasn't alone and I couldn't hear the sound of Fae's fight anymore I spun around to see her looking at me askew. 

      "What?" I asked.

      "You moved... you moved so fast, I couldn't see you for--"

      An explosion rocked the ground beneath us, bringing silence from the dominating noise of the machines and replacing it with the screams and cries of battle. A mushroom cloud of fire and smoke rose to our left and another to our right as two more explosions went off. 

      Whatever they were couldn't be any good.

      "Come on! Whatever is going on, our people need our help," I said, taking off and ignoring the weird look Fae gave me.
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      We sprinted towards the sound of battle and emerged into a square space where electricity flew from spears and bullets were fired from guns. I pushed Fae out of the way as a pickaxe-wielding guard landed in the middle of us swinging it with abandonment. I leaned out of the way and smashed it out of his hand then swept my spear across his throat. 

      He fell to the ground as another came upon me. With a thrust and yank he was also dead. 

      More guards came towards us and I went back to back with Fae.

      She was handling her own, but was slowly being overwhelmed by Bennie's men, who poured out of every shadow and hole like drowning rats looking for dry land. 

      I looked over my shoulder and saw her eyes widen with fear before she locked onto mine and gave me a focused nod. I turned my attention to the fight at hand. We moved as one--her defending, me attacking; me defending, her attacking. 

      A crowd formed around us but we kept them at bay long enough for help to arrive; screams from the group's rear sounded as our forces attacked them from behind. Not knowing which way to turn they tried to fight on two fronts but they only worsened their condition. Realising they were in a losing fight, they broke ranks and scattered.

      "You got this?" I asked Fae.

      "Go!" 

      It was the only answer I needed as we broke apart and I moved forward with purpose. No one escaped my wrath as I moved like a machine, locking onto a target, finishing it, then moving on to the next. 

      I fought one on one. 

      Two on one.

      Four on one.

      But none of these men came close to the simulated actions of the New Humans in the Training Room. 

      They were all too slow. They didn't learn from their mistakes. They didn't capitalise on my mistakes. They were ruled by emotion and not logic. 

      Before long nothing but silence dominated the air as I came to a stop covered in blood with dead bodies piled at my feet. I scanned my surroundings for any sign of the enemy. Something touched me on the shoulder and I swung around and brought the blade of my spear to rest against Zizi's throat. Eyes wide in fear she held her hands up.

      "Sorry," I said lowering my weapon, "I was just..."

      "No need. The battle overcomes the best of us. I was watching you. What you did out there was--"

      "Have we secured the area?"

      She looked taken aback; about to say something she shook her head and tried again: "Yes. They had a larger force than we first thought, but most of them were drunk, high, or just plain out of shape. They started out stronger, but their lack of discipline soon gave way to panic."

      "How many people did we lose?"

      "One."

      Thin-lipped, I shook my head. 

      "It's war. There shall be more casualties to come. Try not to let it weigh you down.

      "How are the workers?"

      "We had to stop the guards from killing them. Cunts!" Zizi spat. "It wasn't bad enough they were mistreating them, for some reason they wanted none to be rescued."

      "People only want people dead either because of love, revenge or to keep a secret hidden."

      "Well, we can rule out the first two."

      I said nothing as I watched the burning wreckage around me. Black smoke poured into the air like water flowing upwards. Bodies lay in the dirt, faces covered in red chalk-like clay. Former slaves moaned and cried begging the skies for justice but it fell on deaf ears, like it so often did for the downtrodden. 

      "Then we question the workers," I said, turning to Zizi.

      "What do you want us to do with the guards who are still alive?"

      I turned away from her and surveyed it all and knew this was just a taste of what was to come. 

      Could I stomach it? Could I live with myself after this was all said and done? Could I do what my enemies would?

      Two faces appeared before me. One so cute and chubby I could pinch his cheeks, another so jaw-droppingly beautiful I could stare at her all day. Two people who had been taken away. Two people I would do anything to get back.

      "Kill them. Kill them all."
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      I had thought Zizi would have protested against the killings, but she said nothing as she gave out the order. The look she sent my way told me she wasn't happy about it, but like she had told me, we were at war. But in this war, there would be no prisoner camps. 

      If the enemy wanted to flee then I wouldn't hunt them down, but there would be no quarter given to prisoners. 

      There would be no tending of their injuries and making sure they survived. Not after what they had done. Not after the kidnapping of the slaves, the rape and mistreatment of the women on Bennie's ship and the utter lack of compassion they showed to the people they thought less of. 

      There was a time when I would have tried to show them the error of their ways, when I would have been the first to make sure there wasn't any necessary bloodshed. But look where that had gotten me. Those days had long since passed. 

      The only people I was concerned about harming were the people who were turned into New Humans against their will and forced to fight. They didn't have a say in their actions. They were just being used as puppets. They as well as my family were who I wanted to save, were who I had sympathy for.

      Everyone else had chosen their side. 

      Anyway, I was being merciful, I told myself. 

      Death was better than what they would have put me or my people through if they had captured us. 

      But still, those words sounded empty and hollow. 

      I didn't need to convince myself, though, I just needed to convince the people who fought for me. 

      I moved to a circle where the workers had all been gathered. Many were injured and fearful. We couldn't do anything about the injuries, but we had assured them they had nothing to fear. How many times had they heard that? How many times had they believed it?

      "Ladies and gentlemen! Please! Ladies and gentlemen, a moment of your time," I said, shouting over the muttering which was sweeping through the crowd. "My name is Quinton Blake and I am here to save you."

      "Are you from the World Government?" shouted someone in the crowd.

      "No."

      "One of the major governments in the inner realm?"

      "No."

      "From the--"

      "I am from a planet called Safe Haven," I said, cutting off the flow of questions, as everyone gave me stunned looks of confusion. "Safe Haven is a planet on the outer realm--"

      "The outer realm!" someone wailed. "Then we're as good as dead. What good can you--"

      "Hey! Listen up, you fucktards," said Zizi, coming to stand next to me. "We didn't have to save your miserable lives, but we chose to because we hate seeing people suffer. We have suffered losses just like you and will probably suffer more in trying to free your kin who are held captive in the compound on this planet. Now, I hate seeing suffering but what I hate seeing more is people who have given up all hope and just want to complain about their lot in life. Sometimes life kicks you between the legs and smiles while it does it, but you know what you've got to do, you've got to get right back up and smile back. 

      "Now. You are all free to leave--we won't stop you--but if you listen to this man, you may have a better chance of surviving."

      I looked to Zizi at a loss for words. And I thought I was the one being harsh! 

      "Ladies and gentlemen," I said once again, "we are only here to help you. Like I said, we are from a planet called Safe Haven and we are trying to stop the people who are doing this to you. But for us to fully succeed, we need your help. We need to know everything about the compound that you are being held in, how large a force we face, where the prisoners are held, what weaponry it holds, what takes place in the compound. If you fill us in on those details then I promise you we shall free your loved ones."

      Everyone was silent as they looked at me with suspicion, before looking at each other. A wave of emotions passed through the crowd--everything from fear to hate, until they finally settled on hope. 

      As one they turned to me and like water bursting from a mains pipe information began coming my way.
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      Metal rumbled under my feet and the rumble travelled up my seat as it felt like the fillings from my teeth were about to fall out. I looked out of the window to my left and saw a host of machines in the fading light roaring across the red plains, all travelling in one direction.  

      They left a trail of red dust a mile long as each machine travelled at maximum speed towards the compound, which we could see in the distance. The machines were made up of a mixture of diggers, dumpers and everything in between. Coated with red dust and held together with bits of wire in some places, they had seen better days, but it was what we had. We had taken everything from the digging site not nailed down and had set fire to the rest.

      I looked to my side and could see Zizi's helmeted head as she drove the machine we were in. 

      The dust caused by the machines made visibility next to impossible and made breathing even worse. The workers we had collected had wrapped their faces with whatever bits of cloth they could find as they huddled with their heads down trying their best to weather the storm.

      "Are you sure about this?" Zizi asked me over the comms on a private line.

      "It's perfect. Better than the plan I was originally going to go with. They won't expect a thing and when they do, it'll be too late."

      Zizi chuckled before responding, "I can see why that crazy ginger fucker follows you. You're crazier than he is."

      "Have you informed the ships on what's happening?" 

      "They'll be ready. Don't worry. They'll be ready."

      In no time at all the looming grey walls of the compound were approaching. They stood fifty feet in the air and had a dozen gun nests rested on top of the walls, evenly spaced with most of them pointing towards the ground. The closer I got I could see why. Barely a handful of them were manned. It looked like the information the workers had given us was correct.

      Not only were the men on-site lax and lazy in their duties, but it looked like it was a problem that stemmed from the base itself. 

      We continued our journey and slowed down as we approached the gates for the compound. Steel doors, which had no doubt once been shiny but were now coated with red dust, gave off an ominous feeling as if we were entering the gates of hell. Our vehicle was the first in the pack; Zizi slowed it all the way down and came to a rolling stop ten feet away from the gate. I looked her way and gave her a nod and got out of the machine's cabin.

      I expected my heart to be beating erratically. I expected my mouth to be dry. But I experienced none of that, as I strode confidently towards a key slot in the wall. 

      I took out a keycard, which I had collected from one of the guards with the help of the workers, and inserted it into the key slot in front of me. I waited for the light bulb above me to go from red to green before I pulled it out and returned to the machine's cabin.

      Sitting back in my seat I waited for the gate to open and smiled as it slowly hinged inwards.

      At least that worked, I thought as Zizi gave me a tense nod and drove the machine through the doors.

      We entered a courtyard the size of a football field that had blue water drums lined along the walls, and pieces of machine parts, weapons, fuel tanks and every other odds and ends you would find in a metal scrap yard. None of it was organised, and it spoke of a disarray which not only ended here but was buried deep in the culture of the place, much like everything else I had seen.

      As the other vehicles piled in behind us and filled up the courtyard, they parked in such a way as to block most of the entrances and exits of the barracks and other buildings but left the main entrance free. 

      People could still come and go from the entrances we had blocked, but the number that could do so en masse was greatly decreased, meaning we didn't have to worry about large crowds swarming us before we were ready.

      Zizi turned off the ignition as the rest of the machines' drivers did likewise.

      I brought up my HUD and selected a timer, which I broadcasted to the rest of our team, who also had their helmets on. I moved the timer back till it showed five minutes in flashing dark red.

      "Alright. Listen up, everyone. We have five minutes to make sure we clear and secure all the gun nests and keep the main doors open till reinforcements arrive. I want this done as quietly as possible. I don't want anyone from inside the compound knowing anything is wrong until our ships are descending from the skies. When they do we can't do anything about the noise, so the gig will be up, but if we can keep them in the dark as long as possible it will mean the losses we take will be less.

      "Unfortunately we lost a member back at the digging site, so I want the rest of you to form up in teams of two and I'll be the lone man out. Keep the comms clear unless it's an emergency. Let's do this right. Let's do this well. Our teammate gave their life so we could be here; let's not waste this opportunity."

      I looked to Zizi, who had lowered her helmet. "You sure you don't need someone to back you up, and I'll be the lone person--"

      "No," I said, cutting her off, "I appreciate the gesture, but there will come a point when I'll be alone when I face him, so I need to get used to fighting that way."

      About to say something else, she looked at me askew and nodded her head as she raised her helmet back up.

      The first touches of night were upon us, as I looked at the courtyard and saw everyone exit their vehicles and make off in different directions. The workers we had rescued would remain in the vehicles so they would come to no harm. 

      Seeing a set of stone stairs to my left I moved in that direction and climbed them, spear at the ready. 

      The dim lights embedded in the walls created more shadow and darkness that played on your sight, instead of illuminating where you were going. I entered a corridor with another set of stairs positioned at the far end of it that led up. I hurried towards it and had just reached the first step when I heard voices coming down.

      "It's about time Clive, that donkey fucker, came back; he still hasn't paid up from the last poker game we played," said a gruff voice, as I positioned myself off to the side of the stairs in an alcove shrouded by shadow. 

      "Yeah, well, I'm surprised the crew are back with all the machines if I'm honest," said another. "Thought their orders were to keep digging for about eight weeks until Bennie came back."

      "I'm glad they're back, it means my ass doesn't have to be out there on the next shift," said Gruff Voice.

      "Even so, Bennie won't be happy. You know how much he wants to get that shit put into him, and if he doesn't deliver then Alvis won't come through on his promise."

      "I don't get it--why would Bennie want to become like one of those mindless fuckers?"

      "That's the thing, he won't. Alvis has promised him he'll get to be in charge of his own thoughts. He'll have all the benefits of a New Human and none of the negative side effects. Much like the woman who Alvis is trying to break. If you--"

      Poppy. They were talking about Poppy. My heart leapt into my throat for the first time since I had left The Kennel. I had stopped listening to what they were saying as my thoughts floated back to my wife. Knowing she was still fighting against Alvis no matter how weakly still made my heart flutter.

      "There's nothing here though," said Gruff Voice, snapping me out of my thoughts. "I know we are meant to mine for this ore but this planet is nothing but red dust. Between the machines always clogging up because of the stuff, or everyone coughing up shit like we all smoke twenty a day, there is nothing to be had on this planet."

      "Come on, don't be an idiot. We're not here for some metal ore, we here because this compound is being used as a factory--"

      Two men emerged onto the corridor landing, backs turned to me, and I attacked. My spear flashed forward impaling one, who let out a startled cry cut short by the twist of my blade. The other turned to me hand going towards his waistline, but when he found it empty, he looked up at me in horror.

      It was the look that he died with.

      I had wanted to find out more by listening to them but I didn't have time to waste. I had already lost time just by waiting for them to come down.

      Four minutes.

      I sprinted up the stairs taking two at a time and came to another corridor that offered me nothing but bare walls, with three doors positioned along the wall to my right. I moved along it as quietly as I could and passed the first door but was stopped in my tracks as the second door in front of me opened and a dark face with an afro shouted out before turning to me, "Hey, Bill--"

      He looked at me. I looked at him.

      "Who the fuck are you!?"

      I closed my eyes in frustration as I heard the door behind me crack open.

      "Yeah, Yann, you wanted some--who the fuck is that?" came a voice from behind me.

      Without skipping a beat I flicked my spear behind me and launched it backwards where a cry told me it had hit its target. In the same motion, I swung my foot between Yann's legs and caught him square in the balls, he let out a high-pitched squeal as he dropped to one knee.

      "What's going on out there?" 

      "Yann, you OK?"

      Voices came out of both rooms as I heard feet making their way towards me. Shit! The sneaky plan of attack I'd had was quickly going out of the window. 

      I open hand struck the man's throat in front of me; he let out a gurgling sound as he clutched his windpipe and fell to the floor. 

      Spinning on my heel, I yanked my spear out of the corpse that had been behind me and kicked the first door, slamming it back closed into the face of someone face who cried out in surprise. Turning back around I saw two men exiting the same door Yann had. I blocked the first punch thrown at me and stomped on my attacker's kneecap popping it out of place.

      He screamed in surprise as he hobbled on one leg, pain highlighted on his face. It didn't last long as I drove my spear under his jaw switching off the lights behind his eyes.

      Three minutes ten.

      The door behind me slammed open again and the man in whose face I had kicked the door stormed into the corridor. 

      I manoeuvred my body so I could see the two men who remained. One had a bloody nose from the door smash, the other was unmarked as he had stayed further back and watched the action unfold instead of joining in. He was the most dangerous of the lot. 

      I shifted my body forward and they shifted theirs back. I couldn't be the counterattacker here, I had to go on the offensive because time was running out. 

      I rushed towards Bloody-nose and had to leap back as a blade was thrown my way from the man who had stayed back. It missed me by inches, bouncing off the wall and clattering on the floor by my feet. If I hadn't been expecting his attack, he would have got me. 

      Two minutes forty.

      Any minute now our ships would be closing in on the compound and if I didn't make sure those gun nests were clear then we would be fucked. 

      I would have to kick things up another notch. 

      Launching myself forward into a roll, I picked up the throwing knife that had ended up by my feet and threw it at the man who had thrown it. My throwing knife didn't hit its target but instead intercepted a knife thrown my way.

       I completed my roll,  came up to one knee and drove my spear into Bloody-nose's guts. His stilled mouth formed an expression of surprise as I pulled the spear out, spilling his guts on the floor. As I leapt sideways another two knives thrown at me missed and embedded themselves into Bloody-nose's chest, finishing off what I started.

      Getting to my feet I sprinted the way of my last attacker, using my spear to deflect the blades thrown at me. 

      Everything around me moved at a slow rate. I could read the trajectory of the blades. I could see my opponent's movements before he completed them. The closer I got the more my opponent panicked, throwing knives that I didn't even have to block. With horror on his face, realising he was facing his impending death, he threw his last knife at me, which I caught and sent back his way embedding it between his eyes.

      He toppled backwards and I came to a halt, making sure everyone was dead.

      One minute fifty.

      I could hear the rumble of ships' engines in the distance. I needed to move. 

      I ran up another flight of stairs, which seemed to go on forever. Legs burning I pushed myself as Zizi's voice came over the comms: "There are two nests that are still active. Someone get to them before our people try and make a landing!"

      Gritting my teeth I pushed myself harder.

      How fucking long are these stairs?

      I looked up and could see a glimmer of light, shaped in the outline of a door. Putting on one final burst of speed I emerged onto the battlements and could see a mad panic taking place twenty feet away from me.

      A group of men fell about themselves as they tried to get the mounted gun pointed skywards. 

      Powering up my spear I ran their way and began firing. I hit the first two in the side causing them to fall sideways where the electric current passed through them and shocked the other men around them. 

      A bullet pinged off the flagstones near my head, but I kept on going, shooting electric bolt after electric bolt. Men screamed and smoked before my eyes but I kept on going. 

      One man remained but he abandoned ship and sprinted in the opposite direction. I leapt over the bodies in the gun nest and came to a crashing halt on one knee as I looked up and could see where he was running to. 

      The last remaining manned gun nest.

      He waved his arms and screamed blue murder as the men in that nest turned in our direction and pointed their guns our way, while others tried to get the mounted gun to work.

      Forty seconds.

      I could see the vague outline of our ships descending from the heavens, as the last remaining gun nest swung upwards and locked onto a target.

      Move!

      I sprinted with everything I had as they fired bullets my way. 

      Head ducked low, I rushed forward until I was behind the man who was trying to escape and latched onto the back of his shirt, using him as a shield while I fired electric bolts around him. I couldn't see if I was hitting my targets or not. My only goal was to close the distance. 

      The man who I was using as a body shield had gone silent as multiple bullets had impacted his body. Finally getting within six feet of the nest I threw the body forward and leapt over it in a somersault, firing electric bolts below me. The movement was effortless to me as my body responded in ways it had never done before.

      As I landed back on my feet my arm shot forward and I slew the man before me, blood shooting in the air. 

      One last man remained and he ignored me completely as he sighted down the mounted gun, bringing it in line with the oncoming ship. I applauded his effort to his duty in the face of death but it was ill-fated. 

      He had lost.

      I ended his life swiftly, his blood splashing against the metal of the gun as our ships finally came in to land.

      We had taken the castle.
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      I stepped over bodies that littered the courtyard. 

      Blood had been spilt on both sides and had mixed in the red clay of the ground, making it into some hellish concoction that any horror film studio would be proud to use. 

      The fighting had been fierce and bloodier than I had expected. 

      After the ships landed and the other members of Bennie's crew realised something was going on, they tried to come out in force, but with the machines blocking their pathways they had to come out in twos and threes. But it was still enough to put pressure on our team. After the men inside the compound realised they were not going to win the fight, they fought harder, like wounded animals looking for some way out. 

      It was then that some of our people, having thought they already had the victory, lost their lives. They lost focus. They became too relaxed. 

      It was a costly mistake and one they would never make again. 

      When Bennie's men realised they couldn't escape through the courtyard of the compound, they retreated back inside and scattered like rats into the building. 

      Sealing the main doors of the compound and all exits, we moved through the compound in teams. We had to make sure no one survived. Word couldn't get out about what had happened here. I needed Bennie and Alvis to be in the dark about what was coming next.

      Inch by inch we had pushed through the building, leaving no stone unturned as we swept through its halls. 

      Willis, Tuari, Zizi and I were standing in front of a holographic map in the middle of a corridor deep in the bowels of the beast when a runner came up to us panting. 

      "What's wrong?" Zizi asked the panting man, whose hands were on his knees.

      "We've found something."

      "What?" she asked.

      "It's better if we show you."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      They brought us to something that resembled a door, but the word wasn't enough to describe it. Grand entrance. Gateway to the promised land. Stargate.

      None of these words best described what I was looking at. A circular metal door at least two hundred feet across stood blocking our way to what was beyond it. The door was made out of the same type of metal ore used to create the New Humans, but that's where the similarities ended. The metal had taken on a dark red hue making it gothic in appearance. Circular indents formed a ring around the door and I could see a large keypad embedded in the centre of it from where we stood.

      At the bottom of the door was a pile of something smoking, which smelled like pork.

      "What the fuck is it?" asked Willis.

      "A door obviously, gingernuts," said Tuari.

      "I can see that, but what's behind the door? Why are we all standing here with our dicks in our hands--"

      "Speak for yourself," said Zizi.

      "--instead of finding out."

      One of the men who had found it just pointed to the smoking pile on the floor.

      "What's that?" Willis asked.

      "The last person who tried to find out what's behind the door," he said.

      "Ah."

      I licked my lips as I took a step forward, but one of the men placed an arm out in front of me. "I don't know what weapons those things are, but they liquefied Bobby's flesh like he had been thrown into a vat of acid. I can still hear the screams."

      I gripped his shoulder and gave him a nod as I made my way towards the door; I sidestepped the pile of human remains and finally found myself in front of a numbered keypad. Mouth dry, I brought my hands gently up and touched the door. 

      It vibrated under my hand, then the circular indents pulled back and weapons in the shape of guns emerged from the metal that had slid back.

      I heard gasps from behind me.

      I didn't move.

      "Why did they attack last time?" I asked.

      "Shouldn't you have asked that question before you approached it, fuck-face?" said Willis. 

      I rolled my eyes as my question was answered by one of the men behind me. "Bobby pressed the numbers on the keypad on the door, then the keypad flashed red and he tried to run but the guns got him."

      I nodded my head as I focused my gaze on the pad in front of me; I needed a numeric password to get in.

      "How many times did Bobby try and guess the numeric password?"

      "Once."

      Great, I thought as a stone started to form at the bottom of my stomach as Willis laughed.

      "Try not to fuck it up," he said, between fits of laughter.

      Mouth dry, I moved my hand to the keypad and was tracked the whole way by the machines in the door. Bringing my fingers to a stop millimetres from the door a thought occurred to me.

      "Hold up. Have you tried asking one of Bennie's men if they know the password, instead of us just guessing?"

      "That would be a great idea," said Zizi, "but it was your idea to leave none of them alive... remember?"

      I bit back a reply as I closed my eyes.

      "Come on! Get on with it," said Willis.

      "Yeah, we demand a show," said Tuari.

      "Will you two shut up! I'm trying to think," I said as I looked at the numbers on the pad before me and tried to think of what the password would be. Alvis's birthday? The coordinates of where he was born? The year they imprisoned him? The date he got out? The date he created Poppy?

      I shook my head as one question after another came to me. They were all great guesses, but I didn't know the date of any of them, and I didn't know which one was the correct answer. Each one seemed as important as the last, but which one stood above all of them? Hand still in place, I thought of what else we could do to get through this door.

      Blasting it open could work, might work, but with a genius mind like Alvis's he would have fail-safes against something like that. 

      Hacking it open would also work, but how many lives was I willing to endanger to get this thing open?

      I thought back to what I was doing this for and once again my family came into my mind's eye; I smiled as I saw Poppy holding Kushim and tried to think of what she would do.

      Of course! The answer was so obvious.

      Fingers dancing on the keypad I entered the password, 16-15-16-16-25, and stepped back.

      The guns above me whined as they tracked my movement and appeared to be powering up as I held my breath and waited to see if I was right. 

      A second passed. Then another. And another. The sweat from the middle of my back ran down my spine. 

      With an ever-increasing whine from the weapons, they finally powered down and sank back into the door as the door lifted into the ceiling.

      "How did you know what the password would be?" asked Zizi, coming to stand next to me.

      "Easy. It's my wife's name."

      "Well, at least that's taken care of," she replied. But I wasn't listening as I looked through the gap the door had created and finally laid eyes on what I had come all this way for.
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      Row upon row of human-sized capsules stretched out before us. 

      White with clear fronts, they nested on top of a bird's nest of metal that supported them in midair; I welcomed the sights I had once seen back at Alvis's main base. 

      Gasps from the crew behind me told me how impressive the sight was. 

      Like back at Alvis's main station, the capsules were connected at the back to large cables that snaked off into the distance. Taking a step forward I stopped and amplified my voice through my helmet's speakers.

      "Whatever you see beyond this door, I want no one to attack anything. No matter what happens to me, no matter what attacks me, I want everyone to stay back and if I need assistance I shall say so. Do I make myself clear?" 

      A chorus of yesses sounded behind me as I moved forward again.

      It didn't take long to enter the space properly. It reminded me of an underground cave belonging to a crazy scientist--which, in fact, it was. 

      An eerie silence filled the space, as nothing but our footsteps could be heard. I moved my head from left to right, but I saw no New Humans attending to the needs of the capsules like they had done back at Alvis's station. Unlike at Alvis's station, the number of capsules here only numbered a couple of thousand. This was his backup secondary site, in case his main station got destroyed or found out by the World Government before he was ready to set his plans in motion.

      I had found out about this place in his field notes, which I had taken from his lab. This was his Plan B if everything went to shit.

      We walked on for some time until I found what I wanted.

      A cluster of New Humans was attending to individual capsules like nurses on a patient ward. They checked holographic readings, and some even cleaned the capsules until they sparkled and shone. 

      I felt the tension from the crew grow behind me but I lifted my hand and halted their progress. "Remember what I told you. I shall discipline anyone who disobeys my orders. In fact, stay where you are."

      I walked forward but stopped. There was one New Human no less than ten feet away from me who looked familiar. The baggy clothes she wore failed to hide her curves but somehow enhanced them. Full lips were  set on a beautiful face with soft brown skin. I remembered the first time I had seen it and the joy and mischief it held. 

      Now, her face was nothing but a blank mask as she moved through her duties like a soulless doll.

      "Sam?" I said, getting closer, but I got no response. 

      Sam, who had first greeted me with nothing but a see-through robe back at Guru Roshan's station. Sam, who had greeted me with kindness and saw past my disability when I couldn't walk. Sam, who had suffered because of me, because Poppy had lied about her being my wife, the things she faced at Bennie's hands...

      "Sam, it's me, Quinton, Quinton Blake."

      Still, I got no response as she continued on with her duties.

      "Sam, it's okay, we've taken care of Bennie's men. We're here to rescue you."

      I took another step and stopped. It was like she was the only one in the room and couldn't see or hear me. I noticed the large chip placed across the back of her neck, visible under her skin. It was what Alvis used to control the people he turned into New Humans, but it was also what he used to kill them. Going by his notes he could still control the New Humans, by giving them a list of tasks to complete or live by--almost like having a computer software always running in the background.

      I took another step and was within touching distance of her when I looked back at my crew to make sure they were far enough away, before I turned back to see her looking me full in the face. 

      The helmet of my suit was down, so she could see who I was but if she recognised me she showed no recognition.

      "Come on, Sam," I said, reaching out to touch her arm, "it's time to go home--"

      Her hands darted forward and latched onto my wrist locking it in place. I looked to her hand then back to her face, which was still blank, before she open-palmed me in the chest sending me flying backwards.

      Sliding along the floor with the wind knocked out of me I came to a stop some distance away.

      "You still sure you want no help?" Willis asked, merriment in his voice.

      Ignoring him I shook myself and got slowly back to my feet. 

      She was still in the same position I had left her. Making my way back to her, I tried to grab for her arm again but the same result happened, only this time I slid further along my ass. Head coming to a stop near Willis's boots, I saw his brushy beard part in a grin, but I lifted my finger and pointed his way.

      "Not. A. Fucking. Word."

      I got back up to my feet and made the journey to her once again, but this time I didn't touch her. Finger tapping my lips I slowly walked around her and thought of what to do. 

      It was easy to kill someone, but it was always magnitudes harder to subdue a resisting opponent without injuring them. 

      Still walking around her lost in thought I didn't watch my footing, which caused me to knock into one of the capsules next to us. Her eyes snapped to it as it rocked back and forth slowly then came to a halt. She rushed to it and checked it over before slowly turning her head my way.

      "Oh-oh!" said Willis. "You done pissed her off now."

       Sam stepped away from the capsules and I could sense something was different. Eyes flashing red she came at me with speed. I barely had time to adjust as she sent a punch my way; moving out of its path I realised at the last second that the punch wasn't what I needed to be worried about, it was the blade that came out of the back of her fist.

      When the blade shot out of the back of her hand I moved my head out of the way but it wasn't fast enough, as she nicked me across the cheek. 

      I leapt away from her bringing my thumb up to wipe away the blood on my cheek but she didn't give me a moment's rest before she was on the attack again. This time she had both blades from the backs of her hands out as she looked to separate my head from my shoulders. 

      Ducking and back-stepping I went through what had caused her change of behaviour. 

      It had to do with the capsule. I had inadvertently knocked against it, which in her head had been seen as my wanting to cause the machine harm. No doubt Alvis had programmed all the New Humans to protect the capsules with their life while they were under his control. It was something I was grateful for because if we had attempted to move any of them, the bloodshed that would have occurred would have been horrific.

      This way, I was the only one in danger.

      I rolled out of the way and came to my feet as Zizi whistled my way. I looked to her as she threw a spear in my direction; grabbing hold of it I swirled it before me while Sam assessed the changed environment in front of her. She recognised what I was holding in my hand as a weapon and she responded accordingly. 

      Instead of coming at me full-on, she circled me slowly looking for an opening. 

      I didn't know if it was Sam herself who recognised the threat or her AI programming. Her facial expression was still blank, her eyes gave nothing away, but her movements and tactics had adapted to the environment around her. 

      Standing still I waited for her to come to me. She did so slowly, darting one way then another before she launched herself at me, bladed fist coming faster and faster, causing sparks to fly against the metal of the spear. She tried to overwhelm me and push me back and I gave like the grass flowing with her movements. Never forcing anything. Never trying to resist too much. Never allowing myself to be out of position.

      The harder she fought the less success she was having until I could read her movements like a children's book. 

      Stepping into her guard I shoulder-checked her with enough force to push her back then I swept her legs out from underneath her, causing her to land on her back. She didn't stay there for long but rolled back to her feet and came to a stop some feet away from me while she reassessed the situation. 

      I took a step forward but stopped, when I saw her turn her head towards the other New Humans and her eyes flash red once again.

      Shit. I had a bad feeling about this.

      I didn't have to wait long to be proven right as two more New Humans split from the back and came to stand next to Sam. Blades slowly sliding from the backs of their hands, all three looked at me and I knew I was in trouble.
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      They came fast and coordinated.

      They didn't allow me to get into a rhythm. They didn't allow me to get into a flow, as I ducked and dodged and tried to keep out of their range of attack. Sweat poured from my pores as the seriousness of the situation I was in took hold. 

      I ducked a punch from Sam but got nicked across the thigh by another New Human. Jumping back out of the way of that attack caused me to land into another attack coming from someone else. 

      "I know you said you didn't want any help," said Willis, "but watching your captain get his ass handed to him does nothing for the troops' morale, you know."

      I ignored him and tried to block out all other input stimuli apart from the fight happening to me. 

      I had improved; unlike in the Training Room I could now follow my attackers' movements... barely, but I had only ever fought two New Humans in the simulation. Adding an extra body meant I had to process what was happening around me at a much higher speed. There were more limbs involved, there was more distance to cover. 

      Not only that but it appeared all three bodies shared some cybernetic link.

      They attacked in unison, like one machine, so it made actually getting a hit on one of them that much harder. But I was learning. Slowly, gradually, I was getting a read on their movements as I pushed my body to keep up. 

      Sam thrust her arm forward and I stepped back an inch to the left and swept her legs from out underneath her. She collapsed to the floor as another body took her place and swung at me wildly. Rolling along the outside of the attacker's arm, I slammed the butt of my spear in their back forcing them to collide with the last member of their group.

      Leaping back, I watched with interest as the three tried to untangle themselves from each other.

      The Training Room had helped me to get to this point, but no matter how painful the lessons it taught were, it could never replace reality. At the back of my mind while in the Training Room, I knew I could come back from the dead if I died in-game. But out here I wasn't going to get a second chance. I only had one life to play with.

      But I still couldn't dismiss the impact the Training Room had on me. It was something that I would need to look into, to help us further.

      Facing me once again, Sam and her two friends eyed me with caution. 

      I could see calculations taking place while they tried to decide on the best course of action to defeat me. It surprised me the level of fighting skill Sam had; Alvis must have programmed all New Humans with a level of combat skill that they didn't need to train to attain. It made sense. No point creating an army that couldn't fight.

      They came at me again, but it was much of the same. It was like they were following a computer program with a structured pattern of moves, if I moved to A then they moved to B, and if I moved to C then they moved to D. There was no creativity in their movements; nothing they did took me by surprise.

      I fell to my back, lying flat on the floor, and looked up at them as they looked down at me in confusion. 

      It was a move that made no sense. A move that left me defenceless. A move they didn't have a response for. 

      They took a step forward unsure of what to do before they rushed me. I had seen enough. Bringing up my spear towards them I fired three electric bolts their way, causing them to do the herky-jerky where they stood before they collapsed to the floor.

      I got slowly up to my feet and watched as their bodies continued to spasm and jerk. 

      Sam was the first to open her mouth in a silent scream that threatened to tear her jaw off as she reached behind her to the base of her neck where her chip was attached. 

      Silent scream finally becoming a roar of pain and anguish that was backed by the other two people next to her, her body gave a final jerk before it became still. 

      Silence swept through the area like a plague of locusts as I took a step forward. I heard other pairs of feet behind me, but I held out my hand and stopped them from following. 

      Continuing to move forward, I held my spear out before me, as I got within touching distance of Sam. Her eyes followed me as I came to a stop in front of her; there was recollection, there was humanity. I knelt down to my knees and stroked her face as she brought up her hands to touch mine.

      "I..." she began, but it was like she was trying to learn to talk again, "I was awake through it all. I was awake through it all and you came and saved me."

      My heart went out to her as I scooped her up in my arms and allowed my tears to mix with hers. "That's what Good Samaritans do. We save those who need saving."
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      We had recovered all the New Humans who had been working alongside Sam, the same way Sam was. 

      Before they knew what was taking place my men had formed a ring surrounding them and had fired an electric bolt at each of them, causing the chip in the back of their necks to either short circuit or be destroyed. I did not understand what took place when we destroyed the chip, and it was something that Niko would need to look into when we got back to The Jungle, but right now, I was just happy my hunch had paid off about using electricity to combat Alvis's programming.

      It appeared that without Alvis giving the New Humans a direct instruction on what to do, they would just follow their original programming no matter what was taking place around them. 

      Unlike with Poppy, who could think, reason and solve problems, Alvis had limited that in his new creations in fear of them turning on him as Poppy had once done. 

      He had found out the hard way that intelligence couldn't be contained no matter what one did, so he had solved the problem by putting a stop to thought and reason before it even began--but doing so would be his downfall. 

      He was only one man, one being, and even though he thought of himself as God there was only so much he could do against the might of humanity.

      I was back on The Kennel, which was still parked on the grounds in front of the compound, nursing a drink, while I tried not to move my stiff body too much. The adrenaline of battle had long since come and gone, and with it the magic powers of its hand at stopping me from feeling how tired and sore my body really was. I poured myself another shot of Beckford's Rum & Caramel and took a long sip while I allowed it to loosen up my muscles. 

      The door to the canteen opened and I lifted my head to see Zizi walking my way. She took a seat next to me and I grabbed her a glass and poured a shot for her, which I slid her way. Giving me a nod of thanks, she took a sip and smacked her lips.

      "This is some good shit."

      "I know," I said. "Don't tell that ginger bastard I have a couple of bottles or he'll go mad."

      "I thought he didn't touch the stuff anymore."

      "He'll make an exception for this."

      She smiled at me and nodded her head while we sat in silence and just drank, allowing the alcohol to heal our wounds--each a leader and warrior in their own right, who had to carry the burden of the people who followed them, but more importantly had to carry their deaths and sufferings too. 

      "How is the de-programming of the New Humans in the capsules going?" I asked.

      She downed her glass before topping it back up. "With the help of Sam and the other New Humans who were already guarding the capsules we have ejected roughly fifty percent. The other fifty will have to remain in the capsules for another week or two, while their operation becomes complete."

      "Is there no way of ejecting them before that takes place?"

      "Do you want to risk that?" Zizi said, looking at me sharply. "Neither of us has the experience or knowledge of Niko. We could be saving them or we could be killing them if we took them out of those pods too early. The only thing I know for sure is that you do not unplug someone from any type of surgery halfway through."

      "Yeah, I guess you're right. Saying that, that could work in our favour. When I was making my way to the gun nest, I overheard Bennie's men talking and they said he will be back to this compound in the next eight weeks, to collect the metal ore and no doubt the New Humans. It gives us enough time to plan a little surprise attack and rid Alvis of even more men."

      "What did you have in mind?"

      "Nothing too complicated. The main goal of the mission today was to rescue the New Humans on this compound from Alvis's clutches and also bring them into our fold, boosting our numbers even more. Now we've done that, we can take the ones who are awake and transport them to The Jungle, where we can train them and have them spar against our people, so they get a normal feel of how a New Human moves and their strength levels. While we do that, I want to leave a small force here to oversee the completion of the New Humans still in the capsules and welcome them out when they're done. 

      "Then we come back with a larger force than we had today and in plenty of time to set up an ambush for Bennie."

      She looked at me over her glass but said nothing.

      "Look, none of the people who we rescued today have to fight but I am hoping--"

      "That they do," said Zizi with a sad smile.

      "I don't--" I began, but she cut me off.

      "I never met you when you first arrived on Safe Haven, but I have heard enough accounts to know how much you have changed. Gone is the wide-eyed innocent office worker, who shied away from violence. Now sits in his place a man who is thinking of the best way to use the people he rescued only a handful of hours ago. People he knows."

      I looked at her, taking a sip of my drink before looking at the ceiling. Had I changed that much? I guessed I had, in body, soul and mind. 

      "I aim to win this war. No matter what it takes. Yes, some decisions needed to be made that will no doubt stain my soul and have me hating to look in the mirror sometimes, but if I don't do what needs to be done, then who will?"

      "I just hope you know what's at stake."

      "My soul," I said; "it's always been my soul."
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      "I want to show you something," I said to Zizi, as we made our way through The Kennel.

      It had been a few days since we had invaded the compound, we were in final preparations to leave but I had an idea that I wanted to run past Zizi. An idea I'd had while fighting Sam and the other fellow New Humans.

      Coming to the door of the Training Room, I allowed it to open before stepping on through. 

      I waited at the side while I watched Zizi take in the empty space, the two helmets resting in the centre of the room and the suspended wires that kept the human body afloat. She walked around it and said nothing for a few minutes before turning to me and placing her hands on her hips.

      "I give up. What the fuck is it?"

      "This," I said, walking to one of the helmets and picking it up, "is called the Training Room. It's a VR simulation, which we use to train in. It's military-grade spec and all you need to know is that once inside the simulation, an hour equals a day and whatever muscle memory and pathways your brain forms while in the simulation it retains, at superhuman speed. It's why I was able to fight three New Humans at once."

      She looked at me open-mouthed.

      "I know. I know. You probably have a shit ton of questions, none of which I can answer, because the crew acquired this before I joined. So I don't know where they got it or who built it. All I can tell you is that it works--oh, and it has a hundred percent pain threshold. Which was a pleasure to find out by myself."

      She nodded her head and picked up a helmet with a smile. "Show me."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sweat poured off me as I took off my VR helmet and collapsed on the floor next to Zizi. 

      Aching and sore I tried to lift my arms up but couldn't, as I had suffered multiple wounds and multiple deaths inside the Training Room, only for Zizi to give me another nod of continuation. She was like a child with a new toy at Christmas and no matter how many times I defeated her in battle she would quickly learn and adapt and defeat me in the next round. 

      A smile crept upon my lips as my body tried to process what it had just been through.

      The one thing the Training Room didn't stop was the muscle soreness and feeling of exertion one went through after you were done. I suspected that I should feel a lot more beat up than I now did and the helmet somehow was monitoring my stress levels so I didn't go overboard, but it was just a guess at this point. 

      I brought my hand up and rubbed my sweaty face. 

      I was happy I now had a training partner who could rival the New Humans or even surpass them. Yes, they were faster and stronger and I would keep using the simulation to mimic their movements and strength, but they lacked Zizi's technique. They lacked her ability to solve problems on the fly as only a master of the spear like her could achieve. 

      If I kept sparring with her, then the possibilities could be limitless.

      "How long... how long," said Zizi, trying her best to speak, "Fuck! I'm tired. How long were we in there for?"

      "Half an hour."

      "What!" she said, getting up to her elbows and looking my way. "You're kidding me."

      "Nah."

      "But it feels like we've been in there forever."

      "I told you. Time works differently in there." 

      "Fuck," she said, collapsing back down.

      "So what do you think?" 

      "About what?"

      "About using it to train our troops?"

      She said nothing as I gave her time to gather her thoughts together while I rocked back and forth on my back till I could get up to a sitting position. She slowly sat up and looked my way before casting her eyes over the helmets.

      "I think it's a great idea. The only thing is, you can't train many people with just two helmets."

      "No, you're right, and I've been trying to rack my brains on the best way to combat the problem. Even if we did a half an hour shift rota where we had people coming in and out, we still wouldn't make a dent in the number of people who would need to use it."

      "The only thing I can think of is that we use it to train people to become our special forces combat team. A group of people who are better than the rest. A group we can use to strike fear into Alvis and his team. But... we would still need more helmets than just two for that to work," said Zizi.

      I was chewing the inside of my cheek while I thought of the best way to combat the problem when the door to the Training Room opened and Willis walked in. He stopped when he saw the two of us and took a step back unsure of whether or not he should leave.

      "Willis, stay," I said gesturing for him to come over. "We were just discussing something and maybe you could help."

      He said nothing, looking at us suspiciously as he walked over.

      "I was showing Zizi the Training Room and we had an idea of how we could use it to train our people, but with only two helmets the idea is dead before it's even started. Any ideas?"

      He looked at me like I was an idiot before saying, "Who said we only had two fucking helmets?"

      I opened my mouth and closed it and opened it again. "Well, I... just that there was only ever two here and--"

      "That's your fucking problem, always assuming instead of asking. If God wanted man to assume then he wouldn't have shown him the way."

      "So we have more than one helmet," I said, drawing out the sentence.

      "Yeah, ass-face, we have more one than one," he said, walking away to the other side of the room. I looked to Zizi and rolled my eyes, causing her to smirk as I got up and followed him. He touched a section of the wall, which caused the wall to pop forward, revealing a hidden room any smuggler would be proud of. In it, stacked to the ceiling and going all the way back, were row upon row of brown boxes. 

      "Are.... are all these helmets?" I asked in disbelief.

      "Yeah," said Willis. "José wanted to get rid of them when we got them, but I knew they would come in handy one day."
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      Back in The Jungle, I wiped the perspiration off my forehead as I made my way through the heaving mass of people around me. Since we had gotten back from our mission a week ago, and deposited the people we had collected amongst the population of The Jungle, things had gotten only steadily worse. 

      The people of The Jungle were not used to this number of people. They were a people who had shunned the chaos and dense population of the cities for a life of bliss and freedom with room to move and meditate, but I had spoiled that by dumping more and more people around them.

      Coming to a stop, I took in the new market stalls and traders that lined the market district. 

      Daanish had done a superb job at opening up the trader links to the borough and creating even stronger ones. Now the residents were not conned out of their wares but given fair trade for them. Also, things like fuel canisters and the like were becoming commonplace in the borough. 

      Daanish had done what I had asked him and then some, stockpiling us with medical equipment, food, and a whole host of other items I hadn't even thought of asking him to get. Zizi was pleased with him as an addition to the team, plus she loved his gruff ruthless nature when it came to negotiating deals for the borough. He had taken the role to heart.

      I continued on, moving past hagglers and market traders and into a section of the borough that was new. 

      The street food market. 

      Although many residents of the borough could pick their own meals right off the trees around them, these stalls created by Guru Roshan's people offered the residents a choice of something different. Curries, murg makhani, malai kofta and even papri chaats, all fought for the senses as spices tickled the nose and made the mouth water. It was still something largely only visited by Guru Roshan's people, but I saw more and more youths from The Jungle grabbing something to eat or just hanging out with friends when they thought no one was looking. 

      I hesitated over whether I should grab something to eat, but the queues were long and I was in a rush to see someone.

      "Quinton," shouted someone from behind a stall, "come and try some."

      "Next time, my friend," I said, waving them off.

      I hadn't got further than twenty steps when I was stopped by an elderly woman, who grabbed my hand and brought it to her lips. "My dear boy. Thank you. Thank you. Thank you, for bringing back home my Bhola, I can never thank you enough. The boy is so naïve sometimes I wonder how he survives in this world."

      "It was nothing really," I said, giving her a smile. "I'm just glad I could help."

      "Oh, Quinton!" I was grabbed by the shoulders and spun around into the arms of another woman, who had tears in her eyes. She too kissed me, before forcing a wicker basket in my hands.

      "I don't--" I began, but she kissed me again.

      "My Fakru is safe and sound because of you. He is different, yes, but he is safe. That's all I could ask for."

      "Really, it's--"

       She gave me one more kiss and I could see someone else rushing towards me out of the corner of my eye with what looked like another gift basket. Ducking my head low and dropping into the crowd, I grabbed a scarf from the corner of a stall and wrapped it around my head as I made myself as inconspicuous as I could.

      I continued on walking until the crowds thinned out and I had left the stalls far behind me. I had taken one too many turns and I was in an unfamiliar part of the borough. Tents stretched out before me as families cooked what they could in pots and dirty children ran back and forth while their mothers called them back.

      Head down and scarf pulled even tighter, I walked past men who were meditating while others sat on stools gathered around chessboards.

      The Jungle only had a limited number of dwellings for people to live in, as they used trees from The Jungle for housing. But it could only be a certain type of tree that was strong enough to last as a dwelling structure and they weren't common, plus the natives were hesitant to place a bigger footprint on their environment than they already had. I could understand the logic behind the thought, but I couldn't stand by and allow families to live in tents like refugees. 

      It was because of me they were here. So any discomfort was my fault. 

      Smiles and laughter were easy to find, but how long would that last? I had to do something about this population problem and fast, before smiles turned to frowns and frowns turned to heated words. 

      Passing a mother with two small girls who looked like they had barely enough to eat, I placed the gift basket I had been given at their feet and walked away before they could say anything.  

      I continued on my journey and it wasn't long before I found who I was looking for. She sat on a bench in front of a statue that depicted a naked woman with vines around her, while animals gathered at her feet.

      "Admiring the view?" I asked, taking a seat next to her.

      Sam looked sideways at me but only smiled as she returned her gaze forward.

      "You know, she is meant to be a representation of Mother Nature. All-powerful. All-beautiful. All-vengeful," I said.

      "I think you mean all-merciful."

      "You've not met many women, have you?" I said with a raised eyebrow, which caused her to chuckle.

      "Only the merciful ones."

      "If a merciful woman hadn't seen fit to love me, I doubt I would be here today, yet I appear to be causing more atrocities in her and my son's name--" I shook my head. "That matters little now. What does matter is the apology I owe you."

      "For what?" she said, taken aback.

      "For causing you pain and suffering. If it weren't for me then Bennie's men wouldn't have--it was because of me--my wife Poppy lied to Bennie and told him you were my wife and I was only on board his ship to rescue you. So he made an example of you to punish me."

      She looked at me confused, while I explained to her the full story of how Alvis had taken my son, of how I had fought my way onboard Bennie's ship because he would take me to Alvis and of how Poppy was already there, but to keep her cover and mine intact she sold Sam down the river to save our skins.

      Sam said nothing as I finished my story. Eyes leaking tears she stared straight ahead and didn't look at me. 

      I opened my mouth to say something else but thought better of it. She would need time to grieve, time to get her emotions in order, and time to decide whether or not she could forgive me.

      "It doesn't matter if you're raped once or a hundred times. The first time is all that counts."

      "I--" 

      Not knowing what to say I sat back down.

      "Before your wife had spoken to Bennie, I was already taken out of the cells we were in for his enjoyment. You forget when they brought you to see him for questioning, I was already on his lap. Being used like some toy. After you and he spoke, and they took away you to be tortured, I knew he was going to kill you no matter what you told him. He's that kind of man. So I tried to speak to him about it--stupid, I know. I don't know what I thought I could do, convince him not to harm you by using my feminine charms?" she said with a bitter laugh. "But it was because of that, your wife overheard me asking about you and well... one thing led to the next and here we are."

      "I can't imagine--"

      "No!" she said sharply. "No, you can't. You can't imagine what it's like to be used like some chew toy by a bunch of wild animals. Thinking in your head are they clean. Praying you won't catch something. Hoping they won't last long. Battling with yourself if you should play into it so it's over and done with, but not knowing how many are after the one you're with. Thinking if you bite your tongue will you suffocate from the blood you swallow..."

      She turned away from me and I moved my hand towards her shoulder but just left it there suspended in midair. 

      "I--"

      "There's nothing to say, Quinton. There's nothing to say. What is done is done, but if it helps, I don't hate you. I don't blame you. I have no ill will towards you. Bennie attacked our station because he wanted slaves, not because you were there. He raped me because it is what he does. It is who he is. All these things would have happened if you were never there."

      "But--"

      "I am training with Zizi. She's developing a team of women who have been... mistreated. All of us are these things now--New Humans," she said with disgust, "who want to fight. The training is coming along well; we've been using the technology from the Training Room onboard your ship. Only after a handful of days, I already feel like a different person."

      "Different?"

      "Different as in better."

      I nodded my head as I allowed us to sit in silence and just be both dealing with our own struggles the only way we knew how.

      "I'm not the only one who's different," she said, looking at me out of the corner of her eyes; "you've changed."

      "Have I?" I said, taken aback.

      "Yes. You've really accepted who you are."

      "I--"

      "You were never going to get what you lost when I first met you because you were fighting against yourself as well as some unseen enemy. But now... Now I fear for the person who is standing in your way. They know not what they have unleashed, what they have created. It's in your eyes."

      "I... thank you."

      "I should be the one thanking you for freeing me and allowing me to also free myself."

      "I would hold your thanks until you hear what I want you to do."

      "So there was another reason you came here to see me. Always thinking. Always planning. Huh?"

      "I--"

      "Like I said, I fear the person who stands in your way."
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      I and the rest of the team were once again around the large table created from a tree root. I had called another meeting to discuss the final stage of our plans. 

      "Alright, this may be the last time we are all together like this," I said, looking around the room, "so I wanted to gather everyone here and go through the final stage of our plan. I reckon we have ten to twelve weeks, tops, before Alvis arrives."

      "How do you work that out?" asked Zizi.

      "The men at Alvis's second compound said Bennie will arrive there in eight weeks. That gives us five weeks to keep on training here, week six and seven we arrive at the compound and prepare for his arrival. After we wipe Bennie from existence it won't take long for Alvis to work out what has happened, then he'll put two and two together and come here. It'll take him a week or two to gather everything together and come after us with a vengeance."

      "That sounds all well and good, fuck-face," said Willis, "but you know it never works out like that."

      "No, I'm confident it will. The only thing we can't count on is how soon or late Bennie arrives, but if we get there with enough time, that shouldn't be a problem. Plus, we have people already stationed there."

      "And they're not just sitting on their asses," said Zizi; "apart from taking out all the New Humans still in capsules and training them up, they are also setting up traps and fortifying the base for a siege if it comes to that."

      "Who did you leave in charge of the operation?" I asked.

      "Fae."

      "Lovely girl. Curvaceous," said Tuari, eyes gleaming. "What we'd call back home a good solid woman, who you would find on any working farm. You won't find many girls like that one."

      "You disgust me," said Willis, as Tuari blew a kiss his way.

      "If she's left in charge, I have faith she'll do a good job. How's our project coming along, Niko?" 

      "All finished," she said with a nod.

      "Doesn't my baby work quick," said Makenna, pinching the cheeks of Niko, whose stoic expression didn't change.

      "As you wanted, I created four of them for you," said Niko. "One of them is being installed in the cave network as we speak."

      "Wouldn't the rock deaden the signal output?" I asked.

      "You would think so, but because the rock is so embedded with trace metals it acts as one big antenna. The rocks that form The Jungle's tunnels and caves have more properties similar to metal compounds than aggregate minerals. I trial tested it just to be sure, and the results surpassed anything I imagined."

      "Are you saying the strongest signal from the four objects I got you to create would come from The Jungle?" 

      She gave me a nod.

      "Perfect. This will be where the majority of the fighting will take place, because the caves are Alvis's main priority. So having the strongest signal in this location should give us a fighting chance."

      "I'm sorry to burst your bubble, but we have another problem," said Zizi: "the population."

      "I've got a solution to that, I want to take twenty percent of the current population and place them in The Floating City. I know--" I said, lifting my hand up and stopping Zizi's rant from coming forth, "ninety-nine percent of that will come from Guru Roshan's people, which I need to talk to him about, but if you could still ask your lot if they are interested in a change of environment I would appreciate it."

      "I'll try," said Zizi, "but the people of The Jungle are set in their ways."

      "What's the need of getting people to The Floating City anyway?" said Makenna.

      "The devices I got Niko to make shall be positioned in the four boroughs of this planet. I'll need people to safeguard them once they're set up in those four boroughs. I'll need a team to deliver one to The Lady plus extra spears; I want a team to position one in the ruins of The Diamond District, one shall be set up in the cave system here and I shall deliver the last one to Jerry Jones myself.

      "How's the training going?" I said, looking at Zizi.

      "Better than expected," said Zizi, who looked to Niko.

      "I created a replica of your system so when we can't use your ship we shall have one stationed here in The Jungle. Plus we can train more people," said Niko.

      I looked to Niko open-mouthed while I tried to process what she'd said to me. If what she said was true then.... "How?"

      "Just copied over the designs, some jiggery-pokery here, some jiggery-pokery there and job all done," she said with a dismissive shrug.

      "Don't you know my Niko is smarter than the average bear? Some may even call her a genius," said Makenna.

      "Wow. Just--thank you," I said.

      "It's my job," said Niko.

      I looked at my team and felt proud to have them by my side. These people had sacrificed so much and given so much for a cause they could easily run away from. If I couldn't win this thing with their help, then I was doomed to fail from the start.

      "Apart from that, how's morale?"

      All eyes looked any way apart from my direction. "That good, huh? Well, I think it's about time we had a public service announcement."
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      Thousands of eyeballs watched my face, which was being broadcasted on a large floating cinematic screen behind me, and tens of thousands more were watching me from the mini-screens that floated through the borough. 

      I stood front and centre while the rest of my team stood behind me. I hated public speaking but, if I didn't deal with the smouldering issue at hand then it would turn into a roaring forest fire and burn everything down I was trying to create.

      I took a deep breath and looked upon the multitude of different faces, ages, races and sexes, who looked to me in anticipation of what I was going to say. 

      Looking back over my shoulder I could see everyone was just as uncomfortable as I was. Turning back to the crowd at large I smiled their way and took a step forward.

      "Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for coming here today. Truly I appreciate it. I won't waste your time and I'll keep this as brief as I can because I know a lot of you have busy lives, but I gathered you here today because we are under threat.

      "Each and every one of us is in danger of our lives being taken away from us!

      "Some of you may know what's going on, some of you may have only heard rumours or snippets so I'll shine some light on the issue at hand.

      "Extermination! 

      "This is what we face. Extermination the likes of which you have never seen. Some of you may have seen the people we rescued and can see they are different, and they are. They are the people being called New Humans. Humans who have been experimented on and who now have robotics and AI software inside their bodies."

      Gasps and cries of alarm came rolling like a wave towards me, as people muttered and look around them in suspicion. 

      "They were kidnapped by a man called Alvis Bowman, who wants to turn every living human in existence into his creation. His goal is to travel here and claim the caves in this region as his own. Why, you ask? Because he needs the metal ore from those caves to keep on creating New Humans. We must work together and fight this common enemy before it's too late--"

      "Why? Why must we fight?" shouted someone in the crowd.

      "Yeah! Give him what he wants and he'll leave us alone."

      "If we do not fight then--" I began but was cut off.

      "We have no issue with him, it's you!"

      "If we do not fight," I said, trying to make my voice heard over the crowd, "then we all shall either be killed or enslaved. This is why we have been training troops, this is why we have asked you to accept strangers into your lands. Not to make war, but to protect the fragile flame that is humankind. We must fight, ladies and gentlemen, because if we don't then there shall be nothing left."

      There was a moment of silence where I thought my words had gotten through, but as the faces turned into angry lines and down-turned mouths, I knew I had lost them.

      A single word broke the silence.

      "No!"

      "Yeah!"

      "Enough bloodshed has taken place here. Ever since you arrived we have lost loved ones, our former leader Samuel, and now you want us to risk our lives for a cause that we didn't start? I say we allow this Alvis to take what he wants and be done with it!"

      "Let him have the New Humans too! They are not our people."

      "No!"

      "No!"

      "No!"

      The chorus of no's flooded my eardrums. I took a step back as the crowd strode forward pushing and surging, fearful that they might invade the stage.

      "Have you ever been raped!" 

      The words tore through Sam's throat and silenced the crowd as she rushed forward, eyes ablaze. Nostrils flaring, her head snapped to faces in the crowd causing them to step back against her rage.

      "Well, have you!" she said, spittle flying from her mouth. "Well, I have. And I can tell you I would rather go through that again then be what I'd become. A mindless slave who has no say in her actions. You think Alvis will only come here for the caves and leave you people alone? He sees each and every one of you," she pointed to people in the crowd, "as a New Human he can produce.

      "A New Human whose acts are controlled by him. Who doesn't have the say in what they do with their own body and are awake every minute of it and can see what they're doing. You want to hide away in your little hobbit holes, but what will you do when you are commanded to kill your family? Your wife--your mother--your son--your father?

      "You won't be able to take your own life. You won't be able to resist, but you will have a front-row seat while you butcher them with your own hands."

      The silence that rang out from the crowd was deafening as tears run down Sam's face. 

      "I thought I had been a slave before, but I always had a choice not to do what I was asked. There was always a way out no matter how small, even if it meant death. But Alvis has shown me what real slavery is. Slavery so all-consuming that not even your soul is free.

      "So... you can run and hide, but I and my sisters and brothers in arms will do what we can to protect our loved ones, no matter how insurmountable that task is. I shall leave it to you, to decide what to do--be it run and hide or stand and fight."

      She walked off the stage leaving me and the crowd speechless. I stared after her back watching someone I had once known completely change before my very eyes and thinking how many others I would see who would be different after this was said and done.
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      I stepped onto a boat that smelled of liquor and regret--Jerry Jones's most used cologne. 

      I walked through a pair of saloon swinging doors into the familiar sight of a bar with small round tables and fourth-hand chairs cluttered for space, while men nursed drinks and slumped over tables. Take away the lapping waters of the river outside, the crying birds in the sky above and the men with one too many earrings and you would have mistaken this for The Office back in Paradise Lost.

      Jerry stood behind a bar and nodded to me while he dirtied a glass with a greasy rag. 

      He nodded towards a door to his left across the bar and I followed him into a makeshift office littered with boxes of toilet rolls, glasses, crates of cheap beer, and even cheaper hard spirits whose labels looked suspiciously see-through and handmade. 

      He shuffled his weight behind a desk overladen with papers and sat down on a chair that creaked under his weight.

      "Business is... business, I see," I said, pointing behind me.

      "Business is good, mate. Business is bloody good. These Floating City rent boy pirates drink more than the lot back home. Who would have thought it? I'm bloody kicking myself I didn't set up shop here sooner. My dreams were too small, but not anymore, boy, not anymore. I can see myself going global. Bars, pubs, restaurants and clubs in every borough this cesspit planet has to offer. Then I think I'll take your advice and go off-world. The opportunities are endless!"

      "Yeah... about that--"

      "Have you told him yet?" called Tuari's voice as his head poked through the door.

      "Told me what!?" Jerry said, head snapping between me and Tuari.

      I sighed heavily as I pinched the bridge of my nose.

      "Ahh, I've put my foot in it, haven't I?" Tuari asked, with a thinly hidden smile. 

      "What is this big oaf talking about, Quinton? You'd best explain yourself sharpish."

      I looked to Tuari. "I thought I told you to wait outside and oversee the transportation of the goods and make sure everyone knows what to do?"

      "Yeah, well, I did but--"

      "What goods? What bloody people?" Jerry asked, getting to his feet.

      "Go!" I said, pointing at Tuari before turning to Jerry. "About the whole expanding your business thing--you may want to put a hold on that until the war is over."

      "What bloody war?"

      "Well, the thing is, Jerry, I haven't been completely honest with you," I said and then I explained everything to him. From Alvis and the threat he posed, and what he had created, to the oncoming war just around the corner. The longer I spoke the more Jerry's mouth continued to lower and lower until it was so open I feared he could swallow one of the flies that flew around us. 

      "So in a nutshell, there you have it," I finished.

      His eyes bulged as he worked his jaw back and forth till it finally snapped shut. Getting to his feet he didn't say a word as he turned to a framed picture on the wall behind his desk and removed it to reveal a safe. Fingers flew over the numbered keypad and when it opened, before him were piles upon piles of cash, bars of gold and a few small black velvet pouches that no doubt contained precious metals could be seen. Pulling a duffle bag from under his desk he started to fill it.

      "What are you doing?"

      "What does it bloody well look like?" he asked. "I'm getting the fuck out of Dodge while, I still can. Bugger this for a laugh."

      "Jerry, I understand how you feel but--"

      "No, you don't, you snake! You've just been using me to further your cause against this--this--this robot fucker."

      "Well, technically," said Tuari, head poking back through the door, "he's actually human but--"

      I picked up a toilet roll and threw it at him, catching him in the face before his head disappeared back out the door.

      "Look, I know I haven't been completely honest with you about this, but everything I told you about you running The Floating City is true. I'll even pay the rest of what I owe now in a sign of good faith."

      He turned back around and held out his hand, into which I dropped a card linked to a bank account that had the rest of his money.

      "Much appreciated," he said, going back to filling his bag.

      "Look, Jerry, I know this sounds hopeless but I wouldn't be here if I didn't think I couldn't win."

      "No, lad," he said, turning back and pointing a finger in my direction, "you're doing this to get your family back. Whether you think you can win is irrelevant. You would still be doing what you're doing if there was no one else to support you and you were fighting the fucker by yourself, because that's what a husband and father does for his family. So don't give me any bollocks about spoils of war, about running my own business across the planet, because all of that is rubbish. None of that matters now."

      He continued to fill his bag ignoring me completely while I stood there thinking of what to do. He wasn't integral to my plans; far from it, as there was a fifty-fifty chance he would either stay or leave. I had planned for either eventuality, but his leaving was still a blow to my efforts against Alvis.

      "I can make you the richest man on this planet if you stay."

      His body stopped moving. Nothing could be heard but the flies in the room and the water lapping against the boat.

      "When Mr Lee and Diamond died, where did you think all that wealth went?" I asked.

      Still he said and did nothing.

      "The Lady took her fair share, but my team and I were always the first on the ground when the fighting started in those two boroughs. So we helped ourselves to as much as we could, and unbeknownst to everyone, the Junk Yard Dogs have become the richest crew on this planet, second to only The Lady. I look after the people who look after me, and if you stay and help me out I'll make sure you'll never work another day in a cesspit like this again.

      "All I need you to do is--"

      "Lad. Enough," he said, sounding tired, "just enough, will you?"

      I said nothing as I watched him finish pack his bag, close the safe and pick up the framed picture that had been over it. It was the same picture I had once seen in The Office, of him as a young man standing in front of a little shack with a handmade sign over it beaming proudly.

      He took the picture down and turned to me while he smiled as he ran his fingers over it.

      "You know... it was never meant to end like this. I was once an upstanding young man, who wanted to run a legitimate business. But somehow this planet twists and transforms people's dreams into something you would find in a gutter puddle. Stagnant. Diseased. Murky. I always wanted more for myself than this; maybe that was the bleeding problem."

      He placed the picture back over the safe and took a step back, admiring it before he turned and walked to the door.

      "Isn't there anything I can--"

      "You know, I think it's about time I took early retirement. Maybe pick up a hobby; who knows, maybe even find an old girl who wouldn't mind rubbing the corns on my feet when they hurt."

      Opening the door he smiled at me and gave a final nod.

      "Look after yourself lad. Hope you defeat the bastard and save your family but this is the end of the line for me. Take care. And tell those two useless wankers their tabs still ain't been paid."

      "I will, Jerry," I said as I watched him go, "I will do."
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      Willis, Tuari and I sat in the now empty boat bar that had once belonged to Jerry Jones. 

      Each of us had our own table with our feet resting comfortably on top of it while we sipped from our beverage of choice. I drank a Crabbies ginger beer, while Willis drank an elderflower lemonade and Tuari drank pink gin and lemonade. 

      "José would be turning over in his grave if he saw what you two pussies were drinking," said Tuari. 

      "This coming from a man who has fruit in his drink?" I said with a raised eyebrow.

      "It's refreshing. And don't change the subject! When did we become so... tame?"

      "Well, I don't know about you boys," I said, "but it was when I was thrown off a waterfall and split my asshole in two."

      "When I found out my big brother had been killed, and I was the last person with my family name to be alive. That bastard always had to one-up me in everything he did," said Willis.

      "For me, it was when a pretty young thing from The Jungle called me sir," said Tuari, as we both looked his way with disbelief. "What? That fucking cut me deep, that did. 'Excuse me, sir, but it gets cold out here so I knitted you this jumper,' she said. While giving me some old man jumper my grandfather wouldn't wear! I thought she was coming to talk to me because she wanted to get to know me, before we went back to hers. But no, she was just helping out the elderly. How did my life get so depressive? A few grey hairs and people think I'm ready for the glue factory. Life can be so cruel."

      "Are you done?" I asked, "or do you want to wax on some more about how tough you fucking have it?"

      "Nah, it's OK, I'll live with it," he said, waving a dismissive hand my way. "You two ugly bastards are lucky, you shall never know the burden a man like me has to carry. Always being the man women idealise and aspire to be with, always having to be sharp, funny and witty. Now, that's vanishing as I fade with time. Who will pick up the mantle? Who will save our female population from heartbreak once I'm gone?" He draped a hand over his eyes. "No one. That's who. No one."

      "Your flies are undone, oh breaker of a million hearts," said Willis with a snort.

      I looked around the empty bar and was amazed this was all we had to remember Jerry by. He wasn't a friend, more an acquaintance, but he was still part of the furniture that had made up my life in the last few years. Now he was gone, I felt like something had changed.

      "Can't believe he's gone," said Willis.

      "Yeah, I know what you mean," I said.

      "Do you think he'll come back?" Tuari asked.

      "I have no idea--maybe, possibly. But like all of us he's been through a lot and is just tired. Tired of fighting, tired of scraping by, tired of always thinking today could be his last. I understand that, and I don't judge him for it. We each have our own paths to walk. But now he's gone, I shall need the two of you to stay here and build on what he has started."

      "He ain't done shit," said Willis, "apart from babysit a boat."

      "Nevertheless, I will need you two to stay in this borough and recruit as many people as you can for our cause. Ideally, it would be people you can trust, but I'm guessing this borough is low when it comes to that, so we'll have to settle for mercenaries, pirates, anyone who has experience in a fight and won't shy away from the first sign of trouble. Also, see about buying boats as I want the forces of this borough to stay mobile."

      "We aren’t coming with you to Bennie's compound?" Tuari asked.

      "No, we have enough people. What will win this war is those devices that Niko built. We must protect them at all costs. I'm confident about the device not being attacked and destroyed in the caves of The Jungle, and I've sent specific instructions to The Lady on how important they are and what to do when the time is right, and if anyone can protect something she can.

      "The devices I'm worried about getting damaged are the one placed here and the one in The Diamond District."

      "Our numbers are fucking spread thin as it is. You're not asking for much, are you?" said Willis.

      "That's why I need you two to start recruiting as many people as you can. This is the final hour and I don't want shit to go sideways. Everything has to come together for this to work. Alvis is too smart to fall for anything but the most perfectly laid out plan."

      "You know me and the ginger idiot are always with you, lad, but you sure you can do this?"

      I looked at him trying to foresee everything that could go wrong. There were so many plans that relied on fate to be in my favour just as much as predicting Alvis's reactions. He was smarter than me. More well equipped. Had a stronger force. And would hold the people I love over my head when the chips--

      "I didn't mean--" began Tuari, but I cut him off.

      "I'm betting everything I have we will win this. My love, my heart, my soul, my life. If that isn't enough then... there isn't much more I can give."

      Tuari looked to Willis, and they shared a look before both downed their drinks and looked my way. 

      "That's good enough for us," said Willis; "that's good enough for us."
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      "Wow," I said mouth, hanging open, "you've been busy."

      Fae showed me and Zizi around the complex, which had been transformed into a fortified impenetrable fortress. Gone was the cluster of junk that occupied the football field courtyard; instead, there were tools and machines to train the troops and workout equipment to keep the body strong. The large metal door that was the only way in and out of the compound had been reinforced, and there were now slots through the door that automatic guns could shoot out of as a last line of defence before the doors were breached.

      "As you can see," shouted Fae over the noise of the machines working in the background, "we've reinforced the doors but not only that, if you look above it, you shall see a cauldron of boiling flammable oil which can be used to pour on our enemies if they get this far. We're going to get medieval on their asses!"

      She grinned like a manic, causing me to look Zizi's way, but I got a dismissive wave in response.

      "Next we improved upon the gun nests. Do you know because those lazy bums never serviced or maintained the guns, only half of them were operational? We've fixed that; now all of them are working better than ever. Plus we also found a bunch more amongst all the shit in this place, which we have now mounted on the walls."

      I looked to the gleaming gun turrets in the distance and nodded my head in appreciation. The new ones that had been mounted now covered any blind spots the compound once had.

      "I see training is coming along," said Zizi, nodding to a large group who were performing drills behind us.

      "We constantly have a group training on rotation through the day and night, because we never know when our enemy shall arrive. It's no good only practising in the day--what if we get attacked at night? The element you fight in shall dictate the fight just as much as the weapons you have to fight with, so we have our people training at all hours of the day, as well as being sleep deprived, hungry, full, you name it.

      "We shall be prepared no matter what."

      I looked to Zizi once again, as Fae's forethought and actions impressed me. I had a few unvoiced reservations when Zizi mentioned Fae would be running the operation of getting the compound ready, but she had made the right choice. Fae thought of things I hadn't even given a second thought to, things that would no doubt change the course of this upcoming battle.

      Zizi gave me a knowing smile before she said, "I'm impressed, and those are words I rarely say. Well done, Fae, you have outdone yourself."

      "I couldn't agree more," I said.

      "Thank you both, but there are a few hidden surprises that I won't reveal until the battle is underway. I wouldn't want to spoil the surprises," she said, giving us a wicked smile.
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      The days and weeks passed quickly, keeping us busy. I helped with getting the final preparations for everything ready, as well as practising in the Training Room with Zizi or a few computerised New Humans whenever I got the chance. I had gone from struggling with two; now I was fighting against five and the number was increasing daily. 

      My body was adapting and improving at an astronomical rate.

       It was something that I kept pushing to the back of my mind, but as the day's work came to a close and the nights drew in, without my crew to keep me company it was one of only two things I could think about. Every day I was getting stronger in the weights room, able to lift more; able to run further and faster on the treadmill without getting tired; able to see things coming towards me as if in slow motion.

      Above all else, that scared me the most. It was like my brain had quadrupled its processing power, allowing me to absorb--distil--form a plan--and react to what I was seeing. The computerised New Humans I fought were at their highest skill, strength and speed level, adapting and learning on the fly, yet I toyed with them like children. I had time to plan my moves five steps ahead, and I saw the end result before the fight even started. 

      Even with Zizi, whose technical proficiency with the spear once gave me problems, I now had to hold back my true power and match her pace and skill, so she got something out of the sparring sessions with me. 

      As I took in the view of the planet's two competing blood-red moons on top of the battlement wall that surrounded the compound, the second thought I tried not to think about every night but failed, crept into my mind.

      What kind of father would I be to my son?

      I had tried once and failed. There was no getting around the fact. Although the sons I thought were mine weren't in the end, it still didn't excuse the fact that I could have done a better job at bringing them up. I had failed once and I didn't want to again. Was that why I had gone to the extremes I did--to prove a point to myself but more importantly to the universe? 

      Did I want to prove I was worthy because if not I would never get Kushim or Poppy back?

      I would do and had done everything to get my family back, yet after this was said and done and the dust had settled what kind of man would I be? How could I look my innocent son in the face after the horrific acts I had done and would continue to do until this was over?

      I... ugh!

      Tilting my head back I looked up to the stars for an answer but found none; instead, I heard footsteps making their way towards me.

      "Fancy some company?" Zizi asked.

      "Why not?"

      She took a seat next to me and dangled her legs off the side of the wall, as she pulled a hip flask from her breast pocket and took a swig before passing it to me. I took a swig and pulled a confused face as my tastebuds were hit with a sweet malty flavour followed by a slightly sour aftertaste. I smacked my lips as I took another sip; was that banana I tasted?

      "It's called mbege or banana beer. It's a ceremonial ancient drink made by women. I thought it appropriate for what was to come."

      I took another sip as it grew on me. "Different, but I could get used to it."

      "It used to be Willis's favourite drink, he said, it reminded him of me..." She smiled as she lowered her head and allowed her dreadlocks to cover her face.

      I said nothing as I looked out over the barren red nothingness of the plains before us, which had a sterile beauty that placed you at ease. There were no calls from animals. Wind didn't stir the sand. I felt like we were in purgatory waiting for judgement day and I wasn't the only one, as the activity around the camp increased with the deadline of Bennie's arrival. The stillness of the place was slowly turning up the pressure cooker we found ourselves in.

      But at times like this, when it was so peaceful you felt like you were a Zen monk, I didn't mind.

      "I still love him, you know."

      "I think," I said slowly, "he still loves you too."

      "It was foolish, really, I should have never got involved with him, but I looked up to Samuel like a saint and whenever I was around him he made me feel... guilty. Guilty for just being human. Yet when Willis arrived, a rebellious younger brother my age who said what he thought and was ready to defend his words with fists, I fell hook, line and sinker.

      "Growing up all my life in The Jungle, I had never seen anyone like him. All wild hair and fiery temper. When he came he would never stay long enough for me to say more than a few words, but it was enough for a young girl to dream and imagine about our future together. Pretty soon his attitude rubbed off on me; I became the rebellious one in the borough. The one who wanted to do things differently. The one who wanted to fight.

      "It wasn't long after that we began seeing each other... always in secret, each of us having our own life and the stresses it brought. Him going off on some mission with the Junk Yard Dogs, me going off to help some far-flung world that needed aid. 

      "But no matter what, we always came back to each other until Samuel found out. He was... jealous, angry, more than I had ever seen him. I didn't know if it was because Willis had opened up to me in a way he never had to him or because he had feelings towards me... anyway, after that things kinda fell apart."

      Damn! Tuari was right.

      "I would love to tell you it played out like a love story, even a tragic one, but that wasn't what happened. The three of us never spoke about it and just acted like it didn't happen and left things unresolved and unsaid until it was too late to do anything about it. It was then I left my childish dreams behind and I realised the world wasn't one big romantic story, or at least I wasn't the main character in one. Instead, I was nothing more than a background piece as happy ever afters happened to other people."

      She sighed and shook her head before bringing the hip flask to her lips.

      "Take it from me, a man with one failed marriage to a woman who was cheating on him with his boss, who raised two kids who weren't his but said boss's, to another failing marriage where my wife is an AI humanoid hundreds of years old whose creator stole our son and also my wife, who now probably don't remember me because Alvis has tinkered with their brains. Who--" The words came thick and fast and the more I spoke the more emotion tightened its grip on my throat until it finally choked me silent.

      Zizi passed me the hip flask and I tilted my head back emptying it of its contents. 

      "My point is," I said, when I found my voice again, "life is too short to leave things unsaid or actions untaken. You love him and I'm sure he loves you so just work it out. As a dear friend once told me, life is as simple as that."

      "It's as simple as that, huh?"

      "Yeah," I said, getting up to my feet, "and it's as hard as that."
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      The ships descended through the reddish sky, their engines vibrating across the plains with nothing but sand to absorb the sound. Their tarnished hulls, bare of paint, made the ships appear as if they were ready for the scrapyard. 

      There were more ships than I expected. 

      I hunkered down eyeing their progress over the lip of the battlement wall. We were dressed in the same outfits the original occupants of the compound wore. To call it a uniform would be offensive to the name; instead they were a mishmash of bits of black leather. Everyone on top of the wall wore the outfits just in case we were spotted as the ships landed.

      We all wore our combat uniforms underneath, but I didn't want to take any chances and I wanted everything to appear as normal as possible. 

      As the ships got lower, I tucked my chin down and waited till the ships had landed on the sands in front of us. Lifting my head back up, I looked to Zizi, who gave me a swift nod as she crouched down and shuffled her way to one of the empty gun turrets further down the wall. 

      We manned each gun nest, while the rest of our forces waited silently inside the compound, waiting for the first sounds of battle to sound before they made their move. 

      I licked my lips nervously as the ships landed one by one and settled. I looked across the fleet before us trying to distinguish the main ship, which Bennie would be in, but failing. They all looked too similar. None of them stood out. 

      As the last ship landed stillness settled across the plains. Even my heartbeat felt like it had stopped.

      Eyes darting from ship to ship I waited as nothing happened. 

      A minute passed and still, there was no sign of movement. In the gun nests to my right and left I saw fingers itching towards triggers but I held out my hands gesturing for them to be patient. It was no good attacking now when our opponents could easily take to the skies and bombard us. No, we needed to be patient. We needed them to come to us.

      Another minute passed and still nothing as the tension grew.

      Did they know something was up? Was there a procedure or call sign the compound had to give before the inhabitants of the ship approached? 

      I could hear bodies shuffling restlessly around me as the tension made muscles move. 

      Out of the corner of my eye to my left, I saw a hand inch towards their trigger once again and I whistled softly causing them to jump and look my way. With a solid shake of my head they lowered their hands.

      Turning my attention back towards the ships, I waited but didn't know if I was making the right move. There was only so long I could wait before they grew suspicious and either demanded what was going on or opened fire on us. 

      Another minute passed.

      Despite the humid dry heat sweat collected in the small of my back. 

      If they took to the skies then I would have no excuse but to open fire and hope we caused enough damage to them before they did to us. 

      I licked my lips once again as I placed my finger on the trigger and brought my eye close to the scope, as I sighted down the gun turret and held my breath.

      It was now or never. 

      Finger slowly pressing against the--a hand tapped me on the shoulder and I looked to my side to see Fae nodding out towards the ships. I pulled away from the scope and let out the breath I was holding as one of the ship's cargo bay doors lowered into the sand and out stepped Bennie. 

      I looked towards Fae and mirrored her smile. It was showtime.
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      Bennie sauntered out of his ship with a large force in tow, as the other ship's cargo bay doors began to open and men poured out of those as well.

      Many carried guns on their hips and across their shoulders in a way that was fashionable instead of practical. They walked with an exaggerated sense of self as they made their way towards the compound. 

      Chest bare, with a bottle of alcohol in one hand and a woman whose head lolled on her shoulders in the other, Bennie walked ahead of the pack like some conquering king bringing home his spoils of war. 

      The loud voices of his men carried on the wind as they too drank and joked.

      They continued to make their way towards us and with each footstep, with each stride, I could feel my people around me grow tenser by the second. I wanted them to wait and not attack right off the bat. Bennie and his men had to be far enough away from their vessels that they couldn't make an easy retreat back to their ships, but not too close to our walls that it made targeting them a hassle. 

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath as I prepared myself for what was about to happen. 

      I opened my eyes and saw Fae pull out a controller from her back pocket as a predatory smile spread across her face. She turned to look at me and said, "Watch this."

      Controller held out in front of her she pressed a big red button in the middle of it and I watched in shock and horror as an explosion ripped through the middle of one of Bennie's ships, lifting it into the air, before it crashed back down onto the sands. What remained was nothing but a pile of burning wreckage.

      Bennie spun on his heel and looked back in shock at the explosion as the men around him just stared. 

      Everything happened so fast no one from his crew made a sound. 

      "What the fuck was that?" I asked as the flames from the ship still licked twenty feet into the air. 

      "A starter. Now for the main course."

      She pressed the button on the controller again, this time causing another ship to explode in flames. Unlike the first explosion, this one only clipped the ship on the side, flicking it up into the air at an awkward angle where it crashed into another ship parked next to it. 

      This time Bennie and his men made a sound as they ran back towards their ships, confusion running rampant through their ranks.

      Fae pressed the controller again, and the sand around Bennie and his men exploded upwards as sand and men mixed as one and were lifted into the air. Cries of anguish and pain swept through the air, as limbs and other pieces of body parts came raining down. Not knowing which way to move, they became paralysed as flames swept around them.

      "Now, for dessert," said Fae, as she pressed the controller with a finality that caused three more explosions to erupt around the ships. This time, though, only one explosion did any damage as the other two explosions detonated too far away from the ships to cause any damage.

      "Ah well, we can't have everything now, can we?" she said, as she tossed the controller to one side. 

      I looked into a face that had once been horrified at seeing her first death. Now she had booby-trapped the desert sands to cause maximum chaos and death, as if she was putting up shelves on a Sunday morning. Another innocent soul I had taken--I wondered when it would stop.

      "We have incoming!" Zizi shouted, as I turned towards the ships and saw their guns move. 

      Fuck. I should have known the ships would still be manned; I had counted on everyone departing them. There were three ships left, with another badly damaged. 

      "Everyone! Concentrate your fire on the ships first. Leave the men for last," I said, as I looked through the scope in front of me and targeted a ship. Closing one eye, I targeted the partially damaged ship, which had been damaged from the collision of another ship exploding, and fired. 

      I wasn't the only one, as gun turrets to the right and left of me jerked back and released a cloud of smoke that covered the battlements like clouds on a mountain pass. I heard explosions in the distance as shells hit targets, but I couldn't tell how much damage we had done.

      I waited till the smoke passed and saw we had only destroyed two ships, with another two remaining.

      We had destroyed the partially damaged ship and another next to it, but the last two's weapons rotated as they converged on our position.

      Again, two more gun turrets fired and hit, but they did little damage as the ships now had their shields up to defend themselves. 

      "If we don't do something about those ships," said Zizi through a private channel on the comms in my ear, "then we'll be in serious--"

      She never got to finish her sentence as the ships fired en masse. I leapt sideways and saw nothing but a flash of white before the compound shook violently, throwing up stone and brick dust that covered everything. All I could hear was ringing as I lay sprawled out on the floor. 

      Getting to my hands and knees I spat out blood that coated my mouth and looked around me. 

      Bodies lay unmoving on the floor, their unblinking eyes covered with a fine layer of dust. Others groaned in agony while the able-bodied assisted them as best as they could. Fae lay on the floor not too far from me and I moved to her; she came to, coughing and sputtering, while I slapped her on the back.

      "You okay?" 

      She looked at me, dazed and confused, before she shook her head and slowly came back to her senses. "Ye... Yeah."

      "Good, because I need you to get behind one of these free gun turrets and rain down hell."

      She gave me a nod then shook herself and gave me a firmer one as she took off. I looked towards my gun nest and saw nothing remained of it but twisted metal and a smouldering hole where it once had been. I climbed over its rubble and ducked down as bullets pinged overhead. 

      Bennie's men were back in the fight. I looked down to where they were and could see him shouting and slapping his men as he pointed in our direction. They would have to wait. First, we had to deal with those ships.

      "How we doing?" I asked Zizi.

      "Half the gun turrets are gone, we've taken mass casualties and I've got a piece of rock lodged in my ass, but apart from that we're all good."

      "Glad to hear it," I said, sitting behind an empty gun turret and checking it was working. "Everyone listen up! Only two ships remain and it'll need our collective efforts to destroy them. I want everyone to concentrate their firepower on the one to our left until it's destroyed then we'll move on to the next."

      I didn't wait to see if everyone understood but instead began firing at the targeted ship. My shells impacted its shield, causing it to ripple as the others backed me up and unleashed their payload. The air vibrated with sound as we kept on firing, determined to overwhelm our opposition. 

      I kept my finger firmly on the trigger and only released it when an explosion went off in the distance. I couldn't see what had exploded, but it was in the direction of the ship we were targeting. 

      "Did we get it?" Zizi asked over the comms.

      Black smoke wafted in the air covering our field of vision; there was a moment of silence as everyone tried to see through it to confirm the ship's destruction. 

      "I think--"

      But whatever I was going to say was torn from my lungs as a ship rose from the ground, guns pointing our way. "Everyone move!"

      I launched myself sideways once again as the ship's weapons spat out hot flame. An explosion mixed with screams of pain sounded in our ears as cannon shell after cannon shell tore through the compound. 

      Hands over head, I waited for it to stop but there seemed no end to its level of destruction. 

      "Quinton!" screamed someone in my ear, but I couldn't tell who. "We've got to do something about the--"

      The voice was cut off as I was lifted in the air and thrown ten feet forward. I looked around me and saw double as I tried to get to my feet but fell back down to my hands and knees. 

      Someone was kneeling in front of me shaking my shoulders but their face kept going in and out of focus; they shook me once more and I saw that it was Fae. Her mouth was moving and I tried to read her lips but it was no use.

      Looking up to the sky, I saw the ship was still in the air, guns searching for its next target.

      Fae shook me again and I looked to her and could finally understand what she was saying. "All the gun turrets except one are toast! The entrance to the compound is badly damaged and about to be overrun. We can't stay on top of this wall for much longer."

      Shit. Things were quickly getting out of hand and if I didn't do something, all would be lost. I didn't come this far to--

      Stop. Think. Breathe. Focus.

      "Alright," I said, looking her in the eye, "I want you to stop the flow of the enemy coming through those doors. Use whatever tricks you have up your sleeves but I want them to pay a high price for even thinking about coming into this compound. Is that understood?"

      "What about the ship--"

      "Leave it to me," I said, moving off at speed. I looked out over the sands and could see Bennie and his men had now reached the compound entrance doors and were doing their best to get in. I ducked down as they shot my way, and continued on, moving in a crouched bent-over run. Wreckage was everywhere, as the gun's turrets had been turned into smoking piles of metal. 

      I got to an entrance of a staircase and was met by Zizi, who was bleeding from a head wound.

      "You okay--" 

      "I'm fine! I'm fine. We still have to fucking deal with that asswanker up there."

      "Leave him to me. I want you to evacuate everyone off this wall. It won't hold out much longer. Then I want you to deal with the oncoming horde that are about to enter the courtyard. It's time to put those special forces troops you've been training to good use."

      She gave me a nod, but still didn't look convinced. "That's all good, but if we don't deal with the ship raining death down upon us--"

      "I'll handle it, she of little faith," I said with more confidence than I felt as I slapped her on the shoulder and moved off.

      I continued to move over rubble and bodies as I finally got to the last remaining gun turret that worked. Getting behind the controls I looked through the scope and saw the ship was more badly damaged than I first thought. Black smoke leaked from multiple points in its hull. 

      Its attention was focused on the battle raging on the ground below, as it thought the gun turrets were no longer a threat. I would use that to my advantage. The ship moved and its weapons locked onto a section of the compound, no doubt the entrance, so Bennie's men could enter more easily. 

      Keeping my body as small as possible I tracked its progress in the scope and held my breath until I had it dead to rights in my crosshairs. Stilling my breath I waited until it was close enough to do maximum damage then fired.

      My shell exploded into its side at the same time as it fired, causing the trajectory of its shot to go wide. 

      The stones under my feet shuddered as a column of smoke rose from the front of the compound. The ship turned slowly, and I cared little where I aimed as long as I hit it. Squeezing my trigger till my finger was numb I fired shell after shell into the ship causing it to shudder and shake as flames erupted from its side.

      But still it didn't go down.

      "Come on, you fucker!"

      I kept on firing and saw its guns turning my way but I knew if I didn't destroy it here and now then everything would be lost. 

      Looking through the scope I aimed once more at the most badly damaged area of the hull and fired.

      I was rewarded with an explosion as flames tore across the hull and forced the ship to tilt on its axis as it plummeted. Pumping my fist in the air, I stopped my celebration short as I saw the direction the ship was coming.

      Directly towards me.

      Eyes wide in panic I got out from behind the chair of the gun turret and sprinted with everything I had, but I knew deep down I wouldn't be able to escape quick enough. I looked to my side towards the open sand plains and knew what I had to do.

      I thought about it for a microsecond, not sure if I would survive the fall, but the descending fireball coming towards me made my choice for me as I ran towards the edge of the wall and leapt off without a second thought.

      As I sailed through the air, the one thought that was the loudest amongst them all reverberated through my head...

      Last time I fell from a wall, I couldn't walk.

      That time I had water to break my fall.

      This time it's sand.

      I wonder which is softer...
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      The ship crashed into the wall above me as my feet hit the sand and my body tucked into a roll. I did it automatically with no thought, my body using the momentum I had created to safely tuck and roll and use that momentum to get back to my feet. I felt a shudder through the sand and knew I had to keep on moving. 

      Not looking back behind me I continued on running past men who rushed towards me with weapons. They came forward but stopped in their tracks when they saw what was falling from the sky. The fear in their eyes, and the blood draining from their skin, told me everything I needed to know and gave me an extra boost of speed as I tucked my head down and kept on running. 

      It felt like I was running forever trapped in a hamster-wheel time bubble, while I ran and waited with dread for the wreckage of the ship to crash on me. The longer it didn't happen the quicker I ran.

      I kept on running, paranoid that this was it, this was how it was going to end. Turning my head around my eyes widened as I saw nothing but flames. They were dark red. The colour of blood.

       I ran once more and was knocked off my feet as the wreckage crashed behind me causing a thunderclap of noise. A wave of sand picked me up and carried me forward, turning me over and over until I saw nothing but darkness.  

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Was I dead?

      Darkness surrounded me on all sides.

       I was scared to move in case pain stabbed me like it had done the last time I woke up without the use of my legs, but I had to know; I couldn't just lie here for eternity.

      People were counting on me. People needed me. My family. The people I'd convinced to stand by me and fight instead of run. All of them depended on me in one shape or form, so I needed to know, I needed to be sure I wasn't injured and I could still fight. 

      I tried to move and felt resistance at first, but the more I struggled the freer I became until my head finally broke free of whatever was holding me and emerged into the sunlight. Buried to my neck in sand, I spat a mouthful out as I looked around me. 

      Metal and bodies were strewn everywhere as pockets of fire still raged on. The heat licked the side of my face as I tried to free myself bit by bit but stopped when I saw a man dressed in tattered leather standing some thirty feet away from me. He looked my way with bloodshot eyes. His head bled freely and he swayed on his feet as he held a piece of pipe out before him.

      He grunted something my way and shuffle-walked towards me. By the look in his eyes, I knew I was in trouble as I dug myself out from the sand. 

      His shuffle walk got faster and my digging matched his pace. 

      The quicker he moved the faster I dug until it was a frenzied match to see who would win between him and me. I was half pulling, half dragging myself up; he was fifteen feet away from me and counting.

      The harder I struggled the faster he ran. Sand flew everywhere getting into my mouth and eyes.

      Ten feet away.

      With the calm realisation of one accepting their death, I knew he would get to me before I got free and there was nothing I could do to stop him from caving my head in. 

      I kept on digging like a condemned man who knew his fate.

      Six feet away.

      He exploded in a shower of blood and goo that sprayed my face like a morning mist. Confused, I stared at the spot where my attacker had just stood but now all that remained was a large piece of scrap metal from the ship, which had fallen on top of him. It had turned him into pulp. The only thing that remained were his shoes. 

      Finally digging myself out, I eyed the surrounding wreckage suspiciously before I cast my gaze towards the black smoking compound before me. 

      I could hear the cries and screams of battle. I could feel the tensions of hope and victory dancing on the air. The last stages of the battle were coming into play and if we lost now, everything I had worked for would be buried under these sands.
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      I ran for everything I was worth as I eyed the gaping hole the ship I'd destroyed had created. The entrance to the compound was still intact but it mattered little, as a twelve-foot-long hole had been made not far from it. 

      Bennie's men had stormed through and I could see fighting taking place within the compound. 

      "Zizi, what's the situation?"

      I heard nothing but static in my ear as I made my way towards the entrance. Shit. I hoped I had only damaged my comms receiver and nothing had happened to Zizi. I didn't think Willis would ever forgive me. 

      I was within a stone's throw distance from the wall when shrieks of pain filled the air as boiling oil was poured onto the unlucky bastards who were still trying to break the door down. Their screams of pain didn't last for long, as the defenders dropped a flaming torch from above causing them and the front of the entrance to go up with a whoosh. 

      I skidded to a halt as men ran in all directions and some dropped to the ground rolling along the sand, while they tried to put themselves out. I watched in horror as their burning skin got stuck to the sand they were rolling in before it turned hard.

      They lifted bejewelled hands up to me but without a weapon, there was nothing I could do to end their suffering.

      Skirting around the flames and rubble I entered the hole through the wall and leapt back as a spear descended towards my neck. 

      "Whoa--whoa," I said as I held up my hands before Zizi, "it's me."

      "Where the fuck have you been?"

      "Trying not to die. How are things?"

      "The ship crashing into the place took everyone by surprise and we have more casualties than I would like, but we're holding our own. Some of the men have broken our first lines of defence and are attacking the less experienced troops in the back; they could use some help."

      "Got it," I said, moving off, but she whistled after me causing me to turn. She threw a spear my way that I caught, and gave I her a nod before I moved off. 

      Blood coated the floor of the courtyard and limbs were scattered in the far corners as two opposing forces clashed for dominance. A man whose face was a mask of blood rushed at me screaming but it was a bluff charge as he collapsed before he even reached me. 

      I ducked, shielding myself, as an explosion went off to my far left, hitting me with small stone fragments.

      My ears rang as I got up and continued on. 

      Our forces had emerged from the compound and were engaging with Bennie's men one on one. They were holding their own, but Bennie's men fought with a ferocity that our people were barely matching. Fuelled by drugs and alcohol our enemy ignored injuries and just kept on attacking, doing everything in their power to kill whoever was before them.

      Part of me believed it was the drugs, part of me believed it was the fear of what Alvis would do if they failed.

      I ducked as a bullet pinged above me, and retaliated with an electric bolt that slapped into my attacker's chest causing him to collapse to his knees. I moved forward, spear twirling around me, as four men who looked like mountain men encircled me. They darted back and forth trying to keep me guessing as one of them always remained in my blind spot. 

      I smiled as I moved in a slow circle. They had no idea what they were getting themselves into. 

      The space around me became devoid of all sound as I focused on each man like a computer processing an equation. I could sense their breathing, their intention in the way they shifted their weight, in the way they held weapons. Coming to a complete stop I spread my arms out and waited as my smile grew wider. 

      "What the fuck does he think he's doing?" asked one.

      "He must have lost it," said another.

      "Yeah, battle fatigue or some nonsense."

      "Let's fucking have at him!"

      They rushed me as they should have. They didn't wait like in the movies and attack me individually. They came en masse. They came screaming and shouting. They died with those same screams in their throats.

      Four bodies dropped to the ground without me moving my feet. I looked down at them in pity. They didn't know. They just didn't know.

      More shouts sounded ahead of me and I looked up to see the majority of the enemy attempting to get inside to secure the building as their own and barricade themselves inside. It was a smart move on their part, as once inside they could radio for help and just wait us out. But getting past our forces was not proving as simple as they thought.

      I rushed forward and caught movement to my left; turning I saw Fae keeping pace with me. Face focused and eyebrows knitted in determination she gave me a swift nod as we brought our spears to bear and began firing into the backs of our enemy. They were so focused on what was in front of them, they didn't realise what was happening until it was too late. 

      I reached the group first and began attacking their backs. 

      My arms jabbed in and out as I stabbed everything in front of me. Fae joined me not long after and we mowed the targets in front of us down. As the cries of anguish grew louder and louder from our attacks, people turned realising they were been attacked on two fronts. 

      Two men came towards me, each wielding a hatchet. I ducked the attack from the first and stabbed him in the foot and Fae finished him off with a thrust to the chest. The next didn't fare much better and ended up with each of our spears in his eyes. 

      More and more men peeled off from the crowd and Fae and I went back to back, as we met our foes head-on. 

      Featureless face after featureless face swept past me as I stabbed, slashed and parried off blows that came my way. I thought my arms would have grown numb by now, but they stayed strong no matter what stress I placed on them. 

      Fae and I worked as a team. 

      Attack and defence. She would injure someone and I would finish them off or vice versa. Like machines we cleared the area in front of us until there was nothing around us but dying corpses. 

      The more people who came our way the more in sync we became. 

      A blade came towards my face and I blocked it with the shaft of my spear causing sparks to fly in the air. I held the opponent's weapon in place and my eyes darted to a spot behind them as I saw Sam's face covered in blood. She was fighting a large cluster of enemies along with a group of women who worked as a unit.

      Much like me and Fae, they attacked and defended and killed everything in their path. 

      Knocking my attacker's weapon to one side, I stabbed him through the throat and wiped my blade on his chest as I looked for our next target. The mood of the battle was changing. 

      I could feel it in the way our enemy screamed. I could feel it in their increased frenzy to attack. Like drowning rats they were becoming desperate. They were men used to inflicting fear on their opponents--through intimidation in the way they looked, in what they did to the people they captured. The ones who told the attackers' tale and spread what they had done worked in their favour in making sure when they did arrive at your door you would be too scared to do anything. It was how bullies worked.

      Fear and intimidation won a fight before it even began.

      With one final push Bennie's men surged forward. I looked around me and I couldn't see him, until I spotted Sam making a beeline for a group of men to our far right. Turning my attention towards the group I saw Bennie's contorted face as he screamed at his men. Sam's only focus was him. She ignored everything else, but that would get her killed sooner or later because she wasn't paying attention.

      "Fae! On me."

      We moved through the chaos stabbing and slashing as we parted our surroundings like Moses. I looked up and could see her ten feet away from us, but still, she wasn't paying attention to her surroundings. It cost her, as a brute of a man backhanded her across the face, knocking her back. She fell on her back and lifted her hands up to protect herself as the brute lifted up a boot--I didn't have time to aim as I launched my spear forward, inflicting a glaring blow across the brute's neck. 

      He staggered back holding his throat as I barged through the crowd until I stood in front of him.

      Blood seeped through his fingers as he stared murder my way. Both weaponless we stood some feet apart, ignoring the chaos.

      He lifted his fingers to his face and slowly licked them, grinning at me with blood on his teeth. "You'll pay for that, little one," he said sounding like the noise made at night under a child's bed. 

      I simply smiled.

      "Oh, you'll so pay for that. You and all these little insects who dare oppose us. Having women to fight your battles--blah, how pitiful. "His eyes moved to Sam's face before roaming over her body. "I remember that one. Oh, how soft and--"

      I flew forward and up-kicked him in the jaw causing him to bite his tongue. Blood gushed from his mouth as his hands came up to stop the bleeding. 

      "My tngue! My fking tngue!"

      "Huh?" I said, holding my hands up to my ear. "I didn't quite get that. Something about a dick in your mouth..."

      Screaming with rage he rushed forward but I had been waiting for him the moment I kicked him in the mouth. Sidestepping his wild swings I buried my fist in his side targeting his liver and kidneys. To his credit he remained standing, but the sideways stomp to the side of his kneecap brought him crashing down on one knee. 

      The brute's friends watched us, expressions of disbelief on their faces. He was their largest ally by far and they couldn't believe he was being dispatched so easily.  

      I walked in front of him, hands in my pockets, as I scanned the faces of the surrounding crowd before settling on the man before me.

      "Get up."

      The brute looked my way but didn't respond. I front-kicked him in the stomach, knocking him down. 

      "I said get up, great and mighty warrior. Or do you wish to die in the dirt like the insect you are?"

      Getting to one knee he looked at me with narrowed eyes but didn't move.

      "Well, if you won't come to me, then I'll come to you--"

      He threw sand in my face forcing me to close my eyes. I took a step back but didn't panic; instead I concentrated on my surroundings and listened. I heard the shouts of battle. I heard the screams of the dying. I heard--there, the lumbering footsteps of someone whose leg was injured. Sliding to the side, I felt a gush of wind pass my face as I kicked my leg in an arc and drove it into his stomach.

      I heard escaping wind leaving lungs before I continued on with my attack. 

      With my eyes still closed, I delivered kick after kick targeting body parts that wouldn't kill my opponent but would seriously harm him. After the twentieth kick had landed I took a step back and opened my eyes. 

      Swaying before me stood my opponent. 

      One eye closed. Nose broken and crooked. Teeth missing. Forearm shattered.

      Everyone around me watched in disbelief as I took one hand out of my pocket and wiped my eyes clean before placing it back. 

      I walked forward as my opponent began to backpedal, hands before him. "Please--I don't--please."

      "No," I said, kicking him in the neck with enough force to snap it. I watched his corpse collapse on the sand. "No."
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      Silence surrounded me as I looked at the enemy, who were all frozen by fear. 

      I looked at each and every face. I knew what they were waiting for--the first person amongst them to take a step back so they could flee. Hands still in pockets, I took a step forward and that's all it took for one of them to break ranks and turn tail. On cue, the others followed his lead and ran as Fae screamed at the top of her lungs and urged our forces to give chase. 

      I turned and walked back to Sam, who still lay on the ground, eyes filled with tears. Picking up two spears on the way towards her, I held one out to her.

      "I thought I was over the fear. I thought with all the training... I thought I had it mastered. I thought--I thought--I thought," she cried as she buried her face in her hands. 

      "Are you going to lie there all day and allow someone else to dictate how you feel, or are you going to get up and fight? Get up and show them they can never control you again?"

      She looked up sharply at me and I looked her in the eye waiting for her to decide. Getting up to her feet she wrapped her hands around the spear I offered and smiled. 

      "Let us finish this," she said. 

      I smiled back.  

      As more and more of our forces pushed forward, Bennie's men tried their best to flee but there was no quarter given. The people they were fighting against were the very women who had suffered at their hands before being turned into New Humans. 

      Sam and I pushed forward until we saw Bennie and a collection of his men turn tail and escape through the hole in the compound. Sam looked at me and I gave her a single nod as we gave chase. 

      The going was slow. 

      We took our time in hunting down our prey. Their footsteps were easy to follow in the sand. On occasion we would be met by a lone ambusher or two who was waiting for us, but with my advanced senses I heard them before they heard us, and they were no threat. 

      We dispatched enemy after enemy until the hours grew long and the night grew cold. 

      The footsteps we followed were whittled down until there was only one man. 

      He leapt out at us from behind a sand dune, but we were prepared. Blood caked on the side of his face, wild mane of jet-black hair stuck to his forehead with sweat, chest covered with cuts, eyes wide and darting, Bennie looked at us like a startled animal.

      "You had to ruin everything, didn't you? Can't you tell when you're beat?"

      "Can't you?" I asked.

      "You think this little defeat will stop him? He's done things that... not even I had the stomach to watch. Why are you still resisting? He's taken everything from you."

      "I aim to get it back."

      Bennie laughed as he shook his head. "Then you're a bigger fool than I thought. You've already lost, Quinton Blake, you just don't know it--"

      Sam rushed forward and stabbed her blade his way, causing him to counter the attack with his axe while he leapt backwards. He stared at Sam in shock, eyes not registering her face.

      "You don't remember me, do you?" she asked.

      He gave a dismissive shrug. "Should I?"

      Sam chuckled sadly. "How many women have you treated like disposable items? How many women have you forced to do unspeakable acts for your pleasure? Do you even remember one face?"

      Bennie yawned as he gave her another shrug. "In this life, you take what you want from the weak, be it child, man or woman. Don't blame me because you weren't smart enough to grow strong. Life is simple; from the time you were a child the strongest got to play with the toys they wanted, while the weakest cried. I was tired of crying so I grew strong. You should have learnt the lessons life taught you; you have no one to blame but yourself."

      "I learnt alright, I had a good teacher. In that, I must thank you."

      Sam rushed him and swung her spear his way. He intercepted the blow with his axe but he had to bend his knees to absorb its impact. Surprise flashed on his face as Sam, spinning, back-kicked him in the stomach driving him back.

      One hand on his stomach he spat out a wad of blood onto the sand.

      "I knew New Humans were strong, but I had no idea--"

      She came again and again; like an unrelenting force she attacked high and low driving her blows with all the force she could muster. He defended as best as he could but I could see his arms growing tired as each second passed. He knocked her spear to the side and swung his axe at her head but she ducked below the strike and punched him in the ribs.

      The crack of them breaking could be heard over the silence of the sands.

      His hand went to his ribs, but then had to return to the handle of his axe as he needed the strength of two hands to ward off her attacks. With each backward step he took, his expression grew graver. She darted to the left and attacked his right, slicing him across the thigh. He stumbled from the blow and she jabbed the point of her spear below his collarbone, causing him to grunt.

      He swung at her in desperation, looking to give himself some space as his eyes darted left and right looking for an exit.

      Sam came again and this time stabbed him in the biceps before sweeping him off his feet. He landed heavy on his back, his breath coming ragged and shallow.

      "Alright, alright," he said, lifting his hands in the air, "I surrender. I surrender."

      He rolled onto his hands and knees and looked at me, but with my arms crossed and my expression blank, it gave him the answer he needed. 

      "Look, I am more valuable to you alive than--"

      Sam ran and soccer-kicked him in his broken ribs. This time the grunt turned into a cry of pain as he rolled back onto his back holding his side.

      "Enough! I've fucking surrendered. Isn't that enough?"

      "No," we both said.

      "Come on. Alvis will pay you gladly to get me back. You can even trade me for your wife or child--"

      Sam drove her spear through his leg pinning it to the ground. His back bucked and arched in pain as he clawed at the spear holding his leg in place. 

      "We both know that isn't true. If you returned to Alvis he would kill you or turn you into a New Human. As soon as we allow you to escape from here, the first thing you'll do is flee. No, your fate is not in my hands anymore. I will leave it up to her."

      Sam yanked the spear from Bennie's leg and he crawled backwards as his eyes darted from me to her. "That isn't true. She'll listen to you, you order her to stop and she will. Come on. Think about what you're fighting for. Think about your wife and child--"

      "I am."

      "Think about--"

      Sam stabbed him in the other leg with the speed of a snakebite, causing him to scream in pain once more.

      "Look--look--look, I can be useful to you. I know things! Things like Alvis's plans and when he'll attack. Things only someone in my position would know. You kill me and you'll lose all that. Revenge isn't worth that. Think about--"

      "I am."

      His back hit a sand dune stopping his backward motion and his face grew pale as Sam's form blotted out the light from the moons and covered him in darkness. 

      "All I ever wanted was strength! Is that a crime... I... I--" He pulled out a knife from behind his back and held it out before him like a priest trying to ward off evil.

      "All I ever wanted was strength," he said, tears crawling down his face as Sam grabbed his blade-wielding hand and held it firm. She drew in close and he tried to pull back but there was no escape.

      "Mercy," he whispered, as she got closer and whispered in his ear causing his eyes to grow wide. "Please don't," but it fell on deaf ears as she drove the blade of his knife through the bottom of his chin. 

      She held it there, locked eyes with him and didn't let go until the light from his eyes vanished.

      Getting up to her feet she looked down at his corpse, a blank expression on her face.

      "What did you whisper to him?" 

      "The same thing he whispered to me when we first met."
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      I stood in the courtyard amid the aftermath of the battle that had taken place. 

      Rolling my shoulders back and forth, I tried to dislodge the heavy weight I felt on them. I scanned the buildings and walls around me, and everywhere I looked showed signs of battle. Scorched walls, crumbling brickwork, blood splashed across walls, scratch-like marks in the dirt as if someone were being dragged to hell.

      But the most evident signs of what we had been through rested at my feet. Corpses of friend and foe alike, their bodies covered by white sheets. 

      This was my first real taste of war. I had been in gun battles and fights before, but never on this scale, never with so much riding on the outcome. In the blink of an eye I was responsible for thousands of lives. Lives of those who had hopes, dreams, desires, fears. Some of them now wouldn't see another day, all because they had made a choice to follow me. 

      A single decision out of countless others they had made their entire lives. A decision that ended their journey here.

      All because I was trying to get back--

      "We did better than expected," said Zizi, coming to stand next to me.

      I rolled my shoulders wishing for a break. "Did we?" 

      "The numbers of our dead are lower than I first thought. We have many injured but against the odds we faced we fought well. Everyone here today learned something that you can't teach or buy."

      "Which is?"

      "Experience. Experience in facing death. Experience in knowing your limits in how far you'll fight until you'll give up."

      "It's a heavy price to pay."

      "It usually is."

      I sighed and passed a hand over my weary face, which felt like leather. When was the last time I slept? "Did we manage to capture any of the enemy?"

      Zizi frowned as she rubbed the back of her neck. "I had issued the command to the troops but... well, most of them had been prisoners of Bennie and his men, who had treated all of them no better than--I guess they saw red and wanted revenge. I take full responsibility concerning the matter. In a fight emotions can leave you open and--"

      "It's understandable. I asked them to face a lot; for me to expect them not to get emotional is foolish on my part. I had wanted to leave a few survivors so they could report back to Alvis. But he'll work out what has happened soon enough and then he'll come for us."

      "Is that wise?"

      "He'll come to Safe Haven sooner or later. I'd rather he be emotional when he does. There's nothing better than emotion to cloud intelligence. I want every possible advantage we can get." 

      Zizi tried to give me a nod but a jaw-splitting yawn took her over, which I quickly followed with one of my own.

      "The team of special forces women you trained are impressive. They held their own and without them, I don't think we would have won this thing."

      "Yes, they did me proud, and with a few of them I shall be looking to assign them their own squads to train and be in charge of."

      "Got anyone particular in mind?"

      "Fae is the clear standout; I saw the way you and she worked as a team. Plus the way she booby-trapped the space in front of the compound was devious--that's what I think won us the battle."

      "Couldn't agree more."

      "Then there is Lisa. You first met her when she was sparring with Fae back in The Jungle."

      A tall woman who was all limbs and anger came to my mind. "You think that's wise? The last time I saw her she wasn't exactly... a pillar of calm."

      "You're right, she's angrier than a honey badger with a sore ass, but the girl can fight her fucking ass off. Plus she has something to prove. She's related to John--a cousin or something--and when he betrayed the borough... well, any family member of John's who still remained in The Jungle got the short end of the stick. It wasn't like they knew what he was up to, but with nowhere to place their anger the borough's people looked to the next best thing.

      "Her family has had it hard. So she's doing this to wipe the slate clean, but more importantly get out of John's shadow."

      "I would like to add one more person to that list. Sam."

      Zizi looked at me, frown on her face deepening as she tried to put into words what she was feeling, "I... it's not... I saw what she did out there and it was good but--look, I'll be blunt here, she's too emotional. I know you two have something going on--"

      "What?" 

      Zizi held up her hands. "Hey, I'm not judging. I understand all men need to scratch an itch and--"

      "I'll stop you right there. Nothing is going on between the two of us and if anyone says otherwise, I want you to point them my way. I know what you're going to say, she's too emotional, she froze on the field, blah, blah, blah. But she faced her demons head-on and is still standing. Fae and Lisa are great, but they are not New Humans. They don't understand what the people who are went through. They don't understand how their own families now look at them differently. They don't understand the identity crisis the New Humans are going through.

      "Do they see themselves still as human or some machine hybrid?

      "No, you need someone who understands all those things to be in charge of the New Humans we have. It will be hard on Sam, but she'll rise to the occasion and I trust her to promote leaders amongst her ranks."

      "I can't disagree with you there," said Zizi, giving me a helpless shrug. "If it weren't for the New Humans this war would have been lost long ago. Each one counts as three normal troops. The people of the borough are warming to them, but it will take some time."

      "Time is not something we have." I looked at the weary bodies around me and I knew they needed a rest but if we didn't maintain the momentum we had, then all this would be a waste. "Tell everyone we leave as soon as the deceased have been loaded. Have them gather any useful supplies from the compound and load them on the ship too. We leave as soon as we can."

      "Surely they deserve a rest?"

      "We don't have the time," I said as I walked away and helped someone lift a body from the ground.
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      "So," I said, looking between Tuari and Willis, as we sat once again in Jerry's empty bar, drinks in front of us. I took a sip of mine and marvelled at how good I felt. It had been just under a week since our battle with Bennie but all my aches and pains had cleared up in a matter of days, plus any cuts or wounds had healed up and left the skin unblemished. It no doubt had something to do with Niko's nanotech in my system, but that just raised a whole host of questions in itself.

      Would I age? Would I live forever? Would I never get sick? 

      Those thoughts were for another time, and right now I needed to concentrate on the matter at hand.

      "Tell me how things have been coming along."

      They both looked at me like they were standing in front of the headmaster's desk and asked to explain their actions.

      "Well, the thing is, Quinton," began Tuari, "the people of this borough ain't what you would call neighbourly. They like to keep to themselves and ain't big in embracing new ideas. We did the rounds and tried to rally the local borough spirit, but all that's got us is being shot at, threatened with machetes and on one occasion this old woman groped me because she wanted to see if I was husband material."

      "So what you're telling me is..."

      "The people of this borough are a bunch of antisocial water gypsy assholes. I say we let Alvis's forces run wild on the place and see how the water fuckers like to be turned into machines." 

      I gritted my teeth in frustration. We needed all the forces we could get. I had been counting on getting some support from the borough, but not getting anyone at all was a real kick in the nuts. 

      "There is a reason the population of this borough live on boats," said Tuari; "they are the most private people of all the boroughs. They follow their muse where it wants to take them and they're okay with that. They want little to do with the outside world. Even more so than The Jungle."

      "Can't they see we're just trying to help them?" 

      "It's about freedom. They live in a constant state of detachment and simple living," said Tuari.

      "Isn't that The Jungle's whole deal?" 

      "No, The Jungle and people who live in the borough are about community, staying in one place and building roots somewhere their grandchildren can live. Like the trees around them, they are slow to adapt to change and settled in their ways. That's why there has been so much friction between them and Guru Roshan's people. On the other hand, the people from The Floating City live in a state of constant motion. They are travellers of the water and follow it to their heart's desire. Yes, they live off the water but that's where the similarities between them and The Jungle end.

      "It's not uncommon for the children of the family to leave home as young as fourteen. Sometimes even younger. They're a wild and free people and for you to expect them to follow you is foolish," said Tuari, offering me a shrug.

      "But--"

      "Quinton," said Willis, "they know what's coming. After your speech in The Jungle and the battle with Bennie, the word has got out about what's coming. Everyone knows. Most are leaving this planet in droves. But the people of The Floating City haven't because they believe whatever change happens they will adapt to it and continue on."

      "That's just--"

      "Foolish? Idiotic? Romantic? Optimistic?"

      I looked to both of them and threw my hands up in the air in defeat. When I placed Jerry in charge of this mission, there was a chance he would leave and I had accounted for it in my plans. But in every scenario I had played out in my head, there was always a way for me to get people from this borough to help in our cause. Our numbers were already stretched thin as it was and without aid from them, there was a high probability we wouldn't win.

      "Have you offered money?"

      "No, we tried seducing them with our good looks," said Willis, with an eye roll. 

      "Everyone has a price. Maybe you didn't offer enough."

      "Quinton," said Tuari, "we tried."

      "Maybe you didn't try--"

      "Quinton!" both of them shouted at me. "We tried!"

      I looked at both of them before I threw my chair backwards and paced across the floorboards, leaving a trail of dust in the air wherever I walked. There had to be something. I refused to give up so easily. 

      I opened my mouth and looked their way but shook my head and continued on walking. Come on, man! Think. Everything had been coming together, and now this. I stopped in my tracks and rubbed my temples as I felt a migraine coming on.

      "We've got boats," said Tuari. "That's at least something right?"

      "Yeah, we can't move for the fucking things. Skipjacks, narrowboats, fluyts, pinisis, barges and even a paddle steamer." 

      "There is no point in having boats, if there is no one to man them," I said. 

      "Look, it's not all bad," said Tuari. "Some of Guru Roshan's people have already settled in and the rest shall be along in the next few days. I would rather have somewhere for them to stay than not. With them here, the overpopulation in The Jungle is taken care of, freeing you of one problem. Plus Gingernuts and I will stay here and oversee things. Even if it means we stay here permanently as backup until we defeat Alvis."

      "I guess you're right," I said, "if you two are sure you're OK with staying here."

      "Yeah, we're fine," said Tuari, "plus there are some lovely girls in this borough who are all tanned from working on the boats all--"

      Willis slapped Tuari on the back of the head, forcing him to spill his drink down his front. "There won't be no fucking time for that."

      "Thank you, both of you, I couldn't do this without you."

      "No, you fucking couldn't. Remember that when the spoils of war are being handed out."

      "I will. I just don't see how I can get more troops. They don't have to be loyal. Any paid mercenaries will do."

      They looked at each other before slowly looking at me. I had a sinking feeling in my stomach as I knew what they were going to say.

      "You could always ask--"

      "No!"

      "The--"

      "No!"

      "Lady?"

      Yup. I could definitely feel a migraine coming on and it was only going to get worse as the week went on.
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      Nothing but rubble stood before me. 

      I was back in the same place where my life had changed; it felt like a lifetime had passed, but in the grand scheme of things it wasn't that long at all. I looked out onto a borough that had been turned into nothing but rubble as far as the eye could see. Buildings that once stood firm and grand were now nothing more than broken bricks that would be at home on any post-apocalyptic film set. 

      Nothing had grown in the time since I had destroyed it. Nobody had come to claim it as a prize.

      I had gotten reports that there had been scavengers who mined the rubble for anything valuable they could find, but as the rubble was unstable, many had lost their lives in trying to find treasure. Now, only the most hardened breached these walls for a prize of glory.

      I ran my hands over the rough stone wall in front of me and allowed the sound of the waterfall behind me to bring me to some sort of peace. 

      The Diamond District.

      This was the first time coming back to the site where it all fell apart for me. This was where I thought I had defeated Alvis only to have him throw me off this very wall, where I would lose the use of my legs and become a man who was more machine and technology than flesh and muscle. 

      I had been so confident in those moments leading up to my demise. Even after, when I slowly accepted my new legless fate, I thought there was nothing he could do to hurt me. 

      How wrong was I?

      I tapped the wall before moving off, and walked towards the point where Alvis had held me over the waterfall. 

      Water and mist soaked me to the bone as I leaned out as far as I dared and looked down.

      Shit.

      How did I ever survive that?

      The drop just went on and on until I lost sight of it, and all I could see was just a cloud of mist. It was a miracle I had survived. A miracle I was standing here today. But no matter how big the miracle, none of it would matter if I didn't get them back. They were all I thought about. Every minute of every day. 

      It had been an obsession. Like chickenpox, the more I tried to focus on the task at hand and not think of them, the more I did. They consumed my every waking thought until I thought I would go mad. 

      I stared into those misty depths until a voice sounded in my ear. 

      "Sir, the final preparations have all been completed. I have set it up in a secure hidden location that shall not be easily found."

      I pressed my finger to my ear before saying, "Good. Make sure the team sets up preventive measures around it, so if anyone does come close it will deter them from doing so again."

      "Will do, sir."

      That was it. The last item in my plan, which would hopefully win this war, was now placed securely in the last location. Placed in each borough across the planet, each device would be paramount in changing the tides when the war did finally begin. The only thing I needed to worry about was if they were found and destroyed; then my whole plan would go up in smoke, but I had taken measures against such events. I just hoped--

      I shook my head. There was no point second-guessing myself now. I had done everything I could.

      Placing my hands in my pockets, I pulled out Poppy's wedding ring and held it up to the light, so the sun's rays bounced off its precious stones. I laid it down on my palm and just stared at it, remembering the last time I had seen my wife wear it. It was after Kushim was taken and Poppy was preparing to go off on another mission. She had gathered information concerning Alvis's whereabouts and was eager to get to him before he changed location again. She had long ago stopped involving me in what she was doing. 

      We hardly talked. 

      Just two people living separate lives kept together by a terrible burden. 

      Without saying a word, without looking at me, she slid her wedding ring off and placed it by the bedside table. Weeks had passed until I grew the courage to ask her why she no longer wore it, and I had got an off-handed response about it not being practical while on missions. 

      I had half accepted her response because not to do so would have meant death.

      Death for my pride. Death for my soul. Death for our love.

      I closed my hand and squeezed until the ring bit into my flesh. Bringing my fist to my lips I closed my hands and for once allowed the endless thoughts and images of my family to just take me away.

      This place had brought me so much sorrow and pain, but as I closed my eyes and allowed the water to drown out my fears, I hoped it, along with the other three boroughs, would be my saving grace.
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      I sat across from Lady Isabella Ivanov while she ate what appeared to be a greyish soup made mostly out of fish heads. Swallowing down spoonful after spoonful with relish, she dabbed her lips as she closed her eyes in delight. 

      "You sure you won't have any? Ukha is mainly made with fish pieces like bream, catfish and pike, but I like when the chef leaves the heads in as I can suck out the eyeballs."

      "Despite your appetising description, I'm afraid I'll have to pass. I ate not too long ago."

      She shrugged and continued eating.

      We were in one of only two restaurants inside Hotel Moscow. It was a Russian themed restaurant that nobody visited apart from Lady Isabella. I had once asked her why she kept it running and got a simple answer.

       Because she could. 

      There were once linen-covered tables accompanied by deep red fabric chairs with golden stitching in the fabric spaced around the restaurant, but now all of them had been taken away, leaving only bare floors and one table placed in the middle of the restaurant, which we now sat at. Art depicting Russian life that showed nothing but grim images of toil and struggle still graced the walls. 

      The echoing sounds of Lady Isabella's spoon hitting the plate was all I could hear as nobody but Vlad stood guard. 

      "The weapons I had delivered were to your satisfaction?"

      She manoeuvred her spoon around her bowl until she collected the last morsel of food. Bringing the spoon to her lips she nodded at me. 

      "How are your troops adapting to their use?"

      Bringing a napkin to her lips she pushed the plate off to the side and it was collected by a waiter. "They are men used to guns, but I have insisted on their use so my men have been drilling with them and now some prefer them over their old weapons. I must say I do as well. No recoil, no reloading, no jamming. They are remarkable weapons."

      "I shall pass on your compliments to their creator."

      Neither of us said anything while she laced her fingers under her chin and stared my way. It had been nearly two weeks since I had been back to the planet and I had tried everything in my power to gather more troops to protect The Floating City's waterways, but I had failed on all counts. Nobody wanted to sign up no matter how much money I offered. 

      Mercenaries. Pirates. Gangs. Outlaws. 

      All had refused, saying it was a lost cause. They had dealt with New Humans or had heard rumours about what they could do and wanted no part in any fight involving them. As the days went by more and more inhabitants of Safe Haven did whatever they could to escape its lands.

      Which left me with one final option, one final deal I had to make with the devil.

      "So, Mr Blake, I take it this isn't a social call."

      "When are they ever, Miss Ivanov? When are they ever?"

      She smiled my way waiting for me to continue. Swallowing the rock I felt in my throat I dived headfirst into the pit of fire and brimstone before me.

      "I need help in regard to men. I underestimated how many men I could get to protect The Floating City. I was wondering... if you had any contacts that you could pass my way. Any mercenaries or guns for hire you've dealt with in the past. It needs to be people who can get here fast. We don't have much time before Alvis arrives."

      "Well, well," she said, smile growing wider, "I thought our great leader had everything sorted? With your level of instructions you have been sending I was looking forward to taking a backseat and just--"

      "You misunderstand me, I do not need help in regard to leadership. I simply need information. Information is something you sell, no?"

      "It depends on the client. If a client has proven to me they can deliver on what we have agreed on, then I am happy to deal with them. If said client has a history of making bad payments or failing to deliver on what was promised then we cannot do business."

      "I don't follow."

      "You, Mr Blake, are a notorious under-deliverer. Each deal I have entered with you has either only got me further promises of greater things to come or you have given me half of what we originally shook on. Time and time again, I have held my tongue and allowed you to slide when I would have killed other men and women in a heartbeat for the failures and frustrations you have caused me.

      "But you want to know why I haven't pulled the trigger?"

      I looked her dead in the eye and shook my head.

      "It's because you always surprise me. When I think you can't grow in value you somehow do. Either by having an AI super-machine fall in love with you, gaining knowledge of how to create a New Human or actually becoming one yourself. I am addicted to this reality show that is your life. Addicted and curious as to what will be the final product I take from you when this is all over.

      "Will it simply be the designs of how to create New Humans, or will it be an army of them who shall follow my every command. Or will it be your child.... The choices are endless and I can't wait to see what goodies I end up with."

      I thought I would be angry. I thought I wouldn't be able to control my thoughts and feelings but as I sat here in front of a woman who had made my life hell for as long as I could remember all I found was peace. 

      I had finally stopped fighting against myself, stopped battling some unseen enemy inside me that I just needed to accept was part of me no matter how ugly, no matter how violent, no matter how cruel, and use it to further my goals. I had found peace in knowing myself inside and out, and now I knew my enemy better than they knew themselves. 

      Gregory Goodwin.

      Lady Isabella Ivanov.

      Edward Thomas.

      Alvis Boman.

      Tex Jonson.

      Bennie the Butcher.

      They had all created me. They said you should always choose your enemy carefully because he learns from you as much as you learn from him. Until you create something that you never envisioned and now you had no way of defeating it.

      Lady Isabella Ivanov had already lost, she just didn't know it yet. Her downfall was not getting rid of me when she had the chance. 

      "On second thought," I said, getting up from the table, "I've changed my mind."

      I watched in amusement as she tried to control the shock that swept across her face but failed. 

      "I--I--what?"

      "I've decided against it. Nothing personal, you understand, but you are right; I haven't delivered on the things we have spoken on already and I would hate to be further in your debt. Don't worry, I shall find some other way to solve my problem. Good day."

      I turned to walk away but a chair clattering to the floor turned my head back round. She stood upright, hands clenched before her, mask finally cracked and showing me what lived underneath. It was something that I wouldn't call human. Twisted--possessed--haunting, it looked at me, eyes pinning my soul to the back wall and daring me to move, but I returned the look calmly and only smiled further.

      "You think my time is free? You think you can come in here and just waste it as you see fit?"

      "I meant you no offence. But it's like you said, I am a liability and a under-deliverer, so I am saving you the time and further stress by taking the deal off the table. In fact, after this is done and the war is won, I shall give you what I originally promised. The remaining half of Alvis's plans. But right now, I see I cannot offer you anything but money in return for the information I have asked for. Seeing as money is not what you want, I have nothing else to offer."

      "You have so much more that I want--"

      "Wanting something, Miss Ivanov, and getting it are two different things. I want a great many things, but alas..." I said with a wave of my hand. "Anyway, I believe our business is done here for the day. If you need any more spears, please let us know and I shall deliver them to you free of charge, as a sign of good faith and for past transgressions."

      I turned around and walked away but her voice stopped me. "You think this is a game, Mr Blake?"

      "In more ways than you know."

      I could feel the hairs on the back of my neck raise as her gaze fell upon me like a predator locking down its prey. I licked my lips, back still turned to her. If she decided to make a move now, there wasn't anything I could do to stop her. Plus, I had a feeling Vlad already had his gun fixed on my back.

      "Tell me one reason why I shouldn't have Vlad here place a bullet in the back of your head?"

      "Because, La Señora, you want to see how the game ends."

      "You overvalue--"

      The floor beneath my feet rumbled as the sound of an explosion in the distance vibrated through my chest. I spun around and looked Lady Isabella's way as screams echoed around us. 

      She said nothing as she pulled a .44 Magnum from underneath the table and looked Vlad's way; he was speaking into a mic. Another explosion rocked the walls and I berated myself for coming unarmed as roof dust fell on my shoulders.

      "Well?" she asked, looking Vlad's way, and he gave her a shake of the head. She frowned before turning in my direction. "Mr Blake, I suggest you come with us. It would be safer."

      I was about to protest when another volley of screams tore through the corridors outside. After everything was said and done, I still needed The Lady and her men in the upcoming fight against Alvis. If an unseen enemy defeated them here and now, then it would leave further gaping holes in my lines of defence.

      "Lead the way," I said.

      Vlad led the way, with The Lady and me bringing up the rear. He opened the first door he came to and poked his head around the door and pulled it back sharpish as the flash of gunfire bounced off the mirrors in the corridor. He gestured for us to get further back in the shadows as he held his semi-automatic pistols to his chest and waited. We heard nothing for a minute or two. He leaned his head back out the door and waved for us to follow him. 

      We entered a corridor that smelled of blood. 

      It coated the walls. It soaked into the floorboards. It dripped from the ceiling. 

      I looked at the mangled bodies that rested at awkward angles along the floor and swallowed. Throats cut. Limbs sliced off and left detached from their bodies. Vlad looked to The Lady, but she said nothing and only held her gun tighter as she motioned for Vlad to continue. 

      The further we walked the more horrific the sights became. 

      Headless corpses. Men who had crawled along floors dragging their entrails behind them. Heads tossed in corners like discarded footballs.  

      The more Vlad saw, the more a vein along the side of his temple pulsed as he gritted his teeth. These were men he knew, men he was in charge of, and someone had butchered them like cattle.

      We stopped as we heard movement up ahead. The sound of footsteps was growing fainter by the second as whoever they belonged to tried to escape.

      Vlad looked to his boss, then me, then back towards the retreating footsteps, then back towards me before he tossed me a spare pistol that had been tucked behind his back. I grabbed it and knew what he was going to do but it was a mistake. 

      We were all in grave danger.

      "Vlad, don't." 

      But he had already taken off. I looked to The Lady before I took off after him with her following closely behind. We took twists and turns as Vlad allowed his emotions to get the better of him and they gave him the extra fuel he needed to push ahead of us. I could easily catch up to him, but that would mean leaving Lady Isabella behind and she was key to my success. 

      With my advanced senses, I heard the footsteps we were following stop as Vlad put on an extra burst of speed and took off round a corner. 

      "Vlad, no!"

      I knew what had caused this. I knew what had rained down death like a revengeful god upon this hotel. But it was still too early; I would have been informed by the others if something had started. Yet the more corpses I passed by the more the feeling of dread developed in the pit of my stomach. 

      As I turned a corner, my worst fears were confirmed.

      It had started. We were at war.
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      Up ahead a New Human turned towards us as Lady Isabella and I came skidding to a halt. 

      Vlad moved towards it but I shouted just in time for him to leap back as a blade from behind their fist sliced his way. Vlad landed in a crouch as the bottom half of his tie floated to the floor. A thin red line appeared along his chest as blood soaked into his shirt.

      "Message your men. They need to equip themselves with spears," I said to Vlad, who gave me a look that said he would rather eat glass than take an order from me.

      "Vlad," said The Lady, causing him to snort my way as he spoke into his mic.

      The New Human before us was an Asian man in his mid-forties with streaks of grey near his temples. He surveyed us but didn't move. 

      "How did they get through your defences?" I asked.

      "They?" said The Lady.

      "They."

      "But surely if there had--"

      "Alvis has arrived. I believe this is a scout force sent to the planet to gauge our defences before he makes a proper assault. I am afraid to tell you this, Miss Ivanov, but your hotel has been infiltrated and we are at war."

      She sucked her teeth as the New Human in front of us took a step forward. He would make his move any second. I needed to protect my interests, otherwise this war would be over before it even began. 

      "We need to equip ourselves with spears. Are there any close by?"

      She looked to Vlad, who still hadn't taken his eyes off the threat in front of us. He held up three fingers. I looked to Lady Isabella in confusion. 

      "Three corridors down," she said.

      "Great. Now all we have to do is get past--"

      The New Human came forward in a burst of speed. Moving low he swept his blade upwards aiming to slice Vlad from belly button to throat, but I latched onto the back of his suit jacket and yanked him back as the tip of the blade missed him by inches. Throwing him behind me I ducked the first strike aimed for my head and slid to the side as a jab that ended with a blade was aimed for my face. 

      I returned with a roundhouse kick to the stomach, knocking the New Human backwards. 

      He came to a halt ignoring the blow that I had delivered and rushed forward once again. He aimed slash after slash for my face and I avoided them one after the next. It was like I could see each move happen before it actually did. I danced around him and delivered an inside low kick to his calf, which caused him to stumble forward, then I planted a front kick to his chest sending him flying backwards.

      I had delivered the front kick with enough force to hear one of his ribs crack as he landed on his back on the floor. But I knew he didn't feel pain. 

      After speaking to the New Humans we had rescued, they had informed us that while under Alvis's control they felt pain, but it was like a dull echo in the chamber of their mind, compared to the overwhelming signal to complete whatever mission they had been given. Because of that, I couldn't fight a New Human as I would normally. Pain and fear had a big part to play in any fight and if one didn't feel either, then the only way you could put them down was by force.

      Yet I wanted to kill as few of them as I could. 

      They didn't have a choice. They were being forced against their will. They were being manipulated. 

      My first mission was to save my family, the second to free as many innocents as I could from Alvis's control. It was the reason I had the spears created. 

      The New Human rose from the floor and stared at me in confusion, not understanding why he couldn't defeat me. His previous opponents had been killed with little resistance yet I stood before him unharmed.

      He came forward with speed in an attempt to overwhelm me with brute force. I ducked and dodged always staying out of range until he leapt forward and brought the blade behind his fist down towards my head. I caught it between my palms and saw a flicker of shock behind the blank mask before his head exploded in a shower of gore.

      I held the headless corpse up and saw The Lady standing behind him, revolver held steady, faint smile on her face.

      "You didn't have to do that," I said. "He was acting against his will."

      "Tell that to my men he slaughtered," she replied, walking forward and firing another bullet into the dead man's chest. "As you said, Mr Blake, this is war and I do not plan to take any prisoners."

      "But can't you see, these people are innocent--" 

      "Nobody is innocent, Mr Blake. We are all sinners in somebody's eyes. It just depends on who is watching. Now I believe you said something about spears?

      I looked at the headless corpse at my feet and felt sick. I wasn't sure if it was because I could have saved the life of a man who saw what he was doing but couldn't stop himself, who felt helpless--powerless--afraid like I had once been; or because before this war was over there would be countless other deaths for friends and foe alike that I would have to endure and bear until death took me.

      All for the sake of freedom.

      "Yes," I said, finally tearing my eyes from the corpse, "the electric pulse from the spear cuts off the link behind their neck that Alvis uses to control them. Once the connection is cut, you will find the fight shall have left our opponents putting a stop to this endless bloodshed."

      She looked at me askew, confusion in her eyes as she took a step forward. "You understand what war means, don't you, Mr Blake?"

      "I--"

      "You understand the most successful wars are not wars won by accepting your opponent's surrender, but by making sure they shall never want to fight you again. You are blinded by the present, Mr Blake, whereas I look to the future and see issues arise which may jeopardise our very future as a species.

      "What happens to these New Humans after we defeat Alvis?"

      "They live their lives as they best see fit."

      "Really? Knowing human nature as you do, as you have had to learn, you think that shall be the end of it? A whole new subspecies of human has been created, a subspecies that is stronger, faster, learns quicker and may not age, and you think they shall just sit by the sidelines and what? Be content with their lot in life? Not strive for more? Not take what they see as theirs?

      "Human beings are conquerors by nature. It is why our feet are no longer on Earth but a distant planet light years away. If we do not eradicate this New Human threat then one day soon, we shall be calling one of them Master."

      I looked to her dumbfounded at what she was saying. Was she right? Did letting the New Humans live pose a bigger threat down the line? But who was I to judge? Who was I to make that decision?

      As those thoughts and so many more rattled against my brain, I avoided the questions that affected me the most.

      What would she do to my family once this was over? A family made up of a human married to an AI who gave birth to a hybrid? A human who now was more machine than man? I--

      "Shall we get going?" she said with a smile, as she and Vlad led the way, leaving me alone with my thoughts and a headless corpse.
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      We finally came to our destination, without any further incidents. 

      Vlad had been in constant radio contact with his men and they were waiting for us outside a vault you would find in any bank, its large metal door resting open. Men came in and out with bundles of spears and other weapons in their hands. I peered over a shoulder and saw the vault was filled with bars of gold, gemstones, weird vials of liquids that bubbled and hissed, and a regular-looking filing cabinet that took up an entire back wall. 

      It was the oddest collection of valuables I had ever seen, but I had no doubt each item was worth its weight in gold. 

      "Report," said The Lady, coming to stand in front of one of her men. 

      He stood to attention, hands by his sides, as he spoke. "We do not know how the intruders gained entry but all reports state there are five New Humans inside the hotel. It appears their mission was to murder or incapacitate as many of us as they could before a proper assault took place. Our first line of defence is still intact and holding strong. There are no signs of a larger force coming our way for now."

      "How many of the enemy have been killed?"

      The man looked sick as he tried to get his words out. "One."

      The Lady said nothing as her lips pulled back.

      "Well, we dealt with one on our way here," I said, "so that makes two. Now we just have to find the other three--"

      Frantic shouts could be heard in the distance to our left before an explosion rocked the foundations of the hotel. I looked towards the direction that the noise came from and had a sickening feeling.

      "The direction of that explosion...."

      "Came from the entrance," said The Lady.

      Silence settled around me as we all waited for a sound to break the tension that held us together. It felt like an age as breaths were held before the first sounds of gunfire could be heard.

      "How many men out front are equipped with spears?" I asked, looking between The Lady and Vlad.

      The Lady looked to Vlad for an answer. He closed his eyes as he spoke. "Half. Some of the men are still adapting to the new equipment, and I thought it safer to only allow men proficient with the weapons to have them. The most dangerous thing is to let a soldier use a weapon in the field he is not comfortable or confident with."

      "Have you not been listening to a word--argh!" I said, throwing my hands up and snatching a spear from one of their men's hands. "You, you and you. Come with me. We need to cover the entrance at all cost because once they get inside we'll be fucked."

      I took off and stopped when I realised no one had moved. They all stood staring at their boss. 

      "Are you fucking me! We don't have time for this." 

      Still, they didn't move but waited as The Lady handed her revolver to Vlad before she looked down at her blue and white frilly dress, which looked like it belonged on Little Bo Peep, and sighed. Grabbing the dress at the knee she held her hand out to Vlad, who placed a switchblade in it, which she used to hack and cut the material at the bottom leaving her legs up to the knees free.

      "I really liked that dress," she said, looking at me, before she took her revolver back from Vlad, placing it in the folds of her dress, and grabbed a spear. "Now, you, you and you, with me. Vlad, I want you to find these intruders in my hotel and show them what we do to unwelcome guests. The rest of you know what to do.

      "Now, Mr Blake, would you mind if I lead the way? This is my hotel after all."
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      The Japanese cherry tree was toppled on its side, soil spilling out from the base like blood from a gun wound. Up ahead, the entrance to the hotel was torn apart as men behind barricades fired into the streets at an unseen enemy. 

      We pushed on until we reached the twisted ruined doors and I stepped into a world filled with the smell of gunpowder and the sounds of fear. My chest vibrated as a heavy cannon shot its load, taking out a chunk from a building up ahead. 

      A group of New Humans ran up the street faster than Olympic sprinters; the men behind the barricades fired their way but the enemy moved in a snake-like pattern, never staying in one location long enough to be hit. They were elusive with their movements as a few of them got picked off but that number wasn't big enough to stop them. 

      They reached the barricade and scaled it using the knives embedded in their hands and feet as climbing aids.

      "Tell your men to switch to the spears, that's the only thing that will stop them," I said, running down and firing my spear at the nearest ones to me. 

      My aim was true. Every time I fired I hit. 

      Once the electric bolt from my spear hit their bodies, they convulsed and toppled backwards, limbs going stiff. I kept on firing but it wasn't long before I became their main focus. As one, the group looked my way and I knew I was in trouble. 

      I kept on firing but it wasn't long before they had scaled the barricade.

      The first few landed in a crouch as men rushed their way but it was the defenders' mistake. They were killed with a flick of the New Humans' wrists as they sprinted my way; I backpedaled and fired bolt after bolt but no matter how many I stopped someone else took their place. Another spear appeared at my side and I looked to my left to see The Lady firing alongside me. 

      Her aim was true and it spoke of time spent with a weapon she knew she would need. 

      "Here they come," I said, readying myself. 

      I blocked the first strike and was surprised as The Lady's spear penetrated my attacker's skull. It was done with a precision that would impress even Zizi. 

      More came, and with The Lady next to me, we met the charge head-on. 

      Blades flashed before my eyes and I defended and attacked, trying to disable as many foes as I could without killing anyone, but the more they pushed forward the harder it became until I was fighting to survive. 

      I slid back and created some distance by spinning my spear in a circle, creating a small tornado around me. I got the breathing room I needed but it didn't last long as two timed my swing and leapt under my spear. I ducked the first attack but the second nicked my side causing me to parry the attack clumsily. 

      I eyed The Lady out of the corner of my eye as she held her own. 

      She fought with a savagery that spoke of untold time in battle. Ducking the attacks of two men she drove her spear through the throat of one and yanked it out sideways so it swung in an arc and sliced the top of her next opponent's head clean off. I watched as a smile lingered on her lips as she fought. She was enjoying herself. The chaos. The fear. The stakes of it all.

      I backpedaled while I kept my eye on her. I couldn't fight to my full potential while she was near. It would show my trump card and I wanted to keep that close to my chest as long as possible. The less she knew about what I could do, the better it would be for me in the long run.

      Faking a stumble as two New Humans rushed me, I fell to my back and blasted them point blank in the chest, immobilising them. I rolled along the ground as feet and blades descended my way. 

      Rolling back to my feet I knocked my opponents off theirs and blasted them in the chest. Three more met a similar fate until I realised I was no longer in danger. The New Humans whom I hadn't killed moaned and groaned along the floor, disorientated now their connection to Alvis had been severed. 

      Turning my head I saw The Lady dispatch her last victim with a stab through the heart. She twisted the spear with a turn of a wrist and yanked it out causing a gush of blood to pool at her victim's feet before he collapsed in the dirt. She looked around her satisfied at her handiwork as one of her men rushed up to her. 

      "Madam!" said a short stocky man with thin lips . "We are keeping them at bay, but we are facing a larger force than expected."

      "How many?" she asked.

      "Hard to say; hundreds would be my guess. They are using the cover of the buildings to their advantage. Our snipers are picking off any who venture near windows or on the roofs, but the bastards have an uncanny ability to dodge bullets at the last second. We are not sure what to do."

      "Destroy everything around us."

      "What?" I said, moving forward as a sick sensation settled in my stomach. "You can't be serious. There are countless families and people who live in those buildings. You can't just--"

      "What did I tell you earlier about war, Mr Blake?"

      I stared at her, at a loss for words. 

      "War is not won by making your opponent surrender, it is won by making sure they never want to fight you again. In any fight the side that goes further in their acts of violence wins." She turned to her man. "Set all the heavy artillery against the structures around us. I want everything levelled as far as the eye can see."

      "I--I--yes, my Lady," stuttered the man before he moved off. 

      I stood rooted to the spot unable to move as they gave the order and I watched in utter horror as the heavy weapons around us groaned, moving with the stiffness of a waking giant. I took a step forward, thoughts frantic, as I tried to think of something to stop what I was seeing but none came to me. Instead, I stood rooted to the spot as explosions occurred all around me.

      I experienced nothing but silence as I watched mini-fires puff out of the end of gun barrels and destroy the scenery as far as I could see. 

      It was like I was in a silent bubble watching the world move in slow motion. Buildings were ripped apart. Windows shattered. Roofs collapsed. Round after round tore into everything, quickly turning it into rubble and once again, I had to stand by and watch as a borough burnt all because I took a stand. 

      I did what I saw as the right thing, but in the end, it had cost countless lives.

      Clouds of smoke and brick debris plumed upwards like a mushroom cloud before it pushed outwards. Everyone rushed for cover but I stood still and allowed the moving dust barrier to slam into me, enveloping me completely. 

      Darkness descended.

      I could see nothing. I could hear nothing.

      I closed my eyes and allowed the moment to swallow me whole. This was what it meant to be at war, huh? This was what I had signed up for. This... this was the burden I would need to carry if I wanted my loved ones back. 

      I stood motionless, allowing those questions and so much more to battle and rattle inside my brain until noise finally prickled my senses and I had come to a decision.

      Then so be it. 

      Reopening my eyes I looked around me and saw that nothing stood.

      The area around Hotel Moscow was like a war zone. Slowly people came out of their hiding places coughing and spluttering while they dusted themselves off. I looked to my left and to my surprise saw The Lady standing next to me. She hadn't taken cover. She stood by me in the maelstrom of debris she had created and withstood it. 

      "Well, that appeared to work," she said, dusting herself off.

      "Your methods are unconventional, to say the least, but the attacks have been halted. Now, before they start up again, I think I'd best get back to my people. Take this," I handed her a small rubber device in the shape of a hearing aid, "attach it to your ear and do not take it off. I shall message you when it is time to launch the final stage of our plan."

      She took the piece and looked at it weirdly before inserting it into her ear. I gave her a nod and moved off but stopped as I looked back at the moaning bodies of the New Humans on the ground whom Alvis was no longer in control of.

      "What about them--"

      "I think it's best you get back to your people, Mr Blake," she said with a smile.

      "But they are--"

      "No concern of yours. They are in my territory and are mine to deal with as I see fit. Now, you'd best get a move on before you become trapped here," she said, giving me one of her prize-winning smiles. 

      Looking down at the New Humans who were getting their bearings, I took a step toward them but noticed more than one hand among The Lady's crew tighten their grip on their weapons. Biting the inside of my lip, I breathed out heavily before turning my back.

      She would pay for her crimes just as I would... in time.

      All I had to do was survive to make sure it happened. But first, I had to get back to The Jungle and make sure everyone was okay. The war had just started, but the cost of victory might be higher than I expected.
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      I pushed through the rushing crowds of people who were going in the opposite direction as me. A mixture of families and elderly people from both camps carried everything they could as they made a hasty retreat. 

      I hadn't noticed any signs of fighting as I had flown into The Jungle, so I took it this was all because of the message I had sent to Zizi, Willis and Tuari about what I had seen in Paradise Lost. 

      We had been evacuating families and people who couldn't fight for weeks now, dispersing them amongst the waterways of The Floating City and burying them deep in the jungle. It had been a herculean effort that had taken as much thought and planning as preparing for this war, but we had got ninety percent of the vulnerable to safety. The rest who were fleeing now would have to do their best and get to some place of safety before the fighting began.

      I finally reached base HQ, where I knew Zizi and Co would be while they made the final preparations. 

      Men and women rushed back and forth hurriedly donning armour and double-checking that all their equipment was in working order. Many a face looked panic-stricken as clumsy fingers refused to do up straps or pick up equipment. I moved through them, giving a pat on the shoulder there and a reassuring nod here.

      I continued on until a squad of women came into my view. 

      They were battle-hardened with many sporting a scar or burn from our previous conflict with Bennie. Their armour gleamed and the muscles along their forearms rippled as they gripped their spears. Eyes scanning for anything suspicious, these women were Zizi's personal handpicked squad, which she trained herself. Sam, Fae and Lisa had come from the same training camp but they now led their own squadrons.

      All were New Humans. All had eyes that spoke of the horrors they had seen. All had faces that told you they had come out the other side harder, tougher, more determined. 

      I gave them a nod as I walked past and entered a space that we had been using to prepare for the war.

      A wall of noise hit me as people rushed back and forth, focus on their faces while they tried to complete the task they were assigned to the best of their abilities. Holoscreens showing maps and charts covered the walls, while men and women sat in front of control panels speaking with our teams dotted in other parts of this borough and The Floating City. 

      Zizi, Niko and Makenna stood in front of a round table in the centre of the room, a picture of calm against the raging storm around them.

      "Nothing yet?" I asked, approaching the table.

      They all shook their heads.

      "I don't know if that is a good or bad sign," I said. "I'm surprised he chose to attack Paradise first instead of sending his troops here."

      "He's just testing us. Probing, to see what we will do. The real fun starts when he attacks here, because he'll go all out," said Zizi.

      "You think?"

      "It's what I would do. It's a standard bait and switch tactic where you attack one area so your opponent focuses on it, then when their attention is on trying to deal with that problem you attack the original target. Simple but effective."

      I frowned, scratching my chin, but said nothing.

      "What?" asked Zizi.

      "Its... I saw what his people did. Those New Humans who were no better than zombies tore through The Lady's ranks like they were nothing. And she is renowned for having people under her who are no different from army troops. It's how she held power for so long. When everyone around her was playing gangster she approached the situation like an army general. But still..."

      "Was it that bad?" Zizi said.

      "She destroyed her borough."

      I regretted my words instantly as silence greeted my statement. In a time like this, words like mine shouldn't have been spoken. Not by someone who people saw as a leader. It would only dishearten the troops and lead to lower morale. I saw a flash of anger across Zizi's face as she went to open her mouth, but I cut her off.

      "She didn't listen to our words of advice," I said, voice ringing out clear and loud. "Less than half her men chose to use the spears we delivered and fewer than that chose to properly train with them. Their arrogance is our gain. We have trained long and hard for what is about to come. We are battle hardened and have something they do not. We have brothers and sisters who are just as strong as New Humans. Stronger even, because they have control of their minds. We will win this, do not fear."

      Faces brightened and the atmosphere of the place changed as moods were uplifted. 

      Zizi gave me a knowing nod before addressing the room. "What the fuck are you all standing around for? I take it nobody has any work to do!"

      Feet scrambled away as the room become alive once again.

      "Good save," Makenna purred in my ear as she pinched my ass, causing me to jump.

      "Is everything prepared?" I asked.

      Niko ran her fingers through her pink-tipped hair before she answered, "As prepared as we'll ever be. At this point we're just splitting hairs. Every fighter has a spear, plus I gave them out to families who are hiding out in a worst-case scenario."

      "We positioned the medic teams I trained throughout this borough and The Floating City, so we're covered there," said Makenna.

      "I sent out extra teams to cover The Floating City; it won't be enough but it's the best we can do," said Zizi.

      I nodded my head as I took everything they said in, but still I couldn't help feeling Alvis had something up his sleeve that we had missed. The attack on Bennie had been a success, but Alvis was a whole different ball game. He had lived longer, was smarter, and had fought in WW3 and survived. It wasn't only that we were going up against a genius; we were going up against a man who had hundreds of years to plan his success, while we only had months.

      The number of things that could go wrong was--

      "I have contact!" said one of the operators, who was monitoring a holoscreen. 

      Silence greeted his statement.

      "I have contact."

      "I see something."

      "I have..."

      As the reports of sightings came in quick and fast I closed my eyes and took in a deep breath. It was finally time. All this had been leading up to them. All this had been because of them. All this...

      Whatever happened now I knew one thing: I would see their faces before I died.

      And that's the only thing that mattered.
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      Dirt exploded in my face as I threw myself to the ground. 

      "What the fuck?"

      Another thunderclap of sound and a bright flash of blue electricity to my left forced me to cover my head as dirt rained down from the heavens. I saw legs running through the undergrowth before Fae's grinning face appeared before me. I looked up at her in shock as I heard another distant explosion somewhere over the horizon.

      "Ain't you meant to be in The Floating City?" I asked.

      "My squad are waiting for me there, but I got caught up here. I just wanted to add some finishing touches to some of my traps."

      I looked at her wide-eyed. "This is all you?"

      "Yup," she said with a chuckle.

      I got up to my feet and dusted chunks of mud off me. "Isn't that dangerous? What if one of our own stumbles into one of those things?"

      "Don't worry, they only go off when they sense the signal the devices at the back of the New Humans' necks are picking up from Alvis. The device works as a two-way receiver--picking up Alvis's signal but also broadcasting their own as a response. No signal, no boom."

      The sound of an engine reverberated through the air above me causing me to jerk my head upwards. A small craft flew above the trees but it didn't get far before one of the borough's anti-aircraft cannons shot it down. Bits of metal shot outwards like a fireworks display setting trees on fire as hot metal rained down from above.

      I grimaced as black smoke clouded my vision.

      Fuck, it had only just begun, but the place was already becoming a war zone. I closed my eyes as my hearing detected movement ahead of me. Launching myself forward I grabbed Fae around the wrist and pulled her down as bullets tore through the undergrowth above us. Leaves flew into the air and turned into confetti as I rolled both us underneath foliage made up of bushes and plant-life. 

      Fae looked at me wide-eyed as I placed my finger to her lips.

      The footsteps I'd originally heard became louder and were accompanied by voices. "What the fuck are you firing at?" said a deep voice.

      "I thought I saw something," replied a nasally voice.

      "Like the last half dozen times you thought you saw something but it turned out to be nothing but some damn creature or a twig blowing in the wrong direction."

      Sniggering came from different throats. I looked sideways and could see multiple pairs of feet standing some twenty feet away. 

      "Look, I ain't good with this environment," said Nasally. "I'm a city boy born and raised and I don't know nothing about no jungle. I don't see why we're even still fighting."

      "You know why."

      "No. No, I don't. Bennie is dead. Most of the crew are dead. It's only but ten percent of us left, not counting the men who made a run for it first chance they got, so I don't see why we are still fighting for Alvis."

      "Because the pay is better than anything we'll get elsewhere, that's why," said Deep Voice.

      "I'd rather do a job where I get paid half of what I'm on now and know I'll be alive tomorrow than doing this shit."

      "OK, you want to know the real reason why we're here, Clyde? It's because we can't fucking leave. That's why! Because after those fuckers left without telling us, he placed those things in our bodies making sure the only way we leave his service is if he takes them out. He doesn't trust us and why should he? So stop your bellyaching and let's find something to shoot other than fucking leaves."

      "Still can't believe Rick and them left without telling us they were going. What an asshole. And he still owed me money, which he said he would pay but he never did. Fucking cheap--"

      "I thought I told you to stop your bellyaching!"

      The sniggering started up again as the men moved off pushing further to their left. I heard a commotion as someone fired off another round.

      "For the love of God, Clyde! What the fuck is it now?"

      "I thought--I thought... there was something metal I saw out of the corner of my eye. It looked like some sort of--hey, what's that?"

      An explosion tore through the trees forcing me and Fae to duck for cover once more as earth flew into the air. We stayed where we were for a minute or two while the ringing in our ears passed. About to say something, I stopped as a smoking arm landed with a wet thump in front of us.

      "Well... that was unexpected," said Fae.

      "I thought your traps only went off when they detected signals placed in the devices implanted within the New Humans?"

      "These ones did say Alvis had implanted something inside them. I'm guessing it gives off the same frequency the devices in the New Humans do."

      I said nothing as I stared at the limb and thought about what the device could be. Nothing good for sure, but it was a puzzle to solve another time as more footsteps and angry voices came their way towards us.

      Fae moved forward but I held her back. "I'll deal with these pricks. I want you to get back to your squad in The Floating City. Use one of the light fighters we took from Bennie's compound. You should get there in no time at all."

      "Won't the cannons shoot me down?"

      "They're all coded to recognise our ships. The only thing you'll have to worry about is the enemy shooting you down."

      "Is that all?" she said with a wave of her hands. "I'll be fine then. You going to meet me there?"

      "I'm not sure. I'll try to if I'm needed, but Willis and Tuari should have things covered. Plus I've not seen the number of New Humans I would expect, so Alvis must be keeping them in reserve for something. I just haven't figured out what yet."

      "You worry too much, my man, things will be fine," she said, slapping me on the arm before she moved off. I watched her go and turned my attention back towards the arm in front of me. Picking it up I spotted a chip under the skin much like the ones behind the necks of the New Humans. Slicing the skin around it with my spear, I peeled the flesh back until I collected a small chip in my hand. Pocketing it I knew exactly who I had to give it to. But first I had to deal with the problem ahead of me.

      "I think they went this way," shouted a male voice. "You know how Clyde's scared of his own fucking shadow, probably shooting every insect he sees."

      This was met with laughter as I gripped my spear and pushed forward through the undergrowth, eyes set on my target.
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      Rounds tore through the trees around me as I leapt sideways out of the way and returned with fire of my own. Bodies hit the ground as they convulsed, electricity spreading throughout their cells. 

      I still hadn't seen any signs of the New Humans, which continued to grow the seed of worry at the back of my mind. 

      Why had Alvis unleashed them on Paradise Lost and kept them in reserve against this borough?

      The only thing that came to mind was that he knew our forces would be greater in this area, protecting against the resources we knew he wanted, so he planned to soften us up first with the remaining members of Bennie's men before he launched an all-out attack.

      A man with a jagged scar along his face rushed out of the foliage and swung a machete my way, which I dodged, allowing it to sail harmlessly past me where it sunk into the floor. A jab to his throat and my knee sinking into his guts caused him to double over where he fell to the ground. He tried to get back up but a swift kick to the temple knocked him out cold. 

      Bullets tore up the dirt next to my feet causing me to roll forward and press my back against the trunk of a tree. Another blast of bullets was fired randomly left and right of me, but it didn't last long as reinforcements from one of our human squads flanked them on either side.

      I gave a nod of thanks to the squad leader and moved again with purpose. 

      My goal was the caves where I knew Alvis would try to make a frontal attack with his primary force, but getting there was easier said than done. The caves were located some distance away from the main city of the borough, and would take too long to get there on foot. So Niko in her wisdom had created small hovercraft that our forces could use. Some were designed in the form of trucks, but she designed the majority as bikes to traverse the jungle easier.

      We had based most of our forces in and around the caves, but some weren't.  

      So to combat that and travel easily between sites she had designed these solar-powered machines that made no noise, so the enemy wouldn't detect us.

      I rushed to the spot where a bike was hidden and unearthed it from under leaves and foliage. The vehicles Niko had designed were dotted all around the jungle and could only be found by tracking one through the HUD in our combat helmet or on a map on a small screen embedded in the wrist of our battle-suits. 

      Painted in a colour scheme of greens and browns, which blended it into its surroundings, the bike was the ugliest thing I had ever seen. More boxy than sleek in design, it looked like something a five-year-old would draw. When I had raised the point to Niko, I had been told this was the best she could do on such short notice and if I wanted to have a go and build a fully functioning machine with nothing but spare parts, then be her guest.

      With Makenna laughing behind her hand, I decided to shut up and told her what an excellent job she had done.

      Slinging a leg over the saddle, I gripped the handlebars and pointed the thing in the direction I wanted to go. There were no buttons or knobs anywhere on its surface; all you did to make it go was twist the right handlebar and to stop you pulled the brake lever on your left. 

      With a twist of my right hand I shot forward with speed as branches and leaves slapped me in the face; pressing a button on my neck caused my combat suit helmet to cover my head, saving me from any more abuse. Pressing another button on my wrist, I called Niko over my helmet comms.

      "How are we holding up?"

      "The city is getting hit and Makenna is doing her best to help the casualties, but I have a feeling the main attack of Alvis's hasn't begun yet."

      "You're right," I said, swerving around a tree so sharply my knee scraped along the ground. "You found out anything about the chip in the arm yet?"

      "Not yet, but something doesn't feel right. The readings I'm getting off this thing worry me. I'll keep you informed as soon as I know more."

      "Please do. I don't know why, but the way those guys spoke about it tells me we should be concerned. I'll do my best to check in later."

      "Makenna is right, you worry too much."

      I rolled my eyes and cut off the connection and placed another call through to Zizi, who was with the troops near the caves.

      "By the silence in the background," I said, "I take it you've seen no action yet."

      "Yeah. Which is pissing me off. The tension is killing the troops and if we don't see any action soon, there'll be fights amongst the ranks."

      "Be careful what you wish for."

      "Yeah. Yeah. I still don't get it--I thought Alvis would be so mad at you over what you did to Bennie and his compound he would throw everything he had at you--"

      The sound of engines ruptured the skies as ships descended towards The Jungle. I slowed my hoverbike to an idling stop and craned my neck upwards, taking them in. They were light fighters designed to be swift and nimble so they could stick close to the ground and pepper the enemy from above.

      I heard our anti-aircraft cannons preparing to fire around me. 

      They would try their best to hit the fast-moving light fighters but their payload and slow movements were better designed for larger ships. A wave of sound erupted around me as cannons fired up. 

      The ships scattered in all directions as explosions took place around them. A few released intercepting missiles of their own causing the cannons' missiles to explode harmlessly beneath them.

      Mesmerised by the aerobatic display above me, I was lost in thought until a light fighter didn't move fast enough and had its left wing clipped by an explosion. It tail spun frantically in the air and I came to the slow realisation where it would end up crashing. 

      Right hand slamming open the throttle, I held on tight as I tore through the jungle.

      "What the fuck is going on?" said Zizi in my ear.

      I said nothing as I tried to pay attention to where I was going. 

      "Quinton! What's happening--"

      "Light fighters. I'm making my way towards you. Get ready."

      Vines and branches whipped at my body but I paid them no attention as the sounds of the jungle tearing off pieces of the light fighter behind me was all I could hear. A jarring metallic sound of metal being ripped like a sheet of paper forced my head around and my eyes widened in fear as I saw a spinning fireball coming my way. 

      Turning back around I yanked the handlebars to the left to avoid slamming into a tree the size of a redwood and increased my speed as the crashing light fighter hit it with a chest-shaking thump. 

      Silence greeted the crash for a second or two then the unmistakable sound of a tree trunk snapping filled the air with a crack as the giant tree came tumbling down.

      I looked behind me. "For fuck's sake!" 

      A canopy of branches was making its way towards me. All I could see was green as I kept the throttle open and hammered it. Keeping my body close to the tank of the bike, I saw an opening in the trees ahead of me and gunned for it. Wildlife calls and shrieks sounded behind me as it felt like the world was coming to an end. Seeing daylight ahead of me I kept on the throttle and burst through the clearing as leaves and dust slapped me on the back.

      I had made it!

      I allowed the joy of escape to fill my stomach until I noticed something critical.

      There was no jungle floor beneath my vehicle.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            70

          

        

      

    

    
      I didn't have time to scream before my stomach was ripped through my bowels and the bike plummeted downwards.

      Niko had explained how the hover machines worked, but I had only been half paying attention while she droned on. Now, like the idiot I was, I wished I had paid more attention. The mechanism under the machines needed to be at least ten feet away from a solid object or something.... or was it six feet? Or did they need a solid surface to repel against? Or--

      The answer failed to come to me as I dropped like a stone down the valley.

       My body lifted away from the bike and I tried my best to hold on for dear life, but my body kept on extending away from the machine until I was outstretched, legs flapping above my head, while I screamed in my helmet. 

      I could see the valley floor rushing up towards me and I knew if I didn't angle myself properly then I would be in serious trouble. 

      Using every inch of strength in my arms, I pulled myself towards the bike and finally wrapped my legs around the bike's frame. Squeezing my legs together I held on tight as the valley angled at a slope and the bottom of the bike skipped along it, as I made my way down like a skipping stone. I twisted the throttle but didn't get a response from the machine.

      Up ahead the valley slope did eventually level out but boulders the size of cars rested at its bottom. If I were to hit one of those then neither the bike nor I would survive.

      I twisted the throttle once more but still got nothing. 

      The bottom of the bike slapped against the ground jarring every bone in my body. I feared the constant slamming against the ground had damaged the bike to the point of no return. Twisting the throttle once more I sent up a silent prayer to whatever gods were watching me.

      The handlebars of the bike shook violently underneath my hands as the bike had by now picked up some speed. Looking ahead of me I could see the boulders were less than fifty feet away and closing in fast. 

      Should I jump off the bike? Would I do more damage bailing now, instead of trying to wrestle back control from the monster beneath my legs?

      Thirty feet.

      I looked to my side at the sharp jagged rocks that covered the valley slope and knew they would rip me to shreds if I jumped off now at the speed I was going. Even if I didn't die, I would be injured miles from the cave site with no one to help me. All it would take was one of Alvis's men to finish me off while I lay at the bottom of this valley injured.

      Twenty feet.

      Turning my attention back to the boulders in front of me, I closed my eyes, said another silent prayer and twisted the throttle. 

      The machine vibrated underneath my legs, silently coming back to life.

      Ten feet.

      Shit! 

      A boulder appeared in my view and I yanked the bike to the side, scraping it along its side causing sparks to fly in the air. Slaloming the bike hard through the space of the boulders I body-leaned from one side to the other as I pulled off narrow escape after narrow escape, until I got free of the field of boulders that littered the valley floor and came to a slow stop at its bottom.

      Breathing a sigh of relief I leaned back and thanked my lucky stars. 

      Taking a look up and down the valley floor showed it was, in fact, a dried-out riverbed, which no doubt became flooded during the rainy season. 

      Thank fuck that was over. Now all I had to do was make it back to the cave site. Bringing up a map in the HUD in my helmet I saw I was closer than I'd thought. The drop through the valley gorge had actually been a shortcut. I pinpointed my position, and the timer on the map showed I would get to the cave in eight minutes at a leisurely pace and five if I opened up the throttle.

      Now all I had to do was get through this valley undetected and--

      The pebbles along the ground hopped and vibrated as an organ-shaking sound came from behind me. Turning my head in dread I saw the one thing that I was hoping not to.

      An enemy light fighter. And it was bearing down on me with everything it had.
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      Five minutes. 

      I used to think of it as no time at all--time that would vanish in a blink of an eye--but white-knuckling the handlebars of the bike beneath me caused me to re-evaluate that idea as laser fire destroyed boulders around me.

      I ducked my head as a shower of melted rock pelted my shoulders forcing me to lean heavily to the left, missing a boulder by inches. The noise of the light fighter was the only thing I could hear as it swooped overhead blasting me with a jet of hot air before it came back for another run. 

      Four minutes. 

      I did a double-take at the clock, disbelieving my own eyes. Why was it going so slow? At this rate, I would be killed or crash before I reached safety. Another round of laser fire struck the ground around me turning the pebbles red-hot. I leaned into another turn and tried to think of a plan that didn't involve me returning fire. 

      The bike had no weapons to speak of and I had left my trusty shotgun back on The Kennel. The spear I had would be ineffective so the only thing I could think of was to find somewhere to hide. But the further I travelled along the valley floor the less and less likely that was going to be. 

      The width of the valley stretched to that of a couple of football fields, with the sloped walls smooth on either side. I could try to ride up it but with no cover to speak of I would be a sitting target. 

      I ducked another laser blast and sped through the field of boulders, opening up the throttle till the bike was redlining.

      With no noise from the bike, the only thing that dominated my senses was the noise from the light fighter as the sound of its engines reverberated against the walls of the valley. I looked behind me and saw a dust cloud that trailed in my wake like a cape. 

      I saw the vague outline of the ship through the cloud and swerved as it fired, missing me by inches. 

      The one thing that I had working in my favour was that the dust cloud made visibility difficult for the pilot to see, so he fired blindly in the hopes of catching me. I had the added benefit of being in front of the cloud so I could see what lay ahead, but I didn't know how long I could count on the pilot being a bad shot before I became no more.

      Three minutes.

      I looked at the time as if it were a cruel joke and thought of what I was going to do. I couldn't outrun the asshole forever and sooner or later he would get lucky--or worse, I would lead him to our camp near the caves. 

      Think. Think. Come on!

      Up ahead I saw a rock formation in the shape of a ramp positioned in the middle of the valley floor, and an idea came to me. It was crazy enough to work but as I tried to think of another plan none came to me. 

      Swallowing the fear that rose from my stomach I eyed the structure ahead of me and pinned the throttle open. 

      In no time at all the structure came into view fully and I rode in a wide circle around it, keeping the throttle open as the pilot did his best to take potshots at me but kept on missing. Round and round I went till I became faintly dizzy and the air became thick with dust. I couldn't see the ship above me, but I could pinpoint its location by using my acute hearing. 

      Laser fire flew past me like the lights from a smoke-filled disco as I continued on travelling in a circle round the structure. Visibility for me was down to a few feet and I was driving more by luck than skill, praying I didn't hit anything before my luck run out. Looking around me I realised the dust cloud would not get any better, but I still needed the light fighter to stay stationary long enough for this plan to work.

      Two minutes.

      Around and around I went until the tone from the light fighter's engine changed as it became stationary. I used my hearing to pinpoint its location and smiled. 

      The fucker was right where I wanted him. 

      I took one more loop around the rock-made ramp and came in hot, keeping the throttle pinned the entire way as I continued to gain speed. I couldn't see where the ramp was, so I had to judge its location. Body close to the frame of the bike I continued at speed, tucking myself low. I was thankful the bike didn't make a sound otherwise the pilot would know what I was up to. Seeing the ramp appear out of the dust cloud ahead of me I smiled.

      I had been spot on.

      The light fighter appeared in front of the ramp and I couldn't have wished for a more perfect setup. Continuing to gain speed, I hit the ramp emerging from the dust cloud and smiled as I saw the pilot's eyes widen as he saw me approaching. He fumbled with the controls but it was too late. Lasers shot past me missing me by inches. 

      Smile still on my face I stayed on the bike until it came off the ramp and was launched in the air. I waited until the last second and rolled off it.

      Dropping like a stone I twisted my body so I looked up and saw the pilot try to swerve out of the way, but there was little he could do as the bike crashed into the front of the cockpit taking out machine and pilot in one glorious explosion.

      Flipping my body in midair like an acrobat I landed on my feet in a crouch. It was something that I wouldn't have been able to do a year ago but now I was a New Human my body made the movements easy.

      Rechecking the clock I now saw the time to my destination had gone up. 

      Fifteen minutes. 

      I let out a moan. It had recalculated my speed, and now I was walking it had adjusted my travel time accordingly. I rechecked the map and saw if I followed the riverbed I was in, I would reach my destination. 

      Looking at the skies above me, I saw no more signs of the enemy as I began my trek towards the caves.
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      The journey took me no time at all as I sprinted most of the distance there, my legs feeling like high-powered pistons with endless energy. I marvelled at the speed my body moved at, the ease with which it moved like a big cat running after its prey. 

      I felt elegant and graceful. I felt like a majestic animal! I felt like--

      The roar from light fighter engines put a stop to my ridiculous delusions as I turned my head and saw a squadron of them making a beeline for my destination. I snapped my head forward and could see the entrance of the caves some three hundred feet away from me. Figures on the ridge of a rocky outcrop waved my way' As I concentrated on them, my vision focused in like I was looking through a pair of binoculars. I could see each face clearly, like I was standing next to them.

      I waved back at them and urged my body forward.

      People positioned themselves along the edge of the rocky outcrop, weapons in hand that looked like rocket launchers. The earth around me erupted as laser fire scorched the ground. I looked up at our forces in confusion. What were they waiting for? Not one had fired.

      Gritting my teeth in frustration, I locked my gaze on where I wanted to be and ran flat out. 

      I held nothing back as I sprinted like a madman. 

      I had seen Poppy move at mind-boggling speeds and I wanted to see if I could reach those limits. I kept on pushing as my legs felt like they were going to snap and my lungs felt like they were ready to burst. In no time at all, I was quickly approaching the rocky outcrop and still, our forces had yet to fire. I could see them targeting the ships behind me but they refused to shoot. 

      Losing my patience, I screamed, "Fire!" as I waved my hands frantically their way.

      As I closed in at less than fifty feet they opened up. 

      A chorus of explosions rose above me as rocket launcher after rocket launcher was fired. I heard another set of explosions come from behind me as the missiles found their targets. A piece of metal on fire flew over my shoulder and embedded itself into a boulder in front of me as I took a leap and bounded up the rocky cliff. I had never been a rock climber but my fingers found the right places to grip and I bounded up the rock face like a billy goat. 

      Scaling the lip of the cliff I rolled along the ground and finally came to a rest on my back.

      My legs felt like they would explode. My lungs felt like they were on fire. I took in lungful after lungful of air but it did nothing to soothe the fire inside me. 

      A face I knew only too well appeared above me. Dreadlocks falling away from her face she looked down at me, sparkling white teeth showing against her black skin. "Had a little walkski did we?"

      I tried to respond but all I could do was cough as I slapped my chest and tried to get up. Zizi gave me a helping hand and a shoulder to lean on as I recovered my breath. The men were still firing and had done more damage than I thought was possible. Light fighter carcasses littered the base of the cliff as more got targeted and destroyed. 

      A man beside us took a lucky pot shot and cheered as his missile struck the wing of a light fighter, causing it to burst into flames. I was about to congratulate him, but my eyes widened as a hatch beneath the damaged craft opened. 

      "Incoming!" I screamed, as I picked up Zizi and threw her over my shoulder. I sprinted as fast as I could, but the impact from the damaged light fighter missiles still lifted us in the air as they exploded along the cave entrance.

      Rock became shrapnel and did more damage than the explosion, tearing into flesh and wounding our men. 

      Screams of pain and anguish littered the air as I saw double. Shaking my head till my vision cleared, I patted myself down to make sure I wasn't seriously injured before I realised Zizi was nowhere to be found. Casting my gaze left and right I spotted her some ten feet away, resting on her stomach. I crawled over to her, ears still ringing, and gave her a little shake but didn't get a response. 

      "Zizi, you OK?"

      Turning her onto her back I shook her shoulders again then went to remove her helmet but she slapped my hand away.

      "Cut it out. I'm fine. I'm fine."

      I looked at her helmet, which had a dent near the temple. "Luckily your helmet activated when the explosions went off otherwise the contents of your head would be covering these rocks."

      "My head's harder than any God damn rock."

      I lifted her to her feet and we surveyed the damage. Bodies twisted and mangled lay on the ground, while others moaned, holding broken bones and bleeding wounds. We rushed to the injured, doing our best to help them out, and instructed others who had panicked on what to do. I looked to the skies and saw another light fighter coming in to attack. 

      Running forward, I scooped up a sniper rifle and laid it down on the ground before me, resting it on its tripod. Heavy, it was designed like a Barrett 50 cal but on steroids. I prepared around and looked through the scope until the red cross I saw through it locked onto the front of the cockpit of the light fighter. 

      The craft unleashed another volley of laser fire that blasted rock next to me.

      I could see the pilot through the cockpit window. 

      I steadied my breathing.

      More fire rained down around me as I concentrated on my target. I had to make this count. He was too close now; anything apart from his destruction would be the end of us.

      He spotted me and I saw the laser turrets under the ship move in my direction.

      I fired.

      The round tore through the front of the cockpit and turned his head to mash, coating the inside of the cockpit red. I and everyone else hurried back as the ship kept on coming towards us, but it lost altitude and crash-landed against the side of the cliff beneath us, causing flames to shoot straight up in the air.

      A twenty-foot wall of flame blocked our view temporarily, causing everyone to step back as waves of heat washed over us. The flaming wall went as quickly as it came and I looked to the skies to see the last two remaining light fighters pull back until they were a safe distance away. They hovered in the air while we continued to collect our wounded.

      "Why aren't they attacking?" Zizi asked.

      "Your guess is as good as--"

      "This is a message for Quinton Blake," said a voice that boomed from the two light fighters. "Surrender now and I shall spare your people."

      "Is that voice... Alvis?" Zizi asked, helmet retracting, looking at me.

      Allowing my helmet to do the same, I looked at her and nodded. 

      "The only one who needs to die here today," continued the voice, "is Quinton Blake. He is the one who is trying to stop my progress. He is the one who has constantly attacked what is mine and taken it from me, when all I have tried to do is build a better future. A future without pain, without suffering, without illness. Death is not the greatest thing we should fear as humans, it is ageing. With age, you lose everything dear to you--your friends--your loved ones--your health--your memory--your way of life!

      "I am trying to cure humanity of all that. Imagine a world where humanity no longer has to worry about any of those things. Imagine how much we can accomplish. We can become gods! I know some of you are scared about the process, so in good faith how about we strike a deal? You give me Mr Blake and I promise you I shall not turn anyone who doesn't want to be into a New Human. I will leave the choice in your hands. All I humbly ask is to use the abandoned caves on this planet, which no one uses, to mine some metal ore."

      A heavy silence descended around us as everyone looked anywhere but me. Although they tried not to look my way, I could still feel people's attention focused on me. 

      "If you fail to give me what I want... then there shall be no mercy for the people who call this planet home. I shall strip this planet bare of everything I need. And I mean everything. You have twenty minutes to make a decision. After that I shall attack in full force. I shall spare no one. I leave the decision to you; I hope you make the right one."
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      Ten minutes had passed and with it pandemonium had taken place. 

      Arguments and shouting had been volleyed back and forth while people discussed what was the best thing to do. I left them to it, not wanting to sway anyone's option, but I had already made my mind up on what I was going to do. I hadn't come this far to just lie down and die, and if anyone thought that was the case then they had another think coming.

      I moved to a quiet area and radioed Tuari and Willis over my helmet comms. It took longer than I expected but I finally got through. "Everything alright over there?"

      "As well as could--" Tuari began but was cut off by Willis.

      "What the fuck was that? One minute I'm kicking the ass of some smelly wankstain, who hasn't had a wash since he was born, and the next it sounds like the voice of God is blasting from the heavens."

      "Yeah, the voice surprised me too. It looks like he's using the light fighters to project his voice over the planet. This is just another tactic for him. I guess he wants to try and cut his losses down; there is no point trying to build a new world when you have no one to fill it with, which explains why he has held off sending in his New Humans. They are more valuable to him than I first thought," I said.

      "Makes sense," said Tuari. "By everything we've seen it isn't easy to turn a person into a New Human. It takes time and a lot of materials. If he lost them all now, then it would set his plans back another year or more."

      I pondered the thought over, while the shouting continued to rise behind me.

      "You think The Lady will betray us?" Willis asked.

      "No," I said softly, "out of everyone on this planet, she is the last person I'm worried about joining forces with Alvis. She sees the New Human threat as one that is dangerous to humanity. In a way I see her point, but she's the last person I think we need to worry about working with Alvis. Their egos are too big to ever coexist. We have to worry about her on a whole different level," I said, thinking back to her level of hate towards the New Humans and what it would mean to me and my family, "but that issue is for another time."

      More shouts erupted behind me. "Alright, guys, I need to get going. Message me if you need anything. As the smallest force in our army I'm worried about you guys the most."

      "Awww, you hear that, big boy, our boss cares about us," said Willis.

      "Aww, does he?" said Tuari, "maybe he can give one of us a handy--"

      I cut the connection, shaking my head, and walked back to the troops where voices and sharp hand gestures were being thrown; they got lower as I got closer and all fell silent as I stared at each person in the face, but nobody said anything.

      "Let's hear it then?"

      Nobody spoke as I continued to look people in the face. Eyes turned away from me or heads turned down as nobody could meet my gaze.

      "The troops here," said Zizi, anger radiating from her, "were just discussing our options."

      "Oh," I said, "were they? And what options were those?"

      A man with a hard face, with deep crow's feet around his eyes that had collected dust, looked my way sharply. "We don't--I don't see why we've got to keep fighting if this Alvis character has given us a way out. I mean he doesn't want to harm any of us, he only wants yo--" Someone next to him elbowed him in the ribs stopping him midflow.

      "He doesn't want to harm any of you, he only wants to harm me? Is that it?" I asked, looking at the faces around me. "How many of you feel this way?"

      Only two hands were raised slowly amongst the large crowd. The two looked at their colleagues with disdain as no other hands rose. 

      "Be honest. If you feel like these two please raise your hand. I shall not punish you. I'd rather we clear the air here and now,"

      Another man, short and wiry, whose eyes darted left and right, slowly raised his arm in the air. His long nose reminded me of a rat. He looked around him dismayed, as no one else had lifted their hand, and began to lower his, but I shook my head and he kept it up.

      I waited for another full minute and looked at as many faces as I could around me to gauge the mood of the crowd. All eyes were on the three who had their hands in the air. Faces ranged from disgusted to ashamed to disappointed. I looked to Zizi, who gave me a nod.

      "Thank you for your honesty, gentlemen, but as you can plainly see you are in the minority. Many people here have lost loved ones, have had loved ones turned into New Humans against their will--have heard first hand of what their loved ones have been through, the pain and suffering they endured while they were controlled like puppets. Even more painful we have people fighting here today, who shall be fighting New Humans they once knew--that they still love--all in the hopes of bringing them back. We even have New Humans amongst us, who fear going back under Alvis's control. Who have tasted freedom and would die to keep it. To throw all that away because of fear..." I said, shaking my head.

      "That isn't our fault!" said the man with deep crow's feet. "Why should we suffer because you and--"

      "Enough!" I said, taking a step forward and backing them up, as the crowd moved away from the culprits. "I have heard what you said and although I'm saddened by your words, there shall be no punishment for you. Instead, I will kindly ask you to hand over all weapons on your person and you shall be detained until this is all over."

      "What! You can't do that," said Crow's Feet, looking around the crowd for support.

      "I can and I will. You shall be free to go wherever you choose after this is over, but for the safety of my people I can't allow people with weapons to be covering their backs when their heart isn't in it. Not to mention, I don't trust you not to sell us out to Alvis when you see an opportune time."

      "I--what--you can't."

      I nodded to two New Humans in the group who took care of the issue, leading the trio away. Looking back at the crowd, I thought on what to say and decided on the truth.

      "I won't lie to you and say I'm not doing this for my family because I am. Just like you," I said, pointing to someone in the crowd, "are doing this for someone you love, and you are doing this to get someone back, and you are trying to protect what you have and love. We all have our reasons why we are here and they are no better than anyone else's. But one thing we all have in common is that we are doing this for someone other than ourselves. I want you to remember that, when the going gets tough and all hope seems lost.

      "Remember the ones you are fighting for."

      All heads nodded to me and I saw more than one teary eye, as a gong-like sound vibrated through the air.

      "Time's up," said the voice of Alvis. "I guess you chose death. Let it be known, I tried to show you mercy, now all you shall face is death. I wished I could promise it will be swift, but... things of this nature never turn out like that, do they?

      "Quinton, we shall speak soon."
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      The fighting started back up in earnest. 

      Light fighters continued to pepper our ground forces but the attacks had no bite behind the bark, we had destroyed enough of them for the ships to be wary of our return fire. Zizi and I moved along the line, giving words of encouragement here, helping people there and just trying to keep everyone focused on the task at hand. 

      But there was unspoken feeling running through all of us, as we awaited Alvis's final big push. 

      The New Humans had yet to make an appearance, which concerned me. It had been more than half an hour since he had last spoken and still, we didn't see or hear anything. A ringing in my ears signalled someone was trying to reach me. Taking the call I heard nothing but utter chaos on the other end--screams of men dying, explosions and the sound of gunfire. 

      "Quinton," came Tuari's voice, ragged and horse, "we need some help. We're being hit hard by wave after wave of New Humans--"

      "Come and get some, you cunts!" screamed Willis in the background.

      "Tuari, you guys hold on! I'll try and get--"

      "Fuck. On second thought don't bother, we'll try our best to protect it, but I don't think--" more gunfire could be heard as an ear-piercing scream nearly deafened me--"I don't think you guys will arrive in time."

      There was silence on the other end of the line as neither one of us spoke. The ground beneath my feet felt like it was swallowing me up as I tried to think of what I could do to help. But the more I tried, the harder it became to see a way out of this. My mouth felt dry and my stomach turned as I allowed the hopelessness of my mistake to wash over me. I had tried to get more forces to protect The Floating City and failed. I should have taken The Lady's offer instead of being prideful. I should have--I should have--

      "Lad," came Tuari's voice, small and clear, "don't blame yourself for this. You're only one man and you could only do so much. Like I said, we'll move to a secure location and hold out as long as we can so we can fire this thing, but if this is the last you hear from me or the ginger wanker, know you did José proud. He passed the mantle of leadership to you, and you took it to places he never imagined. It was a pleasure working under--"

      "Oi! Fuck face. Enough blabbing. He knows we love him. Now let's take some of these fuckers out before we leave this world!" 

      "Hold on, wait! Wait--"

      But the connection had been cut. I stared into nothingness. Feeling... feeling empty. Yet again I had sacrificed people I cared about because--

      "We have contact!" shouted a voice in the distance.

      Looking out from the cliff ledge I could see movement coming towards us, as what appeared to be a legion of New Humans sprinted our way.
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      I tried to get in contact with Tuari and Willis again but my call wouldn't connect. Worry and concern filled my mind but the approaching horde, which descended towards us like Vikings coming to pillage, didn't allow me to focus on it for too long. 

      They were silent in their approach; the only thing that made a sound was the pounding of their feet. My heart raced. I would have preferred if they screamed and shouted. The silence in which they came allowed one to focus on everything that could go wrong, on everything they could do to you. 

      I gripped my spear in my hand and looked left and right as rows upon rows of our people lined the cliff walls. 

      They were staggered in a formation where the first line of troops lay on their stomach, the second line behind them rested on one knee so they could shoot above the first line and the third line stood on their feet. Support waited in the rear to replace the injured or dying.

      I stood off to the side with a group of New Humans, while Zizi was on the other far end with her personal squad. 

      We were the cleanup crew.

      Any New Human who broke our first three lines of defence would be too strong and fast to be dealt with by a regular person, so it was our groups' job to engage the enemy if they slipped through. Our jobs might appear to be the easiest as we were in the rear but we had to have a level of control and restraint that none of the other troops had to have; they could engage and attack the enemy at will while we had to have faith in the men and women in front of us. 

      Our people were silent as they watched the approaching horde. Feet shuffled and arms were shaken out as many tried to release the nervous built-up tension. The New Humans still didn't make a sound; the only thing increasing in volume was the pounding of their feet. 

      I shook out my arms and expected the adrenaline dump I normally got in times of a fight to make my limbs sluggish but I didn't feel its effects. Maybe I had become used to the violence, the pain. Maybe the shit inside my body had slowly changed me from human into something else. Shaking my head I looked at the faces next to me.

      None of them I knew; they were all New Humans but I hadn't fought alongside any of them. Both Fae and Lisa had been stationed in the Floating City to help Willis and Tuari. Sam had been stationed further back in the caves to protect the item placed there. She had one of the most important jobs of all.

      I looked back out at the oncoming horde, and nods along our line signalled for our people to get ready.

      They all lifted their weapons up and took aim. The range of the spears was not as far as our guns, so we waited until our enemy came into range. I could see faces. All blank. All expressionless. I felt sorry for them, knowing that behind those eyes were people who didn't want to fight but had no choice in their actions.

      "Get ready!" 

      Zizi's command came sharply as grips tighten on shafts. 

      "Aim centre mass. If you can, make your shot count so the electricity spreads to more than one target. I only want extreme force used as a last resort! Remember these are our people. Let's try and bring home as many as we can."

      I saw many faces look doubtful at Zizi's remarks. I didn't want this to be a bloodbath but as the opposition came closer and closer, I didn't see there being any other way.

      They were nearly within range.

      "Hold!"

      Blank stares looked up at us.

      "Hold!"

      My jaw clenched as my shoulders moved from side to side.

      "Hold!"

      Hands holding out spears shook. Eyes darted sideways. Breathing became stilled. 

      They were upon us.

      "Fire!"

      Electric bolts shot out from spears and sped towards the enemy, slamming into their ranks. The ones in the front went down amongst shaking limbs and jerking feet. The second line behind them met the same fate and so did the third. 

      Bolt after bolt flew from our ranks and did damage, bringing down a massive number of the enemy. They dropped one after the next and cheers rose from our people as the New Humans fell before our onslaught. I wanted to cheer with the rest of them but I knew it wouldn't be that easy.

      As the bodies continued to fall the New Humans racing towards us changed up their tactics. 

      Instead of racing towards us head-on, they now moved like a shoal of fish. They darted in and out, making our forces miss. Frustration grew along our ranks as they moved in a hypnotic pattern. It was amazing to see, but it also confused the eyes. Bodies that appeared further away were indeed closer and vice-versa. 

      The frustration along our lines mounted as shots kept missing.

      "Keep your cool," Zizi shouted, but it was too little too late. 

      Sections from the enemy in front of us broke off and moved with speed towards us. They zigzagged, never giving us a big enough opening to exploit. 

      "Incoming!"

      The first New Humans began climbing up the cliff, like monkeys. Our people shot down at them and knocked off a good number but the few who managed to get to the clifftop started to grow in number. The third line of troops took care of the threat and shot any New Human lucky enough to make it this far.

      A New Human ducked a shot from one of our troops and used the blades behind his hand to fell two people in front of him. Blood sprayed in the air and screams were cut short as the New Human was joined by another.

      I saw a member of my group move forward, but I blocked his way with my spear. He looked at me accusingly, but I shook my head. 

      I turned my attention back to the scene and saw the two New Humans who had made it this far had already been taken care of. Blood leaked from multiple chest wounds. I shook my head in regret. 

      Another cry came from the end of the cliff where Zizi stood. I couldn't see what was going on but a commotion was taking place as the sound of metal hitting metal rang out in the air. Moving forward to get a better look, my attention snapped back to the front of me as the troops there cried out in anguish. Three New Humans had scaled the cliff face but this time they worked in unison, much like how they had when I had fought Sam before I had freed her. 

      The troops in front of us tried to attack but it was like hitting a ghost. 

      They slaughtered anything that stood in their path. The squad member who I had restrained looked at me and I gave him the nod. 

      He moved forward with another and they met the New Human charge. Spears clashed with blades; our men ducked and dodged while the enemy tried to push the advantage but it was useless. Like all the New Humans fighting for us, they had trained in the Training Room and had honed their skills on hours upon hours of live drilling and sparring. 

      They moved in unison, deflecting the enemy's attacks, and waiting till the time was right. Two electric bolts were fired from their spears and dropped the three New Humans who had made it through.

      They came back to their place in the squad and I gave each of them a slight nod.

      Silence came from Zizi's end, which told me the problem there had been taken care of. For the next twenty minutes the same pattern would emerge. Some of the enemy would survive long enough to scale the cliff and either be shot down by our troops or defeated by one of our New Human squad. Once the ridge top was clear the process would start all over again. 

      Alvis was taking more casualties than we were, plus we had the higher ground and fewer obstacles to face in getting to our enemy, but looking around me I could see the signs of attrition taking hold on the people who fought for us. 

      They lay piled to one side unmoving while their blood pooled around them; we treated others for their wounds while they cried in pain; and a few didn't appear to be injured at all but the simple shock of the situation had rendered them useless. 

      I gritted my teeth at what everyone was going through just because of one man's dream--his greed. But that would end today.

      I had yet to move. 

      My feet hadn't left their place since this whole thing started. My eyes darted left and right taking everything in, but I had remained immobile waiting for Alvis's next move. As the casualties on his side kept on piling up and the minutes ticked by, it was only a matter of time before he resorted to something drastic.

      "You getting the same feeling?" Zizi asked over my helmet comms.

      "How could you guess?" I replied. 

      "When something is too good to be true--"

      "I don't think he expected us to be this organised or prepared. We have superior weapons and higher ground. But it will only be a matter of time before he does something--"

      The rumble from a multitude of ships' engines cut me off forcing me to look skyward. Three large cargo class ships blocked out the sky as they came our way. Cries of alarm came from around me, as a feeling of dread grew in my stomach. 

      "What are you all waiting for?" Zizi bellowed. "Shoot the fuckers down!"

      People scrambled for rocket launchers as the cargo doors of the ships opened. I looked up into the black void the cargo doors had created and saw nothing but row upon row of faces looking down at me. Eyes wide I rushed forward and picked up a weapon and lifted it up onto my shoulders. Men ahead of us screamed as our troop's focus was split, giving the enemy at our front a chance to inflict heavy damage. 

      I tried to block out all distraction as I targeted a cargo ship to my left. Not waiting for the doors to fully open I fired my missile into its innards. 

      My shot was true. It was one of the few.

      An explosion ripped through the cargo ship I'd targeted, causing it to pitch sideways as flames shot out from its bowels. The first explosion was one that set off a chain reaction as explosion after explosion rippled along the hull of the cargo ship, bringing it down. I looked to the others and saw one had been partially damaged while another was still in pristine condition. About to set my sights on another target I stopped as wave after wave of New Humans leapt from their craft towards our position.

      The light winked off their blades. 

      "Retreat!" I said, motioning our forces back. "Into the caves. Into the caves!" 

      Nobody paid attention to me at first, but after I amplified my voice through my helmet speakers, groups around me took notice. 

      "You heard him! You witless fuckers," bellowed Zizi from somewhere in the distance. "Into the cave!"

      People scrambled to retreat as attacks came from the air and the ground. A cheer went up as another cargo ship went down in flames but it was short-lived; cheers turned to screams as the New Humans who landed amongst our ranks dealt death wherever they struck.

      Pushing our forces through the only entrance into the deeper cave system at our back, I waited at the cave entrance and encouraged our people through as Zizi and I held off as many of the enemy as we could. 

      "We need to go. You know what needs to be done!" she said.

      I looked to her, anguish cast over my features at what she was telling me. Looking back to the scene in front of me I saw the New Human threat was continuing to swarm our way as our people did their best to hold them off.

      There weren't many of our people left out on the ridge, but any more than one was too much.

      "We have to go! There isn't anything you can do. You need to blow it now." 

      I swallowed the anger I felt and allowed her to back me up until we were some distance inside the cave tunnel away from the entrance. Taking out a controller, I pressed a button on it and watched as the explosives we'd set around the entrance perimeter detonated.

      Darkness descended around us, as I watched the only escape for our people still on the ridge get sealed off by a ton of rock debris. 

      I stood still, as Zizi came to stand next to me.

      "It had to be done," she whispered.

      "I don't--" I began, but stopped as I watched the rubble in front of me slowly start to move. 

      Small rocks and stones slid down the rock pile as the unmistakable sound of digging met our ears.
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      A tidal wave of bodies pushed past me as I, with the rest of the team leaders, directed our people to the best of our abilities. 

      Chaos and fear swept through the air as the sound of the enemy wasn't too far behind us. They had dug through the debris that blocked off the entrance faster than I would have thought possible.

      We had taken heavy losses retreating in the caves but as we made our way deeper into the cave system our knowledge of them would give us the advantage. It was an advantage we would use to cut down Alvis's forces in the numerous chokepoints that littered this system.

      Dank walls covered with fluorescent moss highlighted our path as well as luminescent worms that reacted to the vibrations we caused by glowing in the dark. The moss and worms did their best to light up the cave, but shadow and gloom reigned supreme in this area.

      I stood with my back to an archway leading out to a thin bridge that stretched out into the darkness. Blackness loomed on either side of the bridge as nothing but a long drop greeted anyone who missed their footing. I didn't know how far the drop was, but I knew it wasn't one that anyone could survive.

      I hurried our people through as the sounds of the enemy pounded behind us. About to turn and follow the last person who passed me by, I turned my head as a noise came from behind me and backpedaled as a blade leapt at me from the darkness.

      I blocked it with the tip of my spear before firing into the gloom. 

      The electric bolt struck its intended victim, but not before lifting the veil of darkness behind me. I lost count of the number of enemy faces I saw approaching me. I turned on my heel and fled. 

      Pulse racing I ran along the bridge trying to focus where I placed my feet but also to keep track of how close the enemy was.

      Pointing the spear behind me I fired off random shots hoping to delay their approach as best as I could. Our troops were still not far enough away; I would need to give them time to flee. Coming to a halt at the midpoint of the bridge I spun on my heel and met the charge head-on. 

      I didn't have to wait long before the first opponent bowled into me. 

      Taking a step back I held my ground and launched my opponent back, using the butt of my spear to crack him in the nose. It was a blow that would make any normal person cry out in pain, but my attacker shook it off and came towards me again. Not wanting to cause any more pain and injury than I had to, I blasted him in the chest, sending him jerking to the ground as another two came upon me. 

      I didn't waste time in dealing with the new threat; instead I disarmed them like children and again hit them in the chest with bolts of electricity. 

      I fought with an effortlessness that placed me in a state where I didn't have to think. They came at me wave after wave and I dealt with them all the same. I ducked, dodged and attacked when the opportunity presented itself. As their numbers grew I looked for a way to disengage from the crowd when something blurred from the darkness in front of me and struck me in the chest.

      I flipped end over end and came to a rest on my back, head resting over the edge of the bridge. Mouth gasping for air, I slapped myself on the chest as I lifted myself up by one elbow. Looking back to where my attacker was, I smiled. 

      I had wondered when she would make an appearance. 

       Long hair covered one portion of her beauty, the darkness from the cave covered the other; her full lips were set in a thin line. 

      Poppy looked down at me as the other New Humans stood a respectful distance back. She was the queen bee amongst the drones and none would dare cross her path while she had her eyes set on her prey. 

      I rose to my feet gingerly and dusted myself off while I stretched and sighed as my back popped. "Look who finally decided to join the party. What took you so long? Nothing to say?"

      Silent, she looked at me with a tilt of the head, before she looked down at my legs.

      "Oh, this," I said, doing my best tap-dancing impression. "You haven't heard? I'm part man part machine now, baby. New Human, but unlike those people behind you, I'm not under Alvis's control. But looking at you here and now, I guess they're not the only people who he's controlling." 

      I took a step forward and saw nothing but a blank canvas on her face; I waved my hand back and forth and she followed it but that's the only reaction I got. 

      "How the fuck did it come to this, Pop? I mean, we were meant to be on the same side while we defeated that asshole, yet here we are on opposite sides while I try and fight for everything he's taken from us. It wasn't meant to be like this. It wasn't meant to end up like this! I--I--fuck! All you had to do was trust me, trust me and I--we--could have worked something out together. Instead it's ended up like this. This wasn't the way it was supposed to go!"

      She looked at me with an expression that tore my soul from my chest. 

      "All we had to do was work together," I whispered, walking towards her till I was an arm's length away. "That's all. But we could never do things simply, could we? As a couple we always had to do things the hard way. Was it because we are so different? Was it because you didn't believe me when I said I loved you for you and didn't care what you were, because that was in the past; was it because... was it because... shit, was it because I failed as a husband, father and man?"

      Tears spilled down my face, I hadn't meant them to but they came like the first raindrops after a long drought.

      "Everything I have ever done has been for this family. Why can't--"

      Her face twitched and I saw a spark of anger and recollection flash across her eyes before it was gone again, lost amongst the folds of a blank canvas that was her face. She slowly lifted her arms up like it was a movement she was learning to do from a long sleep and placed her hands on my shoulders.

      "Pop?" I said, searching her face for any sign she was still in control. "If you can understand me--"

      The headbutt she drove into the bridge of my nose had me seeing double as I staggered backwards unsteadily. Pinching the bridge of my bent nose I yanked down on it hard, setting it back into place. Turning my head sideways I spat out the wad of blood that had collected in my mouth.

      "Well, I love you too," I said as she looked at me, waiting to see what I would do. "We don't have to do this--"

      She rushed me and it was all I could do to get my head out of the way as she sent two right jabs my way, I stepped back, moving out of the way of her up-kick and returned with a push-kick of my own to the stomach, which sunk into her gut causing her to grunt in pain. Bent over she held her stomach and looked up at me.

      "Baby, I'm sorry, it was--"

      She came at me with force. I had thought her quick before but every punch or kick she threw was looking to take my head clean off. I tripped over my own feet and rolled to safety as she leapt into the air and punched the ground inches from my face, leaving a fist-sized crater in the bridge.

       I looked for my spear, but it had dropped out of my hands when she head-butted me and was lying far off to my right. I went for it but her eyes followed mine and she blocked my path with a roundhouse kick aimed for my liver. My arm came down to block it, but the effect of her shin thudding into it caused the arm to go dead.

      Shaking it out I slowly circled around her. 

      None of the other New Humans had entered the fight. They stood behind her in some unspoken agreement as they watched the fight unfold. 

      "Poppy, I don't want to hurt you, but I will if it means getting you and Kushim back."

      She tilted her head my way. "What? You don't think I have the skills to do it?"

      Not responding she came for me again. I slapped away the left hook and right cross and came under her guard delivering another blow to her stomach, but I wasn't fast enough; she moved out of the way and drove a knee right up the middle catching me under the chin. I staggered backwards arms back pedaling as she went to work. 

      Punches came one after the next as I protected myself as best as I could, but with each blow she delivered I had to grit my teeth. I couldn't stay like this forever. It wasn't a tactic that would work on her; she wouldn't get tired and would only continue on attacking me until I succumbed to enough damage that I collapsed. 

      She was all machine, I was only part.

      "Don't make me do this!" I pushed her back to get some space as I leapt sideways for the spear once again. Grabbing it by the shaft I brought it up and fired her way but she dodged the bolt and knocked the spear tip away as she brought her heel down on it. I tried to lift it but the spear wouldn't shift. Looking towards her I got a kick in the face that sent me onto my back.

      I rolled to my hands and knees and saw that she held the spear in her hands; bringing it down on her knee she snapped it in half. 

      The spear sparked and flared as she threw it to one side. Hands going behind her back she pulled out her two trusty blades. Their blackish-grey complexion looked even more menacing amongst the shadows of the cave. 

      "Poppy, please... I'm begging you."

      Face still blank she walked towards me like an executioner meeting an appointment. 

      Still on my hands and knees, I shifted backwards as she stood above me knives at the ready. I looked into her eyes and hoped to find recollection but got none. She lifted the blades high and I could do nothing but stare at utter disbelief as the woman I loved with every essence of my being was about to end everything here. Still not moving I watched as her knives descended towards me before a body flashed passed me and tackled Poppy to the floor. 

      Sam did her best to hold down Poppy, but it was a losing battle. 

      "What are you doing?" she asked, struggling with everything she had. "Move."

      I got up in a daze and made my way towards them and kicked Poppy in the chest, knocking her back down where she collapsed amongst the New Humans. I helped Sam to her feet and we ran as the sound of thunderous footsteps came from behind us. 

      I looked ahead and could see where the bridge ended and another cave corridor began. Men and women fired our way as they tried their best to pick off our pursuers without hitting us. I kicked into another gear and increased my speed as the chokepoint was nearly in reach. Turning my head towards Sam I realised she was no longer at my side.

      Looking behind me I saw she had stopped in the middle of the bridge, arms spread wide. 

      "Sam?"

      She turned to me with a plastic smile on her face as we locked eyes. The world around me slowed down as I sprinted towards her. "Sam, what are you doing?"

      "What a good Samaritan was born to do."

      She threw a handful of grenades before her, where they skidded along the ground before coming to a stop. Still I pushed forward. It couldn't end like this! I wasn't--

      An explosion ripped apart the bridge causing stone to rumble and slide sideways. I kept on running and leapt forward, hands outstretched--eyes locked on Sam. Her head turned to me--smile still on her face. I missed her hand by millimetres as she stayed suspended in midair before she dropped away from me. I kept eye contact with her until the darkness swallowed her whole and she dropped into the abyss, lost to me forever.
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      As I twisted my body in midair my hand latched onto the edge of the bridge and my body slammed into its side so that I dangled by my fingertips. 

      "Sam! Sam! Sammmm!"

      I looked feverishly below me as I searched the darkness for any sign of her but I found none. I focused on my vision till I had the sight of a hawk but still I found nothing amidst the darkness. 

      Head hanging in shame, I stayed where I was and beat my head against the rock surface in front of me. Another person who I had come to care about who I now would no longer see or speak to. Another person who was a casualty in this cruel game of survival that had become my life. 

      I screamed until my lungs were empty and my throat was sore as I kept on beating my head against the rock in front of me. There had to be another way. There had to be another way. There had to be another--

      "Quinton!"

      Head jerking up I saw Zizi kneeling above me, hand stretched out. "There was nothing you could have done. It was her choice."

      I said nothing as tears streaked down my face and the feeling of guilt and pain I felt threatened to swallow me whole. As I slammed my head once again against the rock, her sharp voice called out.

      "Stop that! That will not bring her or anyone we have lost back. This is war. Loved ones die, people get hurt, sacrifices have to be made. All you can do is remember them how they were, not how you thought they would be if they lived on. Now, let us finish this thing," she said, hand still outstretched.

      I reached for it and allowed her to lift me up.

      The middle of the bridge was no more. I stood on one side and Poppy the other. We stared at each other between the chasm.

      With a flick of her hair, she was gone.

      "Come on," said Zizi, "it won't be long till they find another route to us."

      I walked after her and looked once more over my shoulder before I turned back around, wondering how many more friends I would lose before this thing was over.
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      The journey was slow going as I dragged my feet behind Zizi. Occasionally we passed chokepoints where our forces were stationed to slow the advance of the enemy. Their job was not to stage a last stand, but hinder the advance of the enemy as best they could and make a retreat back to safety. 

      I looked at every face, nodding to as many as I could and giving reassuring handshakes wherever possible. Some welcomed me warmly, while others remained reserved, the worst were the people I passed who had minor injuries. Their hundred-yard stare spoke of how close they had come to death. I did my best to liven up spirits, anything to take my mind off the vanishing face of-- 

      "We are not doing bad, all things considered," said Zizi, interrupting my flow of thoughts. "We have suffered some setbacks and the attack from the light fighters and New Humans took its toll but I have a feeling the big finale has yet to take place. The next attack by Alvis will be the asshole's last stand. He's lost more troops than I think he expected to; the next engagement with him will be the most dangerous yet. It will be an all-or-nothing gamble."

      "What makes you so sure?"

      "Because the asshole has yet to show his face; people like him like to be there in person to savour the victory. They like to gloat and tell you how intelligent they are compared to you, and where you went wrong in challenging their authority. Especially when it comes to you."

      I looked at her, confused.

      "Alvis is a genius like no other. To him you are well, you, no offence."

      "None taken."

      "He sees you as a problem that should have never happened. That should have been resolved years ago. Yet you are the thorn in his side he can't get rid of and that frustrates him. You are the only problem he hasn't been able to overcome. Because of that, he shall be there in person when he thinks he has won."

      "I know that. I'm counting on it."

      We continued moving in silence, our footsteps echoing against the walls, until another sound took over. It was faint to begin with, but as we continued on it grew louder, until the moaning of the injured was all we could hear. We entered a section of the cave system that opened up into a cavern where the ceiling towered above us, lost to the darkness. Small bat-like creatures fluttered to and forth chasing after insects that clustered in groups above our head.

      Injured men and women lay on hurriedly placed sheets and blankets, while our medical staff did their best to make them as comfortable as could be. 

      A heavy smell of faeces and vomit lingered in the air. 

      A petite woman with a large afro had her back turned to us and Zizi and I did a double-take as we recognised who it was, "Makenna Millia," snapped Zizi, storming towards her, "I thought I told you to stay back in the city! What are you doing here?" 

      Makenna shot to her feet, startled, and she lowered her head and tried to hide her face as she slowly walked away.

      "We can see you, you know," said Zizi.

      Makenna stopped where she was and threw her hands up in the air, turning to face us. "One thing led to another and I found myself here. I knew you lot would need all the helping hands you could get, plus I couldn't bear to think of my staff out on the battlefield, while I was sat safely back at home." 

      "The reason I wanted you to stay in the city borough is because I can't afford to lose you and Niko. Which reminds me, where is she?" 

      Looking sheepish, Makenna scratched the back of her head while she looked around. "Err, I swear she was around here somewhere. Haven't you seen her?" 

      Zizi folded her arms.

      "I could have sworn... fine! I left her back at home. Told her I was going to check on something... that was a good five hours ago."

      Zizi lifted her hands in the air like one who'd lost the will to live. "And you don't think she would have noticed?"

      "Nah! When she gets so absorbed with her work, days go by without her noticing I'm not around."

      "Be that as it may, I want you and all these people to leave these caves and get back to the safety of the city."

      "But--"

      "No buts. Just do it."

      Makenna looked to argue but the crossed arms and hard stare of Zizi told her it wasn't an argument she was going to win. 

      "Fine, spoilsport!"

      We helped them as best as we could and allocated some troops to their ranks as they departed through various tunnels, which would take them away from the fighting and bring them back to the city limits. I had wanted to allocate more people to make sure they safely got there but Zizi was against it, stating that we would need them for what was to come. 

      I finally gave in, not happy with the decision, as I watched the last of them go. I had come to like Makenna; I didn't want to see anything happen to her. Letting out a heavy sigh I closed my eyes and felt the first signs of exhaustion, but it wasn't as extreme as it should be. What I had been through, without sleep, should have had me running on fumes but it felt like I had just been for a light jog around the block.

      Once again I was reminded that I was far from human.

      "It wasn't your fault," said Zizi.

      I said nothing as we stood alone. The faint sound of dripping water was the only reply she got.

      "In war, people die and people suffer. You knew this before you started this journey. To beat yourself up now while there is so much yet to do is just--"

      "Easy for you to--" 

      Zizi spun on her heel and slammed me against a cave wall, spear tip pressed against my throat. "Don't you fucking dare! Don’t fucking dare say that to me, you self-centred prick. Do you know how many people I have lost? Have you cared to ask? No? Because your head's been so far up your ass, all you've cared about is this mission to get your family back. But maybe it's about time you ask yourself if we can save them."

      We held each other's gaze until I took a deep breath. "I apologise. I regretted those words as soon as they left my mouth."

      Spear still held to my throat, Zizi slowly backed away and looked off to the distance as she shook her arms out. Taking a step towards her I lifted my hand her way then slowly lowered it. The sound of dripping water was all that could be heard for some time.

      "What do you mean?" I finally said. "About if we can save them."

      Zizi shook her head and looked at me sadly. "There may come a point where you can't save them, Quinton, because to do so would mean sacrificing everything and everyone around you. Have you thought of what you'll do if that happens?"

      I looked her in the eye. "I have, but you won't like the answer." 

      "Then all I can do is pray for your soul, because once this is over there shall be a price to pay that I wouldn't wish on my worst enemy."
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      We had continued our journey until we came to the section of the cave system, which was the most heavily guarded. It was part of the cave system I had been to before; moss-covered walls slick with water gave way to gold-glittered cave floors that caught the light. Alien paintings drawn in liquid gold showcased images that appeared to be constantly moving. They placed everyone on edge as faces constantly looked up at them. 

      Rock formations covered in gemstones hung from the ceiling giving off an air of wealth that I hadn't seen anywhere else, but apart from all that, the most valuable item around was a man-made one. 

      The item I had got Niko to design was shaped like a radio antenna and placed in the middle of the subterranean lake, where it floated on its own platform. It was one of four.

      Surrounded by people, it was the one thing I wanted everyone to defend. 

      Seeing the frown on her face, I walked up to Zizi and followed her gaze to see what was causing it. The only entrance and exit from this section of the caves was a large cave opening only accessible by aircraft. It was large enough to fly a medium-sized ship through, which I had done when my crew had hijacked a smuggler's ship to infiltrate The Diamond District. 

      "What's up?" I asked.

      "I don't like being so exposed."

      "Normally I would agree, but he'll only risk coming here if it's in a ship. So I wanted to make it easy for him."

      "You think he'll take the bait?"

      "He thinks we're on the run."

      "That makes no sense. We have inflicted more damage on him than he has on us."

      "But he doesn't know that. The only force he has seen in this area is the people who were on the cliff face, as the majority of our people are hidden here. I hate to say it, but not having a large force in The Floating City has helped us, by making us appear more helpless than we actually are. I just hope--I haven't heard from either of them, I just hope they're OK."

      "Tweedledee and Tweedledum will be fine. It's us you need to worry about. If this all goes tits up, then we're done for."

      "Surely we can escape through the tunnels."

      Zizi shook her head. "They are too cramped for a mass exodus. It works in our favour when defending against the enemy, but if we are overrun then that advantage can quickly turn against us."

      "It won't come to that. Once he's here then we know all his troops are on the ground, and then we can launch the final stage of our plan."

      Zizi shook her head, looking unconvinced. "Still, so much can go wrong. I don't--"

      The sound of shouting echoed along the walls, followed by the dull rumble of an explosion. Dust billowed from a cave tunnel entrance to our far left as two men dashed out from the cloud of dust, arms waving, panic on their faces. "They're coming. They're coming! They're coming--" 

      Both their cries were cut short as blades erupted through their chests. 

      Lifted in the air by the two New Humans behind them, they were tossed to one side as the killers surveyed everything in front of them. No one spoke or moved. The only sound that could be heard was the dripping of water. 

      Two electric bolts blasted them in the chest, before Zizi shot a third who was making their way into the cave. "What are you fuckwits waiting for! To your stations." 

      She threw a spear my way, which I caught as I rushed towards the cave tunnel the enemy was coming from. Coming to a skidding halt, I took one knee as Zizi did the same next to me and we unleashed fire into the dust cloud that obstructed our view. We couldn't see what was coming towards us through the dust cloud but we didn't care. 

      We laid down suppressing fire; the blue bolts of electricity lit up the cloud of dust before they vanished from sight. 

      Another explosion to our far right echoed through the chamber causing another plume of dust to roll into the cave. Zizi looked at me and I gave her a nod. "Go! I got this." 

      She gave me a nod in return as the dust settled and I saw my incoming opponents more clearly. Dozens of bodies came towards me, more than I thought possible, as I hadn't expected Alvis to still have so many troops left. He must have thrown everything at us to finish us off. I kept on firing at the oncoming masses and was slowly backing up, when I realised I was going to be overrun. 

      As I got to my feet, a handful of my people came to stand by me. 

      I appreciated the gesture but they were only going to get in the way. "All of you! Get back to defending the structure."

      "But sir--"

      "Go!"

      They retreated back to their positions, and I returned my attention to the task at hand as the first wave hit me. Spear out like a barrier, I gritted my teeth as the wave tried to push me back. Grunting, I slid slowly back but caught myself and with a roar of frustration, I pushed the crowd back in front of me with superhuman strength, knocking them off their feet.

      I heard gasps of surprise from my own people and saw looks of panic cross their faces as they looked at me like I was an alien. But it was something I cared little about right now. Since Niko had rebuilt me, I had been training and rebuilding my body until I was knocking on death's door. I had withheld my true strength from prying eyes, like The Lady's. But now I could unleash what I had become. What I had been working towards.

      I walked towards my enemy, spear twirling around my body faster and faster.

      Although they showed no signs of fear, they backed up unsure of this unknown presence before them.

      Twirling the spear faster and faster until it hummed, I allowed a smile to cross my face as I leapt into action. My hands were a blur as I struck one torso after the next. They flew in the air as I struck them, the force from my strikes breaking bones where they landed. They tried to rush me as one, but they weren't fast enough. 

      Yes, they were New Humans.

      Yes, they had advanced technology in their bodies.

      But they hadn't spent the countless hours I had in the Training Room. They hadn't bled like I had. They hadn't been defeated time and time again until they were forced to grow. Until their only option to survive was to grow stronger. They didn't have a fear of loss like I did.

      The hours I had spent developing my skills in the Training Room had equalled close to two hundred years. 

      Two hundred years of honing my skills and body until they became the greatest weapon known to man. A weapon that none could match. It was true Alvis had greater talent and intellect, but I had outworked him. Through pain and sweat I had dedicated every waking moment to defeating this man. It was an obsession. It was a curse.

      I moved with a grace befitting a ballerina, as I hit limbs and knocked opponents down who were not fast enough to escape. 

      When an opponent was struck down an electric bolt would soon follow, putting a stop to their movements. Their connection to Alvis had been severed but it would be some time before they fully recovered from the state of unconsciousness they found themselves in. 

      I ducked two strikes from opponents who tried to flank me, their blades skimming my face by inches, and I kicked one in the calf, dropping him to one knee where I followed up with an upward knee to the chin. Before they had hit the ground, I had already shocked him. The second opponent proved to be a lot trickier as he moved with a fluidity that spoke of a combat veteran. 

      He flowed and danced around me faking jabs and kicks as he tried to get me to overreact. On anyone else it would have been a perfect strategy, but I could read his movements a mile away. They appeared slow. Standing still I stared his way. He stopped and I could see the confusion trying to break through the blank mask-like face as I whipped my spear forward and blasted him in the chest.

      I looked around me and found I had dealt with all immediate threats. 

      Zizi had also dealt with her tunnel, but we could still hear more footsteps making their way towards us.

      We backed up as the noise grew louder and louder until we were back amongst the ranks of our troops. Panic visited many a face. I looked to Zizi, whose stern expression still hadn't changed. 

      "Prepare to fire!" Zizi shouted, as she lifted her spear towards one of the tunnel entrances. Everyone else followed her lead as they waited for her signal. Spear tucked into my shoulder, I steadied my breathing and waited. 

      The noise kept growing in volume, rattling small stones on the ground and causing the lake behind us to ripple from the vibration. It wasn't long till the first face appeared.

      "Fire!" Zizi bellowed as she let rip.

      Everyone followed her lead, as each section of our troops picked a different tunnel and fired into it. The blue glow of the electric orbs lit up the cavern as we kept on applying pressure. But no matter how much fire we laid down, there appeared to be an endless stream of New Humans. Like a horde of unthinking zombies, they rushed into the cavern not caring if they met their demise. 

      Body after body fell to our attacks, but still, they came. 

      I looked to Zizi, who threw me a flicker of concern before concentrating on the matter at hand. Other nervous faces around me told me everyone was thinking the same thing. 

      Although we were meeting the New Human charge head-on, everybody that fell was getting a little closer to us. It was like watching lava flow by your house; none of us wanted to speak our concerns in case they came true. It was only a matter of time until the horde that was inching towards us, bit by bit, finally reached us.

      A scream to my left was cut short as an enemy buried their blade into one of our people's chest. We dealt with the threat, but it highlighted what we all knew. It was only a matter of time before we got overrun.

      "Think it's time for stage 3?" Zizi asked.

      I looked at her in confusion. "I thought it was stage D?"

      "Who the fuck cares, just press the goddamn button!"

      Rolling my eyes I pulled a controller from my back pocket but hesitated. There still had been no sign of Poppy or Alvis, and for this plan to fully work we would need them both to be here. If it looked like there was no chance of Alvis winning, then he would simply retreat and come back another day. But the longer I waited the--

      Another scream cut through the air as one of our team fell back clutching their wounded shoulder.

      "Oh, for the love of--give me that!" said Zizi as she snatched the controller from my hand and pressed a button on its surface. Nothing happened for a second or two, then like a wave of silence, the noise of running feet ceased until it got all the way to us. With it, it brought a wave of electricity that danced in the air of the tunnels electrifying anything in them.

      We finished the last few stragglers who had escaped being hit and then basked in the silence that followed. 

      "Well, I had my doubts, but it appears planting those electric device things Niko made along the cave tunnels worked a treat," said Zizi.

      "Electric... device... things? Wait till I tell her you weren't paying attention during her briefing."  

      "Alright then, smartypants, what are they called?"

      I opened my mouth while she looked at me with her hands on her hips, and slowly closed it again as my mind went blank. "Fuck if I know. You know how she gets when she explains anything technical. It's like sitting in on the driest lecture speech of all time."

      "Ha! I'll tell her you said that."

      "You wouldn't dare."

      "Maybe, maybe not," she said, walking towards the unconscious bodies on the floor. "That worked out better than I--" 

      "Quiet!" I said, placing my fingers to my lips. I could hear something. It was a sound that set the hairs on the back of my neck on edge. A faint metallic scraping that I couldn't quite place. Looking around in wild panic I searched high and low but couldn't find it. 

      "What's wrong--"

      I waved my hands in Zizi's direction, shushing her as I closed my eyes and used my hearing to trace the source of the noise. No one spoke as I lifted one foot after the other and slowly lowered it down making as little noise as possible. The water dripped in the background and I dismissed it. Heavy breathing came from our people who fought; I dismissed it. The sound of the creatures flying overhead--no!

      Inch by inch, I moved closer to the source until it was the only thing I could hear. Another set of footsteps followed me and I held my hand out to stop it.

      Where was it coming from? Where was it coming from?

      It was getting louder by the second and I still couldn't place it. I had heard it before, but when? 

      I opened my eyes and looked at the cave opening with dread. I remembered the last time I had heard that noise. It was when New Humans had climbed after me using the blades in their hands as climbing tools!

      "Everyone! Get ready. We have incoming!" I screamed as the first New Humans emerged along the walls like spiders coming after their prey.
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      They came along the walls thick and fast. 

      We tried our best to shoot them down but it was a losing battle. 

      They leapt from the walls and landed amongst our ranks causing panic and devastation. 

      Where we once fought like a disciplined Roman legion, now everyone battled for themselves in the vain hope of staying alive. 

      The sound of screaming--fear--pain, filled the air. The smell of urine mixed with faeces was right behind it. I tried to focus on the task at hand but all I could think of was trying to survive. There were too many of them. They swarmed the walls of the cave and dropped on us like creatures preying on their next meal. 

      "Form up!" Zizi yelled, but no one paid any attention.

      Chaos had taken hold. 

      Spear in hand I moved from one dire situation to the next, doing my best to help any way I could. Knocking an enemy off one of our troops, I helped her to her feet as she looked at me wide-eyed and in shock. 

      "It will be alright--"

      I began to say it but stopped as her mouth opened in surprise when a blade burst through her chest. Eyes slowly clouding over she gave my hand a squeeze before she toppled sideways. She was dead before she even hit the ground. I punched her attacker in the face, splitting open his lip and shattering his teeth, causing him to fall to the ground. Scream on the tip of my tongue, I pulled my arm back as I aimed my spear towards his chest, but stopped myself.

      They weren't in control. 

      None of them were.

      Killing any of the New Humans around us wouldn't right the wrongs that had taken place--wouldn't change anything in the grand scheme of things. No, it was Alvis who needed to pay. 

      Closing my eyes I fired an electric bolt at my opponent, stopping his movements.

      We continued to push against our foes as best we could. More and more bodies fell around us from friend and foe alike. Something wet splashed across the side of my face and I turned around to see a woman holding her throat, as she tried to stem the flow of blood pouring out through her fingers. I moved towards her but two New Humans rushed towards me.

      I dodged the first attacker, blasting him in the back, and knocked the second unconscious, but by the time I made it to her, she was already dead. Blood pooled around her head like a halo. 

      I looked at the chaos taking place around me and felt empty. So much blood. So much loss. All for what?

      The greed of two men. Each one wanting what the other had?

      Dreadlocks flickered in the air and I saw Zizi trying to hold her own against four New Humans who had her cornered. They bore down on her knocking away her strikes, which grew weaker and weaker by the second. Moving towards her, I knocked bodies out of my way as I urged my legs forward. 

      A man blocked my path and I front-kicked him in the chest, which sent him flying backwards. Another to my left tried to attack, but I spun around their wild swing and kept on moving. Zizi was being backed up inch by inch against a wall with no means of escape. I saw panic flicker through her eyes as she managed to let off an electric bolt that took down one of her attackers.

      Now she only faced three.

      Still they pushed forward, wanting her head.

      A group of our troops were fighting up ahead in a cluster. If I went through them I wouldn't be able to reach her in time. 

      Zizi blocked a downward slash from one of the New Humans, causing sparks to fly into the air. She gritted her teeth as the strength of the New Human overpowered her. She tried to hold her ground but her feet slid backwards. With a kick sinking into her stomach, her face screwed up in pain as she was knocked back.

      A blade raked across her chest and she tried her best to stay on her feet, but another kick caused her to topple over. She still fought like a demon on her way down, but her spear was knocked from her hands at the last moment and she collapsed in a heap on the ground, defenceless. 

      Head down I used every ounce of strength in my legs and leapt over the crowd before me. Flying through the air, I saw the group surround Zizi while she held her hands up defensively. It wouldn't be enough against blades.

      Still in the air I fired two bolts. The first slammed into the back of a male New Human causing him to collapse forward on top of her, the second skimmed the shoulder of another, spinning him around. It didn't do enough damage to put him down, as he spotted me coming towards him in the air and moved to meet me. 

      Landing in a roll I came to my feet with a scream of frustration and swung my spear forward. 

      It sliced him in half. 

      The last remaining opponent hovered over Zizi, bladed fist held above her, and I threw my spear at him without a second thought. It sped through the air and punched through his back, lifting him off his feet and pinning him to the wall he stood in front of. 

      His feet dangled above the ground as blood dripped down from his wound. 

      "Zizi! Zizi," I said, rushing towards her and lifting the body on top of her. She looked up at me, blood staining her combat suit and gave me a smile that turned into a grimace.

      "Will you stop screaming like a middle-aged suburban housewife?" she said, trying to sit up. She looked at my expression and smiled. "That bad, huh?"

      She tried to move but her face was drained of all its colour. 

      "Yeah, that bad," I said, forcing her back down to her back and getting her comfortable.

      "Looks like I'm out of the game, big boy. The rest is up to you now."

      I looked around me and stopped as my eyes rested on the two New Humans I had killed. Tears formed at the corners of my eyes but I held them back. I had acted on instinct, without thought. But a little voice spoke in the back of my head and asked how true that was. 

      Hadn't I felt anger at them? Hadn't I screamed in rage while I attacked them without a second thought?

      "Quinton," said Zizi softly, following my gaze, "this is war. You can't save everyone."

      "I know," I said, grabbing her spear and placing it in her hand, "but I can at least try. All I need to do is find him--"

      A rumble tore through the cavern causing people to yell in surprise as two ships slowly descended through the cave opening to our backs. It was a tight squeeze but they landed side by side on the ledge that hung over the cavern some twenty feet up in the air. All eyes turned to the ships in question. 

      Everyone had stopped, even our opposition.

      I moved through their ranks as I made my way to the front of the crowd. I knew who the ship had delivered, which meant we could finally put an end to this thing. 

      The cargo doors lowered with a hiss of steam and presented Alvis. Hair slicked back, pinstriped suit hugging his frame with diamond cufflinks, he surveyed the scene in front of him. 

      "I hope I am not too late to the party," he said with a smile.

      Nobody but me moved as I ran forward. 

      Spear held in my hand I moved as silently as I could, eyes locked onto my target. He hadn't seen me yet. I increased my speed, body lowered, and kept on moving. 

      I could end this all with one move. The pain--the suffering--the endless violence. I could stop it now. All I had to do was time this right. 

      He was still by himself on the lip of the ridge while his eyes scanned the crowd. Allowing the weight of the spear to settle in my hand I cocked my arm back and took aim.

      It was now or never.

      I launched my spear with every ounce of strength I had and watched as it sailed straight and true towards him. It was a blur as it shot forward like a bullet. 

      Time appeared to slow to a snail's pace as I watched its trajectory. It would hit centre mass in his chest. 

      He saw the spear and slowly turned towards it, smile still plastered on his face. I knew something was wrong when the smile remained. He didn't move. He didn't duck. He just stood perfectly still. 

      That was when I saw another blur appear out of the corner of my eye and make its way towards Alvis. 

      Time sped up and the point of the spear stopped millimetres away from Alvis's heart. Hand wrapped around the spear shaft, Poppy looked my way and brought the spear across her knee and snapped it in half. She was getting good at that.

      "There he is," said Alvis, gesturing towards me, "our guest of honour. I guess now the party can really begin."

      He clapped his hands and the other ship's cargo doors lowered and row after row of New Humans emerged from it. It looked like Alvis had brought all his toys to the party.
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      I stared in abject horror as I watched row after row of New Humans emerge from the depths of the ship's cargo hold. They formed a hundred-deep squadron of men and women who stared silently ahead. Once they stopped they didn't move but instead just stared straight forward. 

      I licked my lips as the final New Human came to a stop. 

      We outnumbered them three to one, but that mattered little when you took into account that half our force were normal humans. By my best estimate and what I had seen during the fighting, it took three normal skilled humans to even slow a New Human down. It spoke volumes of how skilled and powerful they truly were. Not to mention that Poppy had joined the party and by all accounts, she was three times as strong, maybe even more, than any New Human who stood before us.

      We would fight. But I wasn't too sure if we would win. 

      The deciding factor really came down to one thing--could we hold out long enough while I set my plan in motion? To do that, we had to protect the object behind me, floating on the subterranean lake, for four minutes. It and the three others placed in the boroughs around the planet needed to be activated now, otherwise all would be lost.

      "All boroughs," I whispered in my helmet, "the mission is a go. The mission is a go. Fire up the antennas. We have four minutes before they are ready. Protect them with your lives. Good luck."

      My eyes saw movement in the distance as one of the members of Zizi's personal crew stood to block Zizi, who was still on the ground. Smart; I knew what Zizi was doing, but if Alvis caught sight of her then he would become suspicious. Keeping my body neutral, I smiled as Zizi gave me a nonchalant thumbs up. 

      Everything was set. 

      Alvis and Poppy had yet to move as I began making my way to the front of the crowd. They both looked down on me--one with disdain, the other with no emotion at all.

      "Where is my son?"

      "In all my years of being alive, and there have been many, I can assure you, I have never met a more cockroach-like creature than you. You amaze me," said Alvis.

      "Why, thank you," I said with a flourish of my hand. "I aim to please. But I think I asked you a question. Where... is... my... son?"

      "Time and time again, I have taken everything from you. Your love," he said, stroking Poppy's cheek, "the use of your legs, which I see you have gotten back, no doubt by using technology I created, and your child, who shall be raised as my own. I made and designed everything you loved or valued, yet you treat me with such scorn. If it weren't for me, you would never have met your wife, you would never have had a child and you would never have become what you are now.

      "Tell me, how does it feel to be a god amongst men?" 

      I didn't answer.

      "How does it feel knowing you shall never fear the coming of old age? Sickness--disease--loss of brain function. How does it feel to hate the very being who gave you so much?"

      "Where is my--"

      "He is my son! Not yours. Mine!" Spittle flew from Alvis's mouth as he stabbed a thumb into his chest with each word that spat from his mouth. "You are not worthy to have a son like him. A son who shall grow up and rule over everything I have conquered. Everything I have designed."

      "Know this--"

      "No," he said, cutting me off as he smoothed down his suit, "know when you are beaten, man. Know when you have lost. Know when it's the time to bow down at the feet of a being who is a god and beg for mercy, because he may be feeling merciful and give it."

      "You know," I said, lowering the helmet of my combat suit so I could look him in the eye, "I was going to make a fancy speech about righting all the wrongs you have done, but I think I'll keep it simple. Before this day has ended, I shall crush your skull with my bare hands while you beg for mercy." 

      Silence swept across the cavern as all eyes moved between me and Alvis.

      "And I shall watch as the woman you love takes your life with her own hands. Now, shall we begin?"
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      Unlike the fighting before this time, sound bombarded me on all sides. 

      People screamed and raged as the New Humans swept down from their vantage point and attacked us in earnest. It was like a wave that I was caught up in and swept along as I tried my best to maintain my position. They came at us en masse, attacking everything in front of them.

      This battle was no longer one of finesse. It was a maelstrom of limbs, weapons and teeth. 

      I saw a blade flash before my face and I moved without thinking, retaliating with a stab of my own. I couldn't tell who was who as bodies pressed against me and shoved me one way, then the other. A fist connected with my jaw and my head snapped around as another blow smashed me on the back of the head. I went down in a daze of stars and dots as my legs gave out from underneath me.

      Landing on my hands and knees I got a boot to the ribs, which forced me to cover up. 

      I tried to get up but another blow sent me back down. Wherever I moved someone was there ready to strike me down or cut me. My advanced senses tried to pick out who was foe and who was friend, but I just couldn't cope with the sensory overload. 

      It was like a computer being fed too much information and asked to perform. 

      Finally getting back to my feet I took a proper look at the cavern and was shocked. I had expected a massacre to be taking place as the New Humans mowed us down but we were holding our own. The cavern we were in was too small for the number of bodies that occupied it and because of that, it made fighting chaotic. Like me, the New Humans were struggling with the amount of stimulus being placed on them. 

      New Human and human alike bumped into one another and although the New Humans could synchronise as one being, they were still having trouble adapting to the world around them. 

      I smiled as two humans punched each other then apologised. 

      Our strength as human beings was not to out-think or out-strategise computers, it was to fight and live as chaotically as only humans could. To do things that made no sense. To love and cherish something, be it person or item that someone else would see as unworthy. 

      We didn't make sense to ourselves, so how the hell would we make sense to anyone else?

      Smile still on my face I turned my back to the chaos behind me and looked up at Alvis. His smile didn't match mine. His demeanour was one of confusion. He was a man who was slowly losing control, a man who tried to control the very nature of life when life itself was utter chaos. 

      Picking up my spear I clicked my neck from side to side and knew it was time to put an end to this.
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      I ran like a man possessed, eyes only for Alvis. 

      His gaze was solely focused on the battle taking place as I kept my profile low and kept on running. Leaping onto a rocky ledge slightly above him I continued to climb it while I kept my movements hidden in the shadows. I used my robot-like grip strength and kept on climbing until I was within easy reach of him. 

      Taking a breath to steady my breathing I locked him in my sights and rolled the spear in my right hand as I waited. 

      Side on to me he would see the attack coming, so I needed him to turn in the opposite direction. His eyes flicked left and right and he took a step forward as a frown formed on his lips. 

      He was looking for me. 

      No doubt he had noticed my disappearance and was wondering where I had got to. Hanging from the wall like a bat I waited for my moment. He took another step forward, closer to my position, and this time his head moved faster and faster while he searched for me. He turned his head away from me and with it his body. 

      Now was my chance. 

      Eyes narrowed I watched him turn and offer me his back while he looked the other direction. Leg muscles tense I pushed off from the wall I was attached to and soared through the air--spear held in my right hand, I launched it towards Alvis with everything I had.

      The spear flew from my hand and I watched it cut through the air in a blur as Alvis slowly turned back to me. Another blur came from his side as Poppy dashed towards him to intercept the attack but she wouldn't make it in time. 

      Heart in my mouth I watched as the spear tore through Alvis's suit, spinning him around as it exited the back of his shoulder. 

      Landing in a tuck and roll ten feet away from him I looked up but I knew I had failed. The attack had struck him in the upper shoulder and although causing a large hole, as it had ripped through muscle and machine components, it hadn't done any real damage. 

      I would need to destroy the head to finish this. Nothing else would do.

      He got to his feet unsteadily and looked at the gaping hole in his shoulder with displeasure. He tried to move the limb but couldn't, as the damage was too severe. Blood spurted from the wound as he fixed me with a gaze that could kill. 

      "Well, Quinton, it appears you have far exceeded my expectations. Who would have thought you, of all people, would wound me?" He shook his head. "Even a great mind like mine couldn't have calculated the odds of that happening. I am surprised 16-15-16-16-25 didn't react to the threat fast enough. When this is over I shall have to disassemble her and see where the fault lies. But as she is now, I believe she is more than enough to deal with you."

      He took a step back and gestured Poppy forward. 

      I gave her a smile as she walked my way. "I've missed you. You don't know how much I've missed you. Through all of this the only things that have been on my mind are you and my son. I wanted you to know that no matter what has happened or will happen, I will always love--" 

      The punch she delivered to my face whipped my head around and had me stumbling on wobbly legs. I did the drunk dance for a moment or two before her foot swept my legs out from underneath me. I landed on my back with a thump that winded me. Getting to my hands and knees, I deflected a kick to my head by rolling swiftly away and coming back up to my feet.

      Another three-punch combo came towards me and it was all I could do to block it before a roundhouse kick slammed into the ribs on my left side.

      I spat out a wad of blood and backtracked, holding my hands up. "I'm done doing this, Pop. I'm not fighting any more. I refuse to allow him to pit us against each other. I know you're in there. I know you can hear me. I know you don't want to do this, but if you want this to stop then you need to fight. You need to fight against him. You are stronger--"

      Another kick to the gut had me doubled over while I tried to suck in air to breathe.

      "I would save your breath," said Alvis. "She is under my control just like all the other New Humans you see before you. There is nothing you can do or say that will alter the course of what is about to--" 

      "Poppy! Fight him! You are stronger than this." I looked her in the eye but I saw no recollection of who I was; face blank she just kept on coming forward. 

      She went to punch me again but I caught her wrist and the other one that followed. "Baby, I need you to do this. We can't allow him to win. He is not stronger than us; our love is like the sun compared to his moon-sized ambitions. We have created so much enjoyment out of that love. We have created things no one thought possible. All because we love each other."

      I saw a flicker dance behind her eyes before she head-butted me in the face. I held onto her hands regardless. She hit me again. Blood poured down my already broken nose as I tried to see through the tears that clouded my vision.

      "I need you to remember!"

      She hit me again.

      "Remember how Willis wanted to kill me when we first met but you stopped him. Remember how you didn't understand why I called you Pop until I told you it was something friends did. Remember--"

      She delivered another head-butt but this one didn't have the pep of the others. Still, it hurt.

      "Remember our first kiss. The first time I saw you for what you truly were but I still loved you regardless. How you saved my ass more times than I could count, how when you were pregnant I didn't want you to go on any missions because I thought you were fragile but you could punch through a brick wall."

      She looked at me and I saw the small flicker of recollection slowly turn into a burning ember that was beginning to catch on fire. 

      "When I was in my deepest darkest pit of despair and I thought all was lost back in The Jungle, it was you who rescued me from that by showing me our son." Tears streaked down my cheeks as we looked into each other's eyes not caring what was happening to the world around us.

      "16-15-16-16-25!" bellowed a voice in the distance. "What are you doing! Finish your opponent now."

      She didn't move but stood there with me holding her wrists.

      "16-15-16-16-25, do I need to remind you what is at stake? He may be your child, but he is not mine. We can always create another." 

      A scowl crossed her lips at the same time she yanked her hands from my grip and placed them behind her back, I didn't have time to react as a knife appeared in her hand and found its way into my body. It appeared with such speed I could only utter a wordless grunt as I took a staggered step backwards before collapsing on my back.

      I saw nothing but a shadow approach me as Alvis's voice called out in the distance: "That's it! Finish him."

      She stood above me like the angel she was; I could barely make out her face through the tears and the blood as I fumbled in my pocket and lifted my hand in the air. 

      Wedding ring catching the light I held it as high as I could for her to see.

      "You shall always be my wife."

      In the distance I felt a vibration through the air as the ground underneath me shook. Twisting my head towards the subterranean lake, I saw the top of the antenna glow brighter and brighter until it released a flash of blinding light that crackled and popped the air with static.  

      The heavy silence that followed was broken by the sound of Poppy's falling knife clattering to the ground, as she lifted a shaking hand to her mouth and screamed.
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      She kept on screaming until I slowly got up to my feet and embraced her. 

      I didn't know how long we stayed locked like that, but it was long enough for the silence to disappear as muttering grew at our backs. Her legs gave out from underneath her and I slowly lowered her to her knees, where she buried her face in my neck. She spoke against my neck, but I couldn't hear what she was saying. Pulling away from her until I could see her face I said, "What are you trying to say?"

      Tears leaked down her face as she shook her head and buried her face in my neck once again. I kissed her on the side of the neck and breathed in her scent before I pulled away.

      "Are you okay?" I asked.

      "What? No! Who would be after what I went through?" 

      "Stupid question, I guess," I said, kissing her again.

      We held each other while the noise behind us got louder before she pulled away from me sharply. "I stabbed you!" 

      She started to fuss over me trying to examine the wound, but I wouldn't let her. The blade had missed all the organs in my body, plus the amount of blood that was coming out of me didn't appear to be that much. I had a feeling that Niko's nanobots were playing a role in making sure the blood near the wound clotted to prevent further blood loss; as long as I didn't open it further then I would be OK. 

      "Poppy. Poppy. Pop! Stop. We have other things to take care of," I said, looking behind me at all the unconscious New Humans who littered the cavern floor. 

      "What happened to them--what happened to me?" 

      "Simple, really. I got a woman called Niko Wren to design four machines that emit EMP-like energy, which only target the frequency being given off by the chips at the base of your skull. It's the same chip that every one of Alvis's New Humans has. I had to make sure all his forces were on the planet before I got all the boroughs to activate theirs.

      "I couldn't risk him having troops off-world that he could still send after us." 

      "That is so.... simple." 

      "The best plans normally are," I said, getting to my feet. "Now, there is only one more thing I have to deal with--"

      A rumble from a ship's engines snapped my head in that direction as one of the ships Alvis came on lifted in the air. The fucker was trying to get away.

      "Where is Kushim?" I asked, grabbing Poppy by the arms.

      "Off-world, on the mothership, which is orbiting the planet."

      "You take the other ship and make your way there. I'll take one of the escape vessels on it and follow Alvis." 

      "Why don't we just take one ship?"

      "The odds are better on one of us surviving, if we split up," I said.

      She looked at me in shock but I could tell she knew I was right. If we only took one ship and it was destroyed with both of us on it, then who would care for our baby boy? No, this way was better.

      "I can't lose you again," she said.

      "I promise you with every fibre of my being you won't. But we need to go. I'll take the escape vessel and go after Alvis. You get to that mothership and destroy anyone who gets in your path." 

      "Believe me, I will."
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      Strapped into the cockpit of my vessel I sped after Alvis as we tore our way across the skies of Safe Haven. 

      I checked the controls before me for weapons but could only find laser cannons and flares; against a ship like Alvis's those would take too long to do the damage I needed. I knew he was trying to make it towards his mothership off-world, so I needed to do everything in my power to stop him from reaching his goal. Like mine, his ship wasn't built for combat, but it had a strong hull and large cargo bay. The only advantage I had was that my ship was faster.

      As I continued to close the distance between us, I tried to think of what I was going to do to bring his big-ass ship down, but the only thing that came to mind was crazy at best and would do nothing but damage my ship more than his; still, it was the only option I had. 

      For the hundredth time, I thought of how I should have taken the other cargo ship and have Poppy take this vessel, but I wanted her and my son to be as safe as they could be, and if it meant risking my life then so be it.

      Fixing my jaw I narrowed my focus on a space between the cargo ship's engines and slammed the acceleration forward. 

      I was flung back in my chair; the chair's mouldings fixed my body in place as I rammed my ship into his. 

      A satisfied smile crossed my face as his cargo ship corkscrewed in the air when he tried to wrestle it back under control. Warning lights flashed across the consoles in front of me but I paid them no mind as I slammed into him again. This time my ship shuddered and I could smell acidic smoke behind me. 

      A thin trail of black smoke poured from the back of his ship but it wasn't enough to stop him. 

      A beeping sound echoed through the ship signalling I was being hailed. When I put it through a small holo-image of Alvis appeared before me, blood dripping down the side of his face. "How did you do it?"

      "Do what?" I asked sweetly. 

      "How did you sever the connection?"

      "Oh, that," I said with a wave of my hand. "Wouldn't you like to know?"

      He glared my way but I just continued to smile. "It matters not anyway," he said. "This is just another hiccup in the great story of my life. I shall rebuild and--"

      "It's over."

      "I have overcome greater hurdles than this! You think--"

      "It's over."

      "When I'm done with you--"

      "It's over." 

      He said nothing as his jaw worked back and forth and he looked me in the eye. Licking his lips he said, "And what do you propose to do? Your ship has limited weapons. You can't ram me again, not if you want to live. So what can you possibly do to stop me from escaping?"

      I said nothing. 

      "You see, Mr Blake, in the end I shall always--"

      "Alvis... one way or another this ends here. I'm just happy I got to see my wife one more time. I would have loved to see my son too, but if it means destroying you for good so he can be safe, then the sacrifice is worth it."

      His eyes widened when he realised what I was saying. "You can't be serious?"

      "I would kill myself a thousand times if it means my family will be kept safe. I guess when you left your humanity behind, you forgot what a person would do to keep their loved ones safe."

      "You will never--"

      I cut off the connection to him and took a deep breath as I steeled myself for what I had to do. What I needed to do. Eyes focused on the exact spot where I had hit him twice before I punched the accelerator forward. I would take the bastard down one way or--

      My ship shook as sparks flared across my console and I was thrown to the side. Biting the inside of my cheek, I tasted iron as I looked on the scanners to see what had hit me. 

      A light fighter was coming in fast, laser cannons firing as it targeted me. 

      It was one of the few remaining light fighters loyal to Alvis. I yanked the controls of my ship, jerking it hard right as laser fire missed me by inches. It swooped back around and fired on me from behind. I ducked and dodged as I did my best to avoid getting hit, while at the same time trying to follow Alvis.

      Another glancing blow across one of my engines caused flames to explode out of the back of my ship. The ship shook and rolled while I tried my best to keep it afloat. Ahead of me Alvis stopped running and turned back around, positioning his ship to face me. With an enemy to my front and one to my rear, there was little I could do.

      Another beep sounded throughout the ship, no doubt Alvis hailing me to gloat before I was finished. Ignoring the call, I tried to think about what I was going to do but nothing came to me. 

      I couldn't believe he had defeated me once--

      A flash of laser fire tore across Alvis's ship, causing flames to engulf one of his wings. I looked for the culprit but could only see another light fighter approaching from the west. 

      Why was one of Alvis's ships attacking him?

      Again I was hailed and this time I answered the call. "Guess what handsome lady killer has come to save the day!"

      "Tuari? Is that you? All I'm getting is audio-only. Why are you flying one of Alvis's ships? Where's Willis? Is everyone OK?"

      "Whoa! Whoa. Hold up there, boss. One question at a time. Yes, it's me, the most handsome devil you know. I stole this ship after we defeated Alvis's forces in The Floating City. We suffered heavy casualties. Ginger-bollocks is OK, he has a few injuries but he'll live. But right now, we have more pressing issues to deal with, don't you think?"

      "You're right. Alvis is in the cargo ship. We destroy it, this thing is over." 

      "Alright. Let's deal with the prick in the other light fighter first." 

      "Agreed," I said, cutting the call off and flying around to face the threat to my rear. 

      Now facing two opponents instead of one, the enemy light fighter decided loyalty to Alvis wasn't all it was cracked up to be and tried to flee, but we cut off his escape route and peppered him with shots from either side, until Tuari dealt the final blow that destroyed the ship and anyone in it.

      "Right," said Tuari, over my ship's comms, "now we only have to deal with--"

      His words were cut off as his ship exploded in a ball of flames.
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      I watched in numb shock as Tuari's ship exploded on the screen before me.

      But that couldn't be right. No. That wasn't right at all. He had been helping me fight off the last light fighter in the skies--how could his ship just explode? No. That wasn't right at all. He hadn't needed to come out here to help me. He had done his job. He had protected the antenna in The Floating City and survived. He had been on mission after mission with me--with us--with the crew. 

      He was what kept us together. 

      He was the chef who solved all our issues with food that tasted like no other. 

      He was...

      He was...

      He was...

      He was dead.

      "Tuari! Tuari! Tuariii!" I screamed until I was hoarse and my voice cracked, but I got no signal from the burning wreckage, which was falling from the sky down onto the earth below. 

      Eyes filled with tears, I looked for his attacker but I didn't have to look far as my ship rocked violently from side to side. Looking over my scanners I saw none other than Alvis shooting my way. It was him. He had killed Tuari and taken him from me like so many others before him. Voice becoming pure rage, I accelerated towards him firing every weapon I had.

      Both our ships were damaged beyond the point of no return. 

      He tried to dodge my laser fire but didn't get out of the way fast enough. I scorched red lines across the front of his ship where the bridge was located and kept on speeding towards him. He fired my way as he tried to manoeuvre his ship out of danger but his ship wasn't fast enough. 

      Rage still on my lips, I slammed my ship into his as he moved it off the centre line at the last moment. 

      My ship ripped through one of his wings causing his craft to tailspin out of control. 

      Flames leapt from my console on either side of me but I no longer cared. Warning lights flared in the distance but the only thing I focused on was Alvis's ship, tail spinning out of control as it descended to the ground below. I chased after it as the last remaining engine I had exploded in a cloud of black smoke and flames. With no engines powering the ship, it free-fell at a rapid pace.

      The ship rocked back and forth and I was lifted from my seat as my stomach tried to escape through my mouth. Seatbelt straps keeping me in place I redoubled my grip on the ship's controls and tried my best to smooth out the downwards ride. Again I slammed from side to side as my body crashed into the side of my chair, but I no longer felt the pain. 

      My only thoughts were Alvis. 

      Smoke obstructed some of the consoles from view, but I had stopped relying on the information they gave me long ago. The only thing I watched like a hawk was the red dot of Alvis that I followed. Bringing the image of his ship onto the holoscreen in front of me, I saw that his ship was in a state worse than mine. Flames and smoke covered most of it and the pilot no longer controlled the direction it went but was just along for the ride. 

      Closing the distance, I continued to give chase as bits of his ship tore away and impacted mine. 

      The ground below grew larger and more detailed by the second as vague images took shape and I realised where we were heading. 

      The Diamond District.

      Ship still bucking and shaking like a bull, I closed the distance between us even more as the great walls of The Diamond District came into view. Walls encircling the borough, which would put the Great Wall of China to shame, came into sharp focus as we continued our descent. The same waterfall gushed over its edge. The same snow-capped mountains resided in the backdrop. 

      Another large chunk of metal from Alvis's ship flew past me as the ship straightened out somewhat and flew down in a straight line. We were now moments from crashing, as the walls of the borough were all I could see. I angled my ship as best as I could as Alvis's ship crash-landed on the path walkway of the walls, which was wide enough to park a battleship cruiser. His ship bounced and flipped ahead of me moments before I crash-landed. The bottom of my ship smacked down with a slap that lifted me high and slammed me back down into my seat, making me feel like I had broken both ass cheeks. 

      I tried to control the ship but it was a wasted effort. 

      Bits sheared from the ship as I bounced like a pinball along the edges of the wall. My body slammed and shook, my teeth rattled, my brain felt like mush, but I focused on one thing. 

      I would make that fucker pay.

      As my ship came to a gradual halt, and the safety systems of the ship tried its best to put out the fires, I unclipped myself from my chair with only one thing on my mind.

      I would make that fucker pay.
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      Black smoke from the two wrecked ships sat heavy in the air as I moved away from my ship and scanned the area in front of me. Alvis's ship had been totalled to the point of no return, with the front section caved in to such a degree that the ship had become half its original size. Anyone else would have perished in the crash, but I knew Alvis had an ability to survive much like myself.

      It was an annoying habit we both had. 

      I closed my eyes and listened for the sound of his presence but couldn't hear anything apart from the sound of gushing water. Although only on the wall walkway for a few minutes I was already soaked to the bone from the mist and spray from the waterfall. Continuing to creep forward I controlled my movements like a cowboy reining in a wild stallion. 

      Anger and venom coursed through my veins. 

      I wanted nothing more than to rush out and destroy him once and for all, but I knew that path would lead me to failure. He was smarter than me and wounded--making him more dangerous than he had ever been. 

      I moved as softly as I could until I came to his ship and saw no sign of his body. 

      I paused as I heard something in the distance but it vanished as quickly as it came. Picking up a scrap of metal that had come away from the ship I lifted it in my hand and threw it far to my left, where it clattered against the stones of the walls, bouncing once--twice--then finally coming to a stop. 

      The silence that came after was overwhelming.

      A chuckle danced on the wind. "That trick didn't fool me the first time you tried it, last time we were on this wall. What makes you think I'll fall for it now?"

      I said nothing, trying to pinpoint his location. 

      "Oh, why the silent treatment?" he said, voice filled with merriment. "Angry I killed another one of your beloved friends? Angry you couldn't do anything about it? That really should be the title of your autobiography. Angry and Helpless. Since I escaped from my prison you haven't been able to stop me, have you? I mean, you've slowed me down here and there, but you haven't really dealt me any real blows. All the while I've taken everything you've cherished and held dear. 

      "I always wanted to know what it was like, facing someone like me--a force so all-consuming it felt like nature herself was bearing down on you. So tell me before your last moments, what was it like to face me? Seeing as we have both played a role in shaping each other's lives."

       A shadow in the mist up ahead forced my arm to launch a flat disc made of metal with a razor's edge. It cut through the mist but didn't hit anything.

      "Ah. So close... maybe next time!" 

      He leapt out at me from the left, fist slamming into the side of my head. It threw me forward as he rained down blow after blow on me. I didn't cover up but allowed him to hit me. Each blow felt like a person spitting into the fiery depths of a volcano to try and cool it down. I turned my head towards the blows, absorbing each and every one. 

      I wanted to feel the pain. I wanted to hurt. Anything to just take my mind off the loss of Tuari. Anything to make his death seem logical.

      Again and again, he hit me until my nose poured blood and my body screamed at me to do anything to stop what was taking place. Tuari didn't have to die. Not really. I would have found some way to defeat Alvis and the light fighter that came to his aid. I always had. But like so many others before him, Tuari had jumped into the fire without a second thought. 

      José Battle, killed because he had allowed me to live.

      Sam, killed because she sacrificed herself to allow me to escape. 

      Tuari, killed because he thought I would need a helping hand. 

      Not only them but countless others who had died because of this war, because they wanted a life of freedom, a life where they were not controlled by one man; and in the end they had paid the price for that freedom with their lives. 

      I saw a jab come towards me and I caught it. Surprise crossed Alvis's face as he tried to retract it back but couldn't. 

      "No more," I said with a shake of the head, "no more."

      "You don't tell me--"

      I uppercutted him in the jaw, lifting him off his feet and putting him down on his ass. Stunned, he tried to get up but I kicked his legs out from underneath him forcing him to face-plant. I strolled towards him with a look that forced him to hurriedly butt-scoot backwards. He rolled back onto his feet and put on a blast of superhuman speed that would have confused me not long ago, but I could see his movements now. He blurred from side to side inhumanly fast and launched a right cross at me. I leaned my body out of the way by inches and watched it sail past before I returned with a punch of my own, which shattered his nose.

      He wobbled on his feet and I went to work. 

      A right cross to his cheek broke an orbital bone, a left punch dug into his solar plexus causing him to gasp for air, another uppercut straightened him up and a follow-up headbutt split his lip putting him flat on his back.

      He twisted in pain while he cupped his face. 

      I stood above him and waited for him to get up. 

      "You know we could work as a--"

      My foot shot out and found his nose, forcing him to cover back up. He got back up to his feet and held up his hands in front of him but I darted forward and buried my fist into his stomach, forcing spittle to fly from his mouth. He dropped back to his knees and I stepped back waiting for him to get up.

      "Listen to me, if we--"

      A kick to the chest launched him backwards where he lay sprawled along the floor. He tried to get up but the movements were laboured. Rolling to his knees, he stayed with his head between his legs while he took in deep breath after deep breath. 

      "Will you listen to me! No matter what you do here my work is done. Don't you understand? I have already won. Things can never go back to how they were. You of all people should know that. Look at yourself."

      I walked forward and he shuffled back, hands held up. "Look at yourself! Before you used my technology you wouldn't have stood a chance against me, but now you fight like a machine, just like all the others I converted. You are fighting to keep things the same, but don't you see, you fool, Pandora's box is open. What do you think will happen after you defeat me? You think everything will go back to normal? You think the New Humans I created will just cease to exist? You think they will just blend back into society? 

      "No, life doesn't work like that. It never has. Life always finds a way to improve and flourish. All I did was give it a helping hand to improve that much faster." He got up, swaying on his feet, and shook his head.

      "I've already won. You may kill me here and now, but it matters little to me. Your son is the first of his kind and he shall lead my people to greater heights than I ever could. My job here is all but done. My legacy shall live on whether you like it or not. I have again beaten you. When this is all said and done, it is my name they shall remember, not yours."

      I walked his way and he kept on backing up while his eyes darted to the left and right. "Why don't you say something!"

      My only response was the sound of the waterfall to our rear. I continued to walk towards him and he continued to back up until his back touched brick. He looked behind him and there was nothing but water. He licked his lips and lowered his head as he moved his arms down to his side.

      "Before this ends, I need to know one thing. How did you sever the connection? As a scientist I must know the answer."

      I took another step towards him, face blank, lips sealed. 

      "Tell me!" He leapt forward, right arm swinging towards me and I caught it, but the smile that lingered on his lips told me what was next. I moved back just in time to avoid the knife that erupted from the back of his right hand, but didn't move far enough to avoid his left hand, which had a similar blade. It scored a cut that started from the top of my brow and ended below my eye.

      Grabbing hold of both hands I brought his hands close to me and snapped both blades, causing him to scream in frustration.  

      I walked him backwards until his back touched the wall that protected walkers from the watery depths below and looked him in the eye.

      "I hate to tell you this, Alvis. But no one shall remember you. History doesn't remember the losers. Plus the World Government has done an amazing job of scrubbing your name from all records. I had never heard of you growing up on Earth, like billions of others. Your legacy will end here on this backward planet filled with nothing but gangsters, thieves and murderers. A fitting end, I think." 

      "You don't--" 

      I threw his hands out to the side and I punched him in the jaw before grabbing the top of his head in my hand and picking him up one-handed. I lifted him with bionic strength over the wall where his legs kicked and his arms beat against my chest.

      "You are right about one thing, my son shall lead the New Humans to achieve something that humanity never thought possible, but it shall be I and my wife watching over him while he does so. Not you. Never you."

      The rush of the waterfall was all-consuming as it roared like a dragon looking for a mate. Eyes still locked, he fought with everything he had as he continued to struggle against me. Here was a man who had forced me to change--who had dragged me kicking and screaming through hell until I became stronger, forged by those very flames until I could withstand anything. 

      I owed him a lot. But I had paid a lot to learn those lessons he had taught me.

      "Do you have anything you want to say in your defence?" I asked. "Any last words?"

      He opened his mouth to speak but before a sound could escape his mouth, I squeezed the top of his head with every ounce of strength I had, causing his mouth to twist in agony and pain, as blood poured from his nose and eyes and circuits sparked and fried. I continued to apply pressure, crushing his skull until the lights from his eyes slowly flickered and died.

      Bending down to pick up one of his broken blades, I held it in my free hand and severed his head from his body. 

      I cut through the neck with the skill of a butcher, then watched the body fall away into the water. I was taking no chances. I was making sure that Alvis Boman remained dead and if his body was ever to be found, then there would be nothing but broken circuits and bones. 

      I stared at the head of a man who haunted my dreams, and felt relief. 

      It might be difficult to hear, but I would be a liar if I said I felt nothing. After everything he had done, after the pain and suffering he had caused, no... I wouldn't be honest with myself if I said I stared at the head of my greatest enemy and felt nothing but joy and relief. 

      Sadness--shame--regret, were feelings felt by greater men in a moment like this. 

      Me? 

      I felt nothing but relief at having finally defeated a man who tore my life and family apart. I hated him. I envied him. I pitied him.

      Holding his head aloft I closed my eyes and breathed out slowly, allowing what I had been through to leave my body before I reopened them and opened my hand. 

      I watched as his head tumbled into the waters below, vanishing from sight, taking with it the constant lump in the pit of my stomach that I had always carried around since this started.

      I watched those waters until day turned into night, then finally stepped away leaving behind a past that I hoped to never repeat.
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      Without a ship or any means to communicate with the outside world, I was forced to contemplate the best way to get back to civilisation when I remembered we had forces stationed in the rubble of The Diamond District. It was only a small force, who were protecting the antenna placed there. After making my way off the wall and into the borough proper, I finally found them after many hours of searching. 

      After telling them the good news, they spread the word, while they radioed for someone to come and pick us up. 

      That had felt like a lifetime ago. Now, sitting on a hard metal bench which spanned the length of the cargo hold of the ship that came to pick us up, I and the rest of the force who had been in The Diamond District said nothing as many tried to sleep. The level of exhaustion we all felt from the adrenaline dump was enough to knock out a bull, but I remained wide-eyed. I wished sleep would take me but I feared what I would see when I closed my eyes.

      I was worried about Poppy and had made a few brief calls but no one knew anything.

      Every one of the team leaders had been told to meet back at The Jungle, and they had repeated the message over the airways on a loop, so Poppy would also be aware. 

      As the ship slowly lowered over the treetops of The Jungle, I could see a mass movement taking place as people ran to one another, hugging and laughing. Many a face looked for someone they knew, with some lighting up at finding the news they were hoping for and others becoming crestfallen when their worst fears came true. 

      I closed my eyes as my own heartaches prickled my eyes and only reopened them when we finally came in to land. There would be so many funerals, meetings, awkward conversations and consoling I would have to do in the upcoming days that I had second thoughts about getting off the ship. But I had asked for an army and people had stepped forward. Now it was only right I did my best to heal whatever wounds I could.

      I allowed everyone to leave the craft first as men and women rushed away looking to find out news about their loved ones.

       Sitting alone in the cargo hold with nothing but rusty metal walls and cardboard boxes filled with God knows what, I lowered my head between my legs and cried. 

      I cried for the lost ones who I would never see again. 

      I cried for the acts I had done that would forever stain my soul.

      I cried for the injustice I had seen and couldn't do anything about. 

      But most of all, I cried for the simple sake of emptying my heart and soul and wanting to be clean. Wanting everything to go back to when life was simple and I had just met Poppy. Before the murders and torture and dirtiness of it all. 

      But I knew deep down no matter how long I cried, I would forever be changed. Both physically and mentally. And if I had to do it all again, to make sure my family was safe, I would. No matter the cost. No matter the devastation. 

      It was that simple truth that scared me the most. 

      Lifting my head up and wiping my eyes, I looked to the ceiling before allowing a sigh to pass my lips as I got up and made my way off the ship.
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        * * *

      

      The humidity of the jungle did little to warm me up, as I moved through the ranks of people who were celebrating and dancing in the dirt. 

      Head down, I tried to keep as low a profile as possible as I made my way towards the main command centre. Many a face smiled at me while I walked past and I halfheartedly smiled back, but I moved on before any conversation could happen. It took longer than normal to get to the underground command centre beneath the largest tree I had ever seen. 

      Wherever I walked crowds gathered and laughed, while couples embraced in deep loving kisses, not caring who watched, just happy their loved ones had come back home. Fireworks were let off and kids ran in between legs, not really understanding what was taking place, but happy to be involved in the festivities. 

      It all seemed so... carefree. 

      Anger began to grow in the pit of my stomach, as the more I watched the angrier I became. Didn't they know what we had lost? Didn't they realise that not everyone had made it out alive? Didn't they realise what others now had to suffer just so they could experience this moment of joy?

      Hands clutched to my sides, I screwed up my eyes as my body shook. 

      How dare they! 

      Eyes snapping open, about to speak, I felt a hand on my shoulder, which jerked me out of my thoughts. Turning around I saw Fae, hands folded before her, a sad smile on her face. 

      "You shouldn't be angry. Let them experience this time of joy. You owe them that much, after what we've put them through."

      "But--" I shook my head. "You're right. You're right. Who am I to judge? How are you? Any injuries?"

      She ran her hands over her arms and looked around her, before returning her attention to me. "Their energy is contagious, isn't it? Just being around the joy and happiness almost--almost--makes up for the horrors I saw."

      I didn't know what to say as we just allowed the crowds to spill around us like two rocks in a fast-flowing river.

      "Any injuries?"

      "Not any you can see. The fighting was tougher than I thought it would be. Bloodier too. After what had happened at the compound with Bennie, I thought I was ready--prepared--for what was to come. But fighting a New Human compared to a regular human being is--" She shook her head and rubbed her arms once more. "It's the way they fight. The way they attack without screams or rage. Face blank the whole time they're committing the most horrible acts known to man. 

       "Mindless robots assigned a task to complete. 

      "Against human beings they... when fighting Bennie's men you fed off their energy, their hate. They wanted to hurt you as much as you wanted to hurt them. But against those controlled New Humans... it was so silent. The only sounds to be heard were from our own people dying and suffering. For as long as I live I shall forever remember that silence." 

      "Before this all started and I had left my old life behind, I once asked someone if it ever gets better--the nightmares, the sweats--and they said it did somewhat. You don't forget about it, it's always there at the back of your mind even if you think you've forgotten about it; years or even decades later something as simple as a smell can trigger it, then it starts all over again. But in time, they said, you learn to accept it, it becomes a part of you, and you just deal with it."

      She looked at me with a mix of anger and disbelief.

      "I know it's not the answer you want to hear... but it's the answer that you need. I will say this though, in my experience, when those thoughts and nightmares come, you'll be safe in the knowledge that you were on the side of right, and that thought alone will sometimes be enough to steady a hand that may try and end it all."

      She closed her eyes and nodded her head while she took my words in. Giving her shoulder a squeeze I turned and walked away but her voice stopped me.

      "You know they'll never be accepted, right?"

      "I don't--"

      "The New Humans. Humans have always feared what they don't know, be it culture, skin colour or religion. The World Government did its best to dampen those feelings after WW3 by putting a stop to all religion, but those feelings still bubble under the surface. It's our chimp-like brain, always seeing the other tribe as a threat. I sometimes wonder if it is hard-wired in us. That hatred. 

      "No matter what happens, they will always be them. They may look like us, walk like us, hell, even fuck like us, but deep down we know they're different and so do they. It's the way they walk that gives it away. Like a predator pretending to be something they're not. This is far from over, Quinton, and I wonder if I'll be alive to see how it turns out."

      I turned around to face her but she was already gone--lost amongst the crowd that surrounded me, leaving me to thoughts I knew I would have to deal with further down the line.
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      I entered the command quarters to find it crowded with people rushing back and forth, doing everything from shouting into headsets to tapping furiously on holo-keyboards that floated in the air. 

      Although we had won the war, there still was a mountain load of work that needed to be done. 

      The injured had to be treated and taken care of, the few remaining human forces of Alvis still fought to escape, and the missing squads that didn't know everything was over were still scattered across the planet. In the movies, once the war ended and the credits rolled, everyone went home but in real life things were never that simple. It would take twice as long cleaning up the mess that had been left behind as it had taken to fight the bloody thing in the first place. 

      I walked down a corridor with packed earth surrounding me on all sides and entered the main conference room we had been using since this thing had begun. 

      Faces lit up at seeing me. But I didn't see the person I was looking for. I knew she was okay because my gut told me so, but I still...

      Makenna was the first to rush forward and leap around my neck, half hugging me, half strangling me, as she squealed in delight. "Makenna, I can't breathe. I can't--"

      "Oh, shut up, you big sissy. You're a New Human now!"

      "That still doesn't mean you can hang from my neck like a chandelier."

      "I'm just so happy you're alive. Everyone thought you would be toast because of how clumsy you are and how you're not really a soldier and how you always have stupid ideas that lead you into more danger and how--"

      "Makenna, I think he gets the point," said Niko.

      "Oh, and also how you're terrible--"

      "Alright! Alright, I get it, nobody had really high hopes for me. I'm sorry to disappoint everyone by being alive." 

      "Sorry we couldn't come and get you sooner," came Zizi's voice from somewhere behind Makenna's afro, "but we've been stretched."

      "I understand. How is everything coming along?" I asked, looking around the room. Everyone looked haggard and stressed as more than one hand ran through hair. 

      "On the surface of it, great," said Zizi, "but after the celebrations die and the sobering fact of what happened sets in I can foresee a few problems." 

      "Such as?" I asked.

      "We are understaffed and underfunded medically for one," said Makenna. "We sustained more casualties than I predicted and we can't cope. Priority is given to the most severe cases at the moment, but there is only so much my people can do. We need to sleep."

      "I will transfer you all the money you need. In regard to the staffing issue, we have soldiers who no longer have a war to fight. They may grumble about it but their work isn't done yet. Round up all available bodies and put them to work. If anyone complains send them to me or Zizi. Anything else?" I asked.

      "I hate to bring up the same issue again," said Zizi.

      "Then don't."  

      "But we still have an overpopulation problem. Saving the New Humans from Alvis's control has just given us a whole bunch of people with nowhere to go." 

      "Most of them will want to go back home to wherever Alvis's men kidnapped them from. Those that don't will stay on this planet. The Diamond District needs repopulating and pretty soon so will Paradise Lost. It's fair time we took this planet back and made it our home."

      "What do you mean?" Zizi asked.

      "For some reason I never thought of this place as home. I always saw it as a stop shop, somewhere I was just passing through; but one thing this war has shown me is that home is wherever your family is."

      Zizi chewed her bottom lip, caution heavy on her brow. "The gangs won't like it. If you want to have somewhere safe for the families to grow up around here, then you'll have to deal with them eventually." 

      "Oh, don't worry, I will. As the saying goes, be careful who you choose as your enemy because that's who you become most like.

      "This planet has educated me in ways of warfare and fighting that no other man has gotten since WW3. I had some of the best teachers known to humankind. The gangs will come around to my way of thinking." 

      Dark looks crossed faces as they all looked at each other.

      "You sound like her... The Lady," said Zizi.

      "Maybe I do, but is it so wrong to want somewhere safe for the families of this planet to call home?" 

      No one said anything for a moment or two as worried looks still didn't leave faces. 

      "Before any of that happens we need to discuss the New Human," said Niko. "Now that they are free... we can't just allow them to--"

      "I've been thinking about that, and I think I have a solution. When the time comes I'll talk to them in groups of a hundred or so, and ask them if they would like to stay here. They don't have to, but I think it would be better for them. We can build a commune where the New Humans can have some normality of life. By doing so we can get them ready for what is about to come. It may not be today, it may not be next year, but there will come a time when the wider galaxy will learn of their existence and when that happens, I want them and us to be prepared."

      "It appears you have everything figured out," said Zizi.

      "Not everything. But someone has to stand up and help these people. Support them however possible. Whether or not I like it, I am one of them now and I have been placed in a position of leadership. To ignore the duties I have to them, especially the ones who fought for me, would be... disgraceful. It is the least I can do."

      "Well, when you put it like that," said Zizi.

      "We shall help however we can," said Makenna with a nod that was mirrored by Niko.

      "Has anyone seen Willis?" I said, feeling a heavy weight shift in my stomach.

      Zizi looked at me, eyes tearing up, and tried to speak, but only shook her head.

      "He stayed in The Floating City," said Makenna.

      "Does he know?" 

      The looks told me everything I needed to know. The heavy weight continued to double as I asked the one question that had been bouncing inside my head screaming to be asked but I had refused to.

      "Has anyone seen my--"

      Zizi got up as the other two followed suit. Niko squeezed my shoulder on her way out and Makenna gave me another crushing bear hug before she followed her wife out. I said nothing as I looked at Zizi, who gave me a smile a doctor would give a terminally ill patient. 

      "She left this for you," said Zizi, handing me a tear-stained envelope. 

      I held it in my hand as one would a baby bird and felt the world beneath my feet slowly swallow me up. I looked up but Zizi had already left. Turning my attention back to the envelope in hand, I opened it with trembling fingers. Pulling out a single sheet of paper, I read what it said again and again. Wet dots formed on the paper as tears run down my cheeks. I read what it said once more, but the message on the paper didn't take long to read.

      I'm sorry. 

      We'll see you soon.

      There is something I need to do first.

      I love you.
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      I walked towards a bar situated on top of a boat that rocked back and forth on the waters of The Floating City. 

      It had taken me some time to find the boat in question, but after putting out the word amongst our people, it was only a matter of time till we spotted it. Hand placed on the saloon swinging doors, I looked over my shoulder at the setting sun bouncing off the water making the waves shine and dazzle like diamonds and smiled. It was too nice a day to have this conversation. Letting out the breath I was holding, I pushed the doors inwards and entered.

      The wooden blinds were drawn and the little light that penetrated through them did almost nothing to cast away the gloom in the bar. Dust danced on the air highlighted by the stray beams of light. 

      It smelled of musk and depression. 

      A smell I knew only too well, it was a smell I had embraced when I didn't have the use of my legs. It was a smell no matter how hard you tried you would never forget. Like a smoker remembering the last pull of a cigarette decades after they had quit.

      I waited till my eyes adjusted to the gloom and looked around. 

      All the tables were empty with upside-down chairs stacked on top of them. Only one table and chair were occupied. 

      "We're closed. So fuck off!"

      I said nothing as I walked forward until I stood in front of a man I called a friend and colleague. He had his beard grown to unmanageable levels, hair dishevelled and in a mess, stains down his ruffled shirt, flies undone.

      A glass of brown liquid rested in front of him and an almost full bottle of rum sat next to the glass.

      I took it all in before I pulled up a chair and sat before him.

      We said nothing for what felt like an eternity before he finally spoke. "You know, I have been looking at that fucking glass and bottle for the best part of a week. A week of sitting here and just staring at the fucking thing debating with myself whether or not I should drink it. A week of arguing and fighting with myself. It's not like I don't have a good enough reason to drink, right? How do I honour his memory if I don't take a sip? Just a little sip. Just a drop. That's all I have been fucking praying for! For the Lord. The universe. Anyone! To just give me the strength to have one fucking drink. Without me having another.

      "Is that too much to ask? Huh? Is that too much to ask..."

      I said nothing as I watched tears run into a ginger beard. 

      "You know, the first time I met him, I thought he was an insufferable asshole. Still do. He thought he was God's gift to women and the funny thing was he never realised how bad he was at the whole dating game. He was terrible. Just terrible. I remember one date he had where he studied for weeks and made and remade this dish in preparation of this date, and when the date finally happened and he served her this dish, she ate it and only after did he realise she was lactose intolerant.  

      "She shit herself on the way to the toilet while wearing a white dress. I pissed myself laughing for weeks afterwards. Fucking idiot." 

      He wiped his eyes and went to reach for the glass on the table but stopped himself inches from the glass and leaned back. 

      "He annoyed me like no man ever has; not even Samuel got under my skin like he did. Do you know, he once took my Bible and cut out the words and repasted them so when you read it, the stories became rude. It must have taken him months! But he was the kind of man who would prepare a prank for a year just to see your face after it was pulled off. He loved to laugh. He loved life.

      "I knew something had happened the moment I couldn't reach him. Don't ask me how, I just did. After he went after you, I knew there was a risk especially with him being in that small-ass light fighter, but he assured me he was too much of a pilot to allow someone who worked for Alvis to take him out. How did it happen?"

      "How--" I took a deep rattling breath, "how he would want to go. By saving one of our asses."

      "Did you kill the man who killed him?"

      "I tore his head from his body and left his remains under the Diamond District waterfall."

      He gave me a nod and went to reach for the glass again. Hands wrapped around it, he kept the glass on the table as if it were a hundred-pound weight.

      "When Samuel died, I promised myself I would never touch the stuff again. But lately, I don't see the point in anything. The way I lived my life, Quinton, I should have died a thousand times over. I wanted to. I was constantly in pain. Still am sometimes. But for some reason, someone up there is keeping me alive when everyone else around me dies. 

      "José. Samuel. Tuari.

      "They all took fewer risks than me yet. Yet. Yet..."

      I leaned forward and embraced him in a hug while he broke down in tears upon my shoulder. I allowed him to cry until the sobs became too quiet to hear.

      "Well, you better stick around, you ginger idiot, because I have a job for you that I think only you can do."

      "I'm tired of--"

      "I want you to be my son's godfather."

      His back froze up before he pushed me away and held me at arm's length. Eyes wide, he searched my face. "You serious? This isn't some kind of joke?"

      "No, Willis, no joke. I couldn't think of a better protector to look after my firstborn. Who better to teach him how to defend himself?"

      "Not only that, but I can teach him about religion and philosophy and the best way to clean and handle a gun, and how to dispose of--"

      "Whoa! Whoa. Whoa. Keep it PG until he can walk at least."

      He gave me the first genuine smile I had seen on his face for a while and said, "Thank you." 

      I gave him a nod and reached for the glass on the table and poured it on the floor, before doing the same to the bottle. "To those we have lost."

      "To those we have lost."
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      "Well, Mr Blake, it appears congratulations are in order," said The Lady as she took a sip from the cup and saucer resting on a petite coffee table next to her lap. 

      We were in the foyer of the Hotel Moscow and where once it was something grand to behold, now it looked like a construction site. Holes littered unplastered walls and piles of rubble were stacked in corners, on top of cracked and missing marble floor tiles. I looked up to the spot where the grand chandelier once hung and saw nothing but a gaping hole with exposed wires.

      "I had my doubts," she continued. "Some told me you would fail and I should kill you on the spot," she looked to Vlad, "but I am happy I watched this play out. It was exciting to be in another battle. It brought back old memories. A warrior must never allow their blade to become rusty and idle otherwise she may end up cutting herself."

      "Thank you for your kind words. I am glad to see you made it out alive."

      She gave me a smile that told me she didn't believe a word I said.

      "Anyway, I know we are both very busy and I would hate to take up any more of your time than I have to, so let's get to the reason why I am here."

      I picked up a clear see-through briefcase by my foot and I handed it over to her. A single data stick rattled around inside. She looked at the case in question and tried to open it but found it locked.

      She looked up at me with a frown. "It appears to be locked."

      "Come now, Miss Ivanov, you don't believe I would hand over the information to Alvis's secrets as easy as that, while I am still in your stronghold, do you? Forgetful memories make dead people, my lady."

      Frown deepening she said, "Then what good is this to me?" 

      "When I leave here alive and get in my car, I shall ring you with the codes to input to open the case. I have made the case clear so you can see there is no funny business taking place. I wish to conclude our business as peacefully as possible. Enough bloodshed has been spilt."

      "No funny business, huh?" she said with a smile that was all teeth. "And pray tell what stops me from just taking you hostage now and torturing you till I get the information I need?" 

      I looked to my left and saw a handful of her men with electric spears in their hands. Looking to my right, I saw Vlad standing some six feet away from his boss with more men behind him. They too had spears. If push came to shove I could fight my way out of here, but there was a high likelihood I would get injured or worse. Now The Lady had fought New Humans she knew how fast they moved and what strategy worked best against them, a strategy no doubt she would use against me.

      "I am glad to see you are making regular use of those spears."

      She looked to her men and nodded. "Yes, my men have fallen in love with them. I dare say they see themselves as Roman legionnaires."

      I nodded while I allowed the silence to settle around us. I watched her fidget in her chair while I kept my calm and stared her way. The men around us shuffled their feet from side to side as their gaze shifted between the two of us. Taking another sip from her teacup decorated with dancing sheep she looked at me over the rim of the cup, then sighed as she placed it back down.

      "I am still waiting for an answer, Mr Blake."

      "Oh, I thought the question was a rhetorical one. We both know the answer to why that isn't in your best interest."

      She looked at me with a raised eyebrow.

      "I have the largest fighting force on this planet. One trained and ready to go at a moment's notice. One filled with every New Human still alive today. You may have battled and won against them, but they were mindless puppets manipulated by one man. They couldn't think for themselves. They couldn't decide on the best course of action to tackle the problem in front of them. Now free, they have all the reasoning power of a soldier plus the capabilities of a machine.

      "You may have won a skirmish against them, but the wrath that would fall upon your head if I didn't leave here alive wouldn't be pleasant."

      "If what you say is true, then why offer this to me now? Surely giving your biggest rival this information isn't in your best interests."

      "A deal is a deal, Miss Ivanov. Plus eventually the information about New Humans shall surface and there is nothing I can do about it. Thinking I can put a stop to what is coming is foolish. So, as the last customer of the Junk Yard Dogs, please accept my apologies for the length of time it took to complete this job."

      I got up and gave her a small bow of the head and turned to leave but stopped. "There is one more thing," I said, turning back around, "that I forgot to ask you. Whatever happened to the New Humans who you fought against?" 

      "Oh, those we didn't kill we kept alive and had their bodies dissected," she said with a dismissive wave of the hand. "I never thought you would adhere to our agreement, so I took it upon myself to find out as much about these new creatures as I could."

      I opened my mouth to say something, but thought better of it and gave her a wave and walked away. 

      Once outside I walked away casually, as I felt more than one set of eyes on the middle of my back. Keeping my pace even I took twists and turns down roads that were nothing but rubble until I couldn't sense any eyes on me, then I ran. Using the full force of my advanced body I sprinted flat out for a mile until my car came into view; slowing my pace I entered my car and settled in until my breathing was under control. 

      I checked the time. 

      I had done the mile in about a minute. 

      I must have been pushing sixty miles per hour while running to cover that distance in that amount of time. I smiled; I was starting to enjoy this body of mine and the perks it offered.

       Pulling back the sleeve of my shirt I dialled The Lady. She answered on the second ring.

       "Well, Mr Blake, that certainly was fast. My men had you in their sights, then you all but vanished. I must say, I am seriously considering turning myself into one of these New Humans. The possibilities could be endless." 

      I shuddered at the thought.

      "As promised Miss Ivanov, here are the codes for opening the case. 16-15-16-16-25."

      "16-15-16-16-25. Well, I thank you, Mr Blake, and it was a pleasure doing business with--"

      My car rocked from side to side as the sound of an explosion tore through the streets. A billowing black mushroom cloud launched itself into the air, blocking out the sun before it expanded outwards and covered my car, submerging me in darkness.
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      Some time had passed before I could start up my car again and drive it in the direction of Hotel Moscow. About half a mile towards it I found my path blocked by semi-burning debris and large chunks of rock. Switching off my engine I got out of the car, taking in the scale of destruction around me.

      The borough had been totalled before this explosion by the destructive forces of The Lady when she was battling the New Humans. Nothing had really changed; the only difference now was that some of the rubble was on fire. 

      It would take time to rebuild this borough into something better than it once was. Time and effort. But luckily I had more than enough people up to the task who were looking for a new home. Going to the back of the car I popped open the trunk and pulled out an M24 sniper rifle.

      Resting it on my shoulders I locked the car and began my slow walk back to Hotel Moscow. 
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        * * *

      

      I rested on the only elevated debris for miles around positioned directly opposite the ruins of Hotel Moscow. I was four hundred feet away with my eye pressed against the scope of my rifle. 

      The hotel was nothing more than a smoking pile of ruin. Bits of rubble still smoked and flamed here and there but apart from that, all was peaceful. Not a soul stirred. 

      Another two hours passed with my eye pressed to the scope and I finally saw what I was waiting for. My patience had paid off. Pressing the rifle firmly to my shoulder, I relaxed my grip and watched through the scope as a metal hatch in the ground in front of the hotel swung up. Another five minutes passed with no signs of movement before a head popped up that I recognised.

      They were being cautious, as expected from a person who had kept Paradise Lost in their control when everyone else had failed. 

      Vlad scanned his surroundings before leaping up from the underground tunnel in which he had escaped the explosion. He did a long scan of his environment, weapon drawn, until he was satisfied then he walked back to the hatch. Taking a knee he continued to scan his surroundings like a deer on the lookout for predators. 

      Bloodstained, the top of his head and his clothes looked dishevelled as he reached a hand into the hatch and pulled up someone else into the open. The Lady, looking as immaculate as ever, brushed down her dress and looked around. I could see the slight frown on her face from here. I waited to see if anyone else had survived with them, but no one else exited the hatch.

      I was honestly impressed and surprised they were alive. 

      The bomb I had Niko create inside the clear briefcase that I had given to The Lady was powerful enough to demolish the Hotel Moscow three times over. Once the codes I gave her were inputted into the briefcase it would set the bomb off, then the explosion that followed would leave no one alive. But still, something in the back of my mind had told me to go back and wait because it would never be that easy with The Lady. She had seen too much and dodged death too many times to be caught out as simply as that.

      So the bomb in the briefcase was the first means of assassination, this was the second. 

      In truth, I preferred it this way. There was no doubt about her being gone. No looking over my shoulder, no fears for me and my family. 

      They walked and I followed their path, exhaling while I got her head in my crosshairs and waited. Time slowed down as I held my breath and watched the face that had caused me so much loss, so much heartache, so much pain, appear larger than life in my scope. Second to Alvis, she was someone who couldn't stay alive. If I didn't do this now, then she would create her own New Human army with her at the forefront. But unlike Alvis she was a leader of men, a general who wouldn't be as easily defeated as Alvis. She would be the Second Coming, the new Genghis Khan. With technology at her fingertips of how to create New Humans, she would sweep across nations claiming everything as her own.

      I always knew the real threat was her. No matter how brilliant Alvis was, she was the dark horse to be feared. 

      If I didn't stop her now, then all the people who had given their lives to stop Alvis would have done so for nothing. 

      She turned to me and I saw an expression of surprise before I pulled the trigger and blew a hole through her head. Vlad tried to lift his weapon my way, but the second bullet had already been fired and found its way into his gut. His weapon flew from his hand as he collapsed in a heap next to his boss.
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        * * *

      

      I made the four-hundred-foot walk in silence as I approached their two bodies. 

      The Lady lay sprawled on the ground, arms askew, surprised expression still on her face, while Vlad moaned in agony clutching his stomach. I slowly walked over to his pistol and picked it up before making my way back towards him. He looked up at me with hate-filled eyes as he snarled at me like a rabid dog. 

      I bent down and he launched himself for my face with a switchblade hidden in his palm, but the attack was too slow and I kicked it out of his hand before leaning back over him.

      "How... how... did you know?" he asked between coughs.

      "I didn't. But I have never underestimated her. Everyone who has, has always died at her hands. Plus, I knew she never trusted me, so why start now? I honestly thought the bomb would be enough, but I had too much to lose if it wasn't, so I was going to sit outside these ruins all day and all night if I had to, until I made sure the job was done right."

      He gave me a laugh filled with blood and respect. "Miss Ivanov has taught you well, boy. She can leave this world proud in the knowledge that you are the one to take over from her."

      "Take over?" 

      He gave me a smile. "Don't be surprised. She respected and feared you the most. You are the one she knew she would have to fight in the end to claim this planet as hers. You and she are much alike."

      Bile rose to my throat. "I am nothing like her!"

      "Yet here you are standing over her corpse before her ruined empire."

      I opened my mouth to argue but closed it again. As I looked off into the distance a slight breeze passed over my shoulders forcing me to remember all the people I had lost. "You know, there was a time when I thought I was no better than her or Mr Lee or any of the other scum who tried to end my life, but I've come to realise what I did was different than them. I never forced anyone into slavery. I never killed just because someone was in my way. I never killed to take what someone else had. 

      "Yes, I have more blood on my hands than most, but I've finally accepted that I am not an evil person. I just did what I needed to do to survive. To protect my family. Like any man would. Yes, some choices I have made will haunt me until I die, but I can live with that. Today is the first time I can honestly say I will carry out an act of murder for revenge. 

      "Not because I need to, but because I want to. Because you stole someone dear to me, Vlad. You stole my captain, my friend and my mentor José Battle and for that, I'm afraid you must die."

      I pointed his own pistol towards his face as he looked up at me with a sneer. "You keep telling yourself that! A tiger can never change its--"

      The sound of the pistol discharging echoed amongst the vacant walls of a once-great empire.
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      Guru Roshan and I walked through the borough of The Jungle, him with his hands behind his back, loose-flowing robes catching in the light breeze, me topless, covered in dust and grime after helping out some residents build a few extra tree-houses for the increasing number of people who now called this borough home.

      It was an ongoing housing effort that was taking place in all the four boroughs.

      I had visited each borough in question and had given help and support wherever possible. Most of it was mindless work but it took my mind off thoughts that wouldn't allow me to rest.

      Guru smiled as another group of people came up to him wishing for his blessing. They eyed me with a look I couldn't decipher as they kept their distance from me before thanking him once more and moving off.

      I stopped, head turned in their direction, as Guru continued to walk on.

       "Something the matter?" he asked, turning back around.

      I shook my head and continued walking and went to speak before looking back over my shoulder. "I may be overthinking this, but since the whole Alvis affair, some people have been treating me... different--no, not different, it's like they are scared to approach me. Or make eye contact."

      "Ah, you are experiencing what all warrior kings have experienced throughout history. Your people love you for giving them freedom, but they also fear you because they have seen how completely you destroyed your enemies. The same enemies they wished they had the power to destroy and overcome but couldn't. It is akin to keeping a fearsome predator as a pet. They may love you but they know at a moment's notice they may lose a limb."

      "Don't be absurd. Everyone knows they have nothing to be afraid of."

      "Do they?" Guru asked with a raised eyebrow.

      "Of course! Why would they?"

      Guru said nothing as he accepted a drink offering from a group we passed by. He moved through their ranks like a wildflower-scented breeze. He touched shoulders and kissed foreheads bringing smiles to all before we moved off again.

      "You are now a king. A leader of people who are like you. In the upcoming years they will need your guidance, in helping them through tough decisions and situations. Like many reluctant leaders you will fight off these responsibilities at first, but in time, like a well-worn pair of boots, it will become second nature. It is your job now to help these people have a better tomorrow, Quinton, because when humanity finds out about them, they shall not be so understanding.

      "If there is one thing history has shown us about the human race, it is that they are not accepting of strangers."

      I shook my head. "I just wanted to get my family back."

      "And you have, but your family is bigger than you first thought. In the upcoming years you will also need to teach your son how to be a leader of his people. He is the first of his kind--half-machine, half-human. But that discussion is for another time."

      "I just wanted to get my family back," I whispered, "and I haven't even got that."

      Guru looked at me with a smile and twinkle in his eye. "Maybe it is time you went home, Quinton."

      "Why? I haven't got anything there for--"

      "Maybe it is time you went home."

      I stopped in my tracks and looked at him as his smile only grew larger. Could it be? Since Poppy's message, I hadn't seen them for a handful of weeks, which felt like years. 

      "Go home," he said again, but I had already begun sprinting before the last syllable left his mouth.
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      I stood in front of the pulley lift system, which acted as an elevator, stationed at the bottom of my treetop apartment. It would take me up to the top where the living quarters were placed that offered views of the treetop jungle. It was a simple process of just getting into the cable cart and using a hand crank system to take me up. But I had been stood in front of it now for the best part of fifteen minutes. 

      What was wrong with me?

      It wasn't that I didn't want to see them. I had rushed here as fast as I could, but now the moment of truth was finally here I couldn't bring myself to take the final step. After everything I had been through to get there, I feared something going wrong. I feared having my dreams crushed. Sometimes when you want something so badly it haunts your every waking moment, finally getting it feels like a curse.

      I was scared. 

      I was scared of what I would find. This unsurmountable mountain I had climbed to finally get them back felt like it would never end. Now I had made the summit I found the view obstructed by clouds. 

      What if she blamed me? 

      What if she hated me?

      What if Alvis had done something to Kushim? 

      With Alvis gone how would we ever reverse the changes? 

      I took a shaking step forward and stepped into the elevator; sweaty hands wrapping around the hand crank I wound it so I went up. It felt like the longest journey of my life. Thoughts twisted through my head as my heart raced like I was on speed. Mouth dry, it felt like I was in a silent bubble as I could no longer hear anything.

      Idiot! 

      Why hadn't you gotten another place to stay? Instead of staying in the same apartment where your son was taken. 

      I shook my head. My hands continued to shake violently as the elevator finally came to a stop. Hands going towards the closed doors, they rested on them but refused to move. They visibly shook. I closed my eyes and swallowed the lump in my throat as I pulled the doors open and took a step forward.

      Positioned against the open sliding doors that led out to the balcony was a back framed against the dying sunlight of the setting sun. Outlined in a glow of orange and pinks, a little face nestled in her shoulder while he slept dead to the world. 

      The image was one I would never forget as a voice that sounded like music to my ears said, "Daddy's finally home."
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      Quinton sat back in a high wooden chair, overflowing with cushions, that was carved out of one of the tree roots under his feet. He passed his hand through his hair, which had now formed into dreadlocks that fell onto his shoulders, and smiled at the recording cameras in front of him. 

      He studied his face on the recording monitor, looking at it properly for the time in years. He twisted it left to right; he hadn't aged a day since his procedure turning him into a New Human. It was weird at first but it no longer bothered him. The only mark left from his past was the scar Alvis had given him. No matter how many years passed, he would always have his wife at his side. Turning on the cameras once more he smiled.

      "When I first started the telling of how you came to be my son, I wasn't sure how to start and now I am not sure how to finish. Although ten years has passed, these thoughts and feelings have been playing on my mind and I thought I would get them off my chest and at the same time, inform you of our people's origins. 

      "Our beginning is one of blood, heartache, murder and greed.

      "I am not proud of what I had to do to keep you safe, and you are too young to fully understand the burdens a leader--father--husband--has to carry to make sure the people who love him are not harmed. But I am afraid the older you get, the more you'll come to understand that burden. Before I died I wanted a record of our history, so in years to come if we ever lose our way you or your children can come back to this. I have done things that you may not agree with, that may make you view me in a different light, but know I will always love you. 

      "I will always be proud of you. Every day you grow older, it fills my heart with joy seeing the man you are becoming. I hope--I pray--that you shall never have to face the trails and tribulations I did trying to find love and peace, but life... life is hard. The peaks are as deep as the valleys and I would be lying to you if I said you shall never experience loss, heartache, pain. It is what makes us... us. 

      "But life doesn't have to be as complicated as we make it out to be. Love whatever you do, do not be motivated by wealth but instead create moments in life upon which you can look back and smile. Fall in love with reckless abandonment and know that, as blissful and happy love makes you, it can also cause you pain like nothing else. But like most men do not be fearful of that; anything worth having, worth enjoying, comes with a cost. You can only enjoy the sunrise at the top of the mountain after the long gruelling hike.

      "Find someone who loves you as much as your mother loves me. Then anything life throws at you won't be as hard.

      "But most importantly, know that I love you, I am proud of you and I shall always--" 

      "Dad!" a voice shouted before the sound of thundering feet came from the room outside and then filled the room. 

      Quinton smiled as he took in his son, who had two fishing rods in his hand. 

      "Come on! I want to get to the river before Uncle Willis takes the best spot. You know he pushed me in last time, right? Because I caught the biggest fish, but he said it was his, because that was his spot."

      "Okay, I'm just finishing up here and--"

      "But Dad!" 

      Quinton took another look at the camera and smiled before turning back his head. "Come here." 

      Kushim let out a frustrated sigh before making his way towards him. Quinton only smiled as he wrapped his arms around his son and hugged him close, burying his face into his son's neck. 

      "I love you."

      "OK. OK. OK, can we get going now?"

      "OK, let's go," said Quinton. Getting up and walking to the cameras, he gave them one more smile before pushing the button to click them off.
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      The collection of men and women who stared our way were all similar in age and style.

      Suits with conservative colour, ties and shirts adorned bodies. Pearls graced necks and brooches rested delicately on breast pockets. White hair covered more than one head, otherwise heads as shiny as bowling balls reflected the dim overhead light.

      They held themselves as if they had sticks up their asses, while eyes looked down noses that appeared to smell something not to their liking.

      People of power.

      People of power, who had decided it was okay to persecute the people who I loved. The people who I had saved from Alvis Boman all because they—we—were different. Not only did they try to eradicate us like we were rodents, but those that they didn’t, they experimented on or placed in cages like animals.

      “‘There will come a time, Mr Blake,’” I quoted, “‘when your way of life is threatened, when the people you love the most are placed in harm’s way and you will do anything to protect them. Anything. When that time comes, you will understand human nature like no other.’”

      I walked along the semi-circular table they sat behind and tapped along its polished wood. Coming to a stop I looked over my shoulder; to my left stood the only woman I ever loved. Brunette locks rested on her shoulders, red full lips were set on a face that had not aged a day since I met her. To my right stood our pride and joy. Light chestnut skin gave way to deep soulful eyes. Sometimes I looked upon the man he had become and no longer recognised him.

      The things he went through, the things I tried to prevent but failed. I—I shook my head. It was the reason I was here.

      He gave me a nod and gestured with his hand for me to calm down.

      I smiled; so level-headed for someone his age. He was the best parts of his mother and me.

      Taking a deep breath, I turned my attention back to my audience.

      “I was told that by a woman who many considered the devil incarnate. She was ruthless, cunning, and would kill anyone who got in her way to get what she wanted, but she was the greatest teacher I ever had. She showed me what it means to fight. What one needed to do to achieve their goals. And my goals, ladies and gentlemen, are to keep the people I love and care about safe.

      “A goal that appears to be at odds with yours.”

      I stepped over a puddle of blood on the floor and continued to pace back and forth.

      “I must thank you though. Thank you for giving me the kick up the ass I so sorely needed. Because without your actions, I would have continued to live a peaceful life with my head in the sand, while atrocities took place around me. Content in just being. Content with not getting involved. But when you seek to harm my son! When you hurt my flesh and blood! That. That I cannot abide. I—” I caught the eye of my son and breathed in. Passing a shaking hand through my dreadlocks, I found my centre and continued.

      “Many of you know who I am. But if you do not let me introduce myself.

      “I am the man who bankrupted one of the largest corporations in history. I survived assassination by the Mercenary Bloc. I conquered one of the most ruthless planets in the galaxy. I created life where there was none before. I freed a people who you deemed a threat to humanity. I sired the man who shall lead them. I killed the man that brought Earth to its knees. I married his greatest creation.

      “In short, I am not the man to fuck with.”

      A man with a ruby ring on his pinkie finger dry coughed into his hand. Slapping his chest lightly, he poured himself a glass of water. There were specks of blood dotted on the outside of the glass.

      He pulled out his handkerchief from his breast pocket and wiped his mouth. “And what does a man like that want with us?”

      “He wants to know why he shouldn’t kill you.”

      “Because every soldier and every one of the combat trained military personnel under the World Government shall forever try to kill him.”

      I laughed. “You think you can win?”

      “Winning is all we know.”

      “That mindset is what has got you here. It is what led you to not seeing your downfall. You have a man with a gun to your head but you still believe—think—that he should bow to you. The most successful wars are not wars won by accepting your opponent’s surrender, but by making sure they shall never want to fight you again.

      “If I so choose, I can make it so that the World Government is nothing but a footnote in the history of my people. Like Carthage. But my son has pledged with me to find a peaceful solution. So I am here doing so, but first to better understand each other, I believe you must know how this came to pass. And why I am here.

      “Some of you may know the story in full, others only partly. But I shall do you the honour of retelling it, with my son filling in gaps where my knowledge is lacking, so we can come to a better understanding of why I am here and what lengths I will go to, to make sure my loved ones are protected at all costs.”
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      Kushim

      

      I heard laughter below me as feet rushed through the undergrowth kicking up leaves, twigs and bugs. The sound of merriment filled the air and all I could do was smile as I turned another page in my book. Given to me by Guru Roshan, it was one of his favourites. The Seven Laws of Spiritual Success. Only a small book, it spoke to my spirit in a way few others did. It offered the cure to all things negative. It gave the reader a key to their better selves and pushed them to not only change themselves but the world around them.

      The voices had gone quiet.

      I sighed.

      When children were quiet it could only mean one thing. Lifting my hands over my head, I stretched until my limbs popped and my hands brushed the leaves above me. Shifting my weight on the branch I sat on, I looked towards where the group had gone. They were hidden from me by a large brush, but I didn’t need to see them to pinpoint their movements. Even from where I sat I could hear the shuffle of feet—the fast breathing—and if I wanted to, I could pick up their heat signatures although I had been told off for doing so more than once.

      Leaping down from the branch I landed on the balls of my feet, keeping the noise I made to a minimum.

      Keeping my body as compact as possible, I crept up on my targets and peered at them through the vegetation. Three small backs faced me. One girl. Two boys who looked like brothers.

      They stared intently at something in front of them. One boy held a stick in his hand and jabbed at something on the ground.

      “Tommy, no,” said the girl.

      But he paid her no attention and jabbed again. This time a sound of pain filled the air.

      “Tommy, I told you no!”

      “It’s dying anyway. Not like we can save it.”

      Another jab, another cry of pain.

      I had seen enough. “What are you doing?” I shouted, leaping through the bushes.

      The girl yelled in fright, jumping into the air, and the two boys leapt back with fear-stricken faces. The one with the stick held it before him as the other two got behind him defensively.

      “What are you doing, Tommy?”

      “How—how do you know my name?”

      “I know many things and many names. Especially those belonging to naughty boys who hurt helpless things.”

      Shame clouded faces and they clustered together, trying to keep me from seeing what was behind their backs. Striding forward, Tommy lifted his stick higher in some vain attempt to stop me. I stopped as the stick touched my stomach. I looked down at him. Mud smudged one cheek. His eyes darted behind him and I snatched the stick out of his hand.

      “Hey—ow.” I tapped all three on the head with the stick.

      They looked up at me, eyes narrowed. “You lot should know better. You are from The Jungle, and being from The Jungle means you know that all life is precious.”

      I walked through them and saw a fawn lying on the ground. Bite marks on its back legs meant it couldn’t escape. Eyes wild with fear, foam at the corners of its mouth, it tried to shuffle back but didn’t get far. I approached it slowly and knelt in front of it.

      “There must be jungle wolves about. They don’t normally come this close to us. Something must have scared them off them before they could finish this one.”

      “Jungle wolves?” said the girl, feet shuffling nervously behind me.

      “That’s even more reason for you not to be out here so far from home. One trip. One fall. And they’ll see you as easy prey. A tasty treat.”

      “I’m not scared of no wolves,” said Tommy.

      “Are wolves bad?” asked the girl.

      I looked back and found her looking at me, eyes wide as lily pads. “No.” I shook my head. “They just are. Animals are not evil for hunting and trying to kill their prey. They are just trying to survive. They are part of the circle of life. You should not hate them or fear them, just like you don’t hate fish for swimming. But you should be wary of them and avoid them where you can. Especially when you have nothing to defend yourself with.”

      “I’m not scared. I’m a New Human,” said Tommy, stabbing himself with his thumb.

      “Are you now?”

      “Yeah. So if any ugly wolves are around here they better be scared of—”

      Rustling in the bushes behind us stilled all movement. Redoubling my grip on the stick I stepped in front of the children. The bushes shook again, this time with more force. I looked back over my shoulder and saw three small bodies huddled together.

      “Get behind me. Hopefully it is only one—”

      Another bush to our left came to life. I took a step back and—another to our right shook violently.

      I turned to them, “Go! Go. Run as fast as you can. I’ll try to hold them off for as long as I can before they eat me!”

      They stood rooted to the spot until I screamed at the top of my lungs and charged into the undergrowth. It broke the spell they were under and they moved as fast as their little legs could carry them, tripping over each other to get away. I thrashed my stick against the bushes and continued to do so until they were far enough away.

      Resting the stick on my shoulder, I smiled. “Thanks for that. Hopefully they will think twice about venturing so far out.”

      A deep-bellied chuckle came from the bushes as a man with a long white beard, wearing a navy-blue Nehru jacket with white linen trousers and open-topped sandals, stepped out. A wrinkled face lined with laughter looked my way.

      “You are far too old, Guru, to be scaring little children.”

      His eyes sparkled with mischief. “I do not know what you mean, my boy. I am simply a forgetful old man who appears to be old. Where am I? What day is it? I’m surprised I’m not naked.”

      I gave him a look that caused him to chuckle once more. “As long as I have known you, you have been old, Guru Roshan. Even my father doesn’t remember a time when you were not.”

      “You are right, my boy, you are right. It saddens me to think that I have been old longer than I have been young.”

      “Your… female followers don’t appear to mind.”

      “Female friends. Only a ruler—a king—has followers.”

      “Can’t a ruler—king—have friends?”

      “A king has no friends. Only followers and foes.”

      “Why?”

      “As everyone in power quickly finds out, the further you climb, the fewer people you will find around you. They will begin to fear—hate—conspire against you. I wish it wasn’t so, but bright stars illuminate the deficiencies in people’s characters. It highlights what they lack, so they either shy away from the light or look to take it down.”

      “It is a very cynical view, Guru.”

      “The truth is.”

      “And there is no way around this?”

      “Only love and understanding, my boy. Only love and understanding.”

      He looked at me, waiting for me to rebuke his statement, but I knew better. If we went down this road we could be travelling for hours and I had other pressing matters to take care of. I turned to the fawn.

      “You know what the most merciful thing to do would be.”

      “No.” I bent down and picked it up. “That would be the easiest. It isn’t far back to the city. I’ll carry it.”
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      Bitten. Kicked. Head butted. Crapped on. And on two occasions peed on. It took three times as long to get to our destination as it would have normally.

      Guru laughed the whole way and offered no help.

      “Take this as a lesson. Whenever offering help, be expected to be used as a lavatory.”

      “Leading a horse to water?”

      He nodded.

      I said, “That little boy, the one with the stick. He said he was a New Human, but I didn’t recognise him.”

      “Although The Jungle is small compared to the other boroughs, The Jungle is still a city. Are you surprised you didn’t recognise him?”

      “No. I just—”

      “Safe Haven is becoming, sorry for the pun, a haven for New Humans. More and more flock to our planet, seeking somewhere they can be accepted, feel like they belong. Plus, with the liberation work Willis and Zizi are doing, it will only be a matter of time before we are overrun with New Human faces we don’t recognise.”

      “I thought Father told them to stop. That it would bring too much attention to us.”

      “You know your uncle and aunt. Willis is like a weed in a garden that refuses to die. The man is beyond stubborn and his wife outclasses him on all fronts. No, they have slowed down their activities, but… things are still happening behind the scenes.”

      “I wish Father would allow me to go.”

      “That work they do stains the soul.”

      “But why must they alone suffer that burden?”

      “Because, my boy, they have a lot of repenting to do.”

      With the sun slowly setting over the treetops, the fairy lights weaving between the branches greeted us as we approached the boundary of the city. The shrill excited cries of children being chased by parents who wanted to put them to bed filled the air. Mothers chatted through open windows embedded in trees, their homes created from trees as big and sturdy as any structure made of brick or metal. Bridges spanning between trees and homes made from vines were lit up by flowering petals that glowed brighter the darker it became.

      I stopped and took it all in.

      It was home. The only place I had lived or seen since I was born. Don’t get me wrong, I loved this paradise my father had fought for—created—but there was an itch, a yearning to see more. Do more. Experience more. I had travelled off world many times but always in the company of my parents.

      It was just—

      A hand clasped me on the shoulder. “Like Buddha, your time will come, my boy. It may come sooner than you like and this,” gestured Guru to the view in front of us, “will be a distant memory. A memory you will long for when times are at their darkest and you don’t think you’ll survive.”

      I picked the round purple fruit from the branch above my head and fed it to the fawn, calming it down slightly.

      “I am not ungrateful for all my father has done… just—ah, I don’t know.”

      “Every son wants to step out from his father’s shadow. It’s understandable and your time will come. But you must be patient.”

      We continued through the city and the further we went, the slower the journey became. People stopped Guru for a quiet word, a friendly chat, or to receive his blessings. He always moaned about the attention but surrounded by the faces his aura glowed. He gave forehead kisses to babies, lapped up the attention from the women and boosted the egos of men.

      As the night wore on, I started to pull away from him as others demanded my attention. They wanted to speak to me about their issues, issues they wanted me to pass on to my father. They were mostly New Humans, and I could only listen while they bombarded me with complaints, questions, or demands.

      Doing my best to appease as many as I could, I made a hasty escape and left Guru to his people.

      His wanted his love. Mine wanted their problems solved.

      I continued through the borough’s food market and took in the food stalls serving curries, murg makhani and malai kofta to name but a few. Recipes and delicacies that stroked the tongue lovingly and brought the senses to a climax of pleasure. Guru Roshan’s people, mostly, manned the stalls, but over the years as the original inhabitants of The Jungle mixed with Guru’s people and the influx of New Humans, more fusion dishes came about.

      Someone called to me asking if they could buy the fawn to use in their dish, but I gave them a friendly shake of the head and continued until I reached my destination.

      One of the largest trees in the city stood before me. Tall enough that I couldn’t see the top of it, it was hollowed out at the base and went underground where our medical staff treated injuries.

      As I made my way towards it, a woman who I knew was the same age as my father, but appeared to be in her early thirties, stepped out of the entrance and waved her finger in my direction. Braids with golden beads dangled on her shoulder as she stopped in front of me with both hands on her hips. Next to her stood an Asian woman whose hair was jet black but dyed blood red at the tips.

      “Look, I know what you’re going to say but—”

      “But nothing, young man. This is a place of healing, of learning, and when Niko and I want to have some fun, we play doctor and nurse. This isn’t a place for my staff to treat every sick animal you find in the wild.”

      “Makenna, come on—”

      “And why do you smell like you’ve crawled out of Satan’s asshole and then fallen in a cesspit?”

      Niko, face impassive as always, said. “It’s probably to do with that thing in his hands. Unless that thing gives some scientific benefit to my research, I want nothing to do with it.”

      “And I,” said Makenna, “don’t want it shitting on my hospital floor.”

      “Don’t worry about that. Look, it won’t take long. All I need you to do is treat the poor thing’s injuries and it can go on its way.”

      They both looked at me like they had told a joke but I didn’t get it.

      “What?” I demanded.

      “You can’t save everything. Death is a part of life. Without it, how would you enjoy the moments life sends you?” said Makenna.

      “That is rich coming from you two.”

      Makenna placed her hand on her chest in assumed horror.

      “You two were both normal humans before you turned yourselves into New Humans. Normal humans who would die of old age. Now, you’ve cheated death and kept your youthful looks.”

      Makenna swayed her hips from side to side and puckered her lips in my direction. “Oh, why, thank you. Flattery will get you everywhere.”

      Niko shook her head. “Not cheated death. You can never cheat death. Even stars collapse and die. But we are now the masters of our fate. We get to decide when we’ve had enough and we get to decide how we want to end it all.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Sounds like cheating death to me.”

      “How could we, as scientists and doctors, allow such a momentous occasion, as turning oneself into a New Human just pass us by? It would be like building and designing the Internet but never going online.”

      “I thought Alvis built the New Humans?”

      “He did,” said Niko, “but we improved upon it. Made your father what he is, changed us. The knowledge we earned allowed us to help others who are New Humans who needed aid, and medical care. Only with our working knowledge of the New Human anatomy could we do that. While others in the medical community shunned them. Alvis Boman had a good idea—”

      “Don’t let Quinton hear you say that,” said Makenna.

      “Whether Quinton likes to admit it, Alvis’s base idea of turning humans into New Humans was brilliant. New Humans don’t suffer any diseases, are stronger, faster and live longer. Only occasionally, when they get seriously injured, do they need expert medical attention that only my staff can give. But apart from that, they are flawless beings. In one fell swoop Alvis solved the problem in regard to space travel.

      “When people first left Earth after discovering faster than light travel, ships were lost for decades. Some all but disappeared while they explored space. Some came back with riches, others with diseases that wiped out nations, but the worst ones were the ships that came back empty of all life. Ship armadas lost to the vastness of space. Even now, we are finding lost civilisations on planets people thought were unpopulated. Our expanse into the galaxy and its surrounding neighbours is so small, that I can’t give a mathematical number small enough to represent our footprint. But New Humans change all of that.

      “Humans are soft bags of water that only live to a hundred if we are lucky. But New Humans…” the corner of her lip tugged itself up in a rare smile. “They can travel the universe, spreading the seeds of humanity to every corner of it. If we take the abundance the universe provides, then wars, hunger, and lack of resources will be a thing of the past. But will your father listen? No. He stays on his planet, a prisoner of his own making—”

      Makenna elbowed her in the side.

      Niko smoothed down her white lab coat. “Anyway, enough of my ranting for one day. I’ve got research papers I need to look over.” She turned to Makenna and kissed her on the lips. “I’ll see you at home. And you, I don’t want that thing in my building.”

      She left and I watched her go before I slowly turned to Makenna with my best puppy dog expression. She snorted and rolled her eyes.

      “If she finds out, I’m telling her you forced me to do it. Then it’s your ass and you’ll have to explain to your father why you’re saving animals instead of hitting the books.”

      “He’s probably out in the middle of nowhere fishing like he always is. He’s not been himself of late.”
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      Quinton

      

      I dodged a punch thrown and back stepped out of the way as my opponents pressured me. Five surrounded me in a circle. They were out for blood.

      The weighted vest I wore slowed my movements and restricted my breathing.

      Each opponent carried a weapon while I was defenceless. They were all highly trained, deadly fighters who could take out twenty or more of the best of the best the World Government had to offer. Some would say I was exaggerating, but I had trained these people myself.

      A woman who was short and stocky with legs like tree trunks shot low and attacked my legs with her spear, while another lanky female with a permanent look of disdain attacked me high with a short sword.

      Both weapons crackled with blue pulsing energy that ran along their edges.

      I leapt up and kicked my legs out behind me, so I did a plank in midair, allowing both their weapons to miss me.

      I fell back down into a push-up position and pushed off the ground tackling the lankier fighter. Taking her to the ground, I brought my elbow down and smashed her across the nose making her eyes water. I didn’t have time to follow up on the strike as the stockier fighter jabbed her spear my way, forcing me to roll out of the way.

      I got to my feet with a grin and looked the stocky fighter’s way. “Well done, Fae. Another second and I would have finished Lisa.”

      “You give yourself too much credit, sir.”

      I furrowed my brow.

      “You know he doesn’t like it when we call him that,” said Lisa, getting up to her feet. “But while you’ve been sitting on your ass, playing happy family, we’ve been training, sir. Going on missions with Willis and Zizi; helping free our brothers and sisters.”

      Fae gave Lisa a look of warning but she continued. “You’ve been out of the game for a long time and although those nanobots in your system help you keep up, time’s passed you by. We use improved weapons, our fighting style has grown, we—”

      I rushed her and she didn’t have time to swing her sword as my palm struck her in the solar plexus, lifting her off her feet and putting her on her back. I heard her gasping for air, but I didn’t let her get up as I leapt into the air and brought my knee down on her face. No time to admire my handiwork; I rolled to the side and ducked and weaved as Fae attacked with a spear.

      Another male went to attack my back, but I sidestepped his attack and drove my elbow into his face. He staggered back and a foot sweep took him off his feet and planted him on his back. I stomped on his chest and continued on.

      Fae nodded to the last two in her crew, who came at me from either side.

      Both had spears.

      Sweat poured down my face and the weighted vest felt ten times as heavy as its straps dug into my shoulders. I tried to downplay how out of breath I was, but a devilish grin from Fae told me how well I sold that.

      Three spear points encircled me.

      I took a tiny step back and they took a tiny one forward. I needed to end this now. The longer this went on, the better it played into their hands. But if I rushed them, I was more likely to make a mistake and—argh, fuck it! I slapped up the spear to my left and jumped back as two more stabbed my previous location.

      “Keep on him! He’s tired.”

      I gave Fae a dirty look as she went low then high. I dodged her first attack but got cut along the shoulder by her second. Hissing in pain, I ignored it and grabbed the spear that shot for my face and pulled its owner off their feet. A face surprised at my strength shot towards me but the expression quickly turned to pain as my shoe slammed into their chest, sending them flying backwards.

      I heard ribs crack. I should have held back my strength but I was pissed.

      Two left; Fae and her partner attacked me in sync.

      We moved like a synchronised dance as they attacked and I gave way, lungs burning, forearms filled with lactic acid. Fae cut me across the thigh and smirked as she pushed her advantage.

      I faked a trip and held back my smile as Fae’s partner rushed in to attack. “No!” she yelled, but it was already too late. Ducking low, I swept my opponent off his feet and brought my fist down on his throat. I pulled back on the blow so I didn’t kill him, but it was strong enough to have him gasping for breath.

      I faced Fae and extended my hand palm up and waved her on.

      She was no longer smiling.

      Good. Let her emotions make her limbs heavy and her decisions rash.

      “I know. Pretty annoying how someone who’s weaponless, wearing a weighted vest and has been sitting on his ass for years playing happy family can still kick the ass of The Jungle’s most elite troops. After this is done, I must tell Zizi what a wonderful job she’s been doing training you.”

      Frustration turned to anger and she came for me. She was wide open.

      I ducked her first attack and backstepped with my hands behind my back. “The World Governments forces must be shiiit if this is the best you lot can do.”

      A hard swing met nothing but air. “I mean, we fought Alvis’s forces, for God's sake. We were outnumbered. Yet it appears some people have not been taking their training seriously. Have allowed themselves to get soft.”

      Another overextended lunge.

      “Pity. I thought I would get a good workout out of you lot, but it looks like I need to go back to sparring with my wife. At least she goes for the kill when I leave the toilet seat up.”

      Fae swung for my head. The power of the attack would have caved in my skull if it connected, but the attack was sloppy and telegraphed. I dropped to one knee and allowed it to pass over my head and scooped up a handful of dirt. I threw it into Fae’s face disorientating her. She swung her spear in front of her blindly trying to keep me at bay, but I dodged and sidestepped her attacks as if she was a five-year-old swinging a plastic sword, until I stood in front of her.

      I brought my hand up to her face and flicked her on the forehead.

      She shook her head in defeat as laughter rocked her shoulders. “Damn. Thought I had you there.” She smiled at me and wiped her face, leaving dirty smudges across it like war paint.

      “You did,” I said, pointing to the cuts along my body. “I played dirty. On any other day you would have defeated me.”

      “Don’t try to make me feel better. It was five against one. Plus, you were unarmed and wearing a weighted vested. We should have wiped the floor with you.”

      “You have been for the last year. This is my first victory. This is the first time I actually feel like myself.”

      “Still though… five against one.”

      “Remember when it was just you kicking my ass?”

      Fae sighed. “I miss those days.”

      Tapping Fae on the shoulder I walked over to where Lisa was sitting in the dirt. I stood over her, face blank. “I regret nothing.” She looked up at me, blood leaking out of one nostril. “I earned the time I spent with my family. The happy peaceful years where I did nothing but play with my son and watch him grow. My soul and the sins I committed paid for those moments—that time—and not you or anyone alive can tell me it wasn’t earned or I didn’t deserve it.”

      “I—”

      “If you or anyone else think differently, then they know where to find me.”

      Lisa shot up to her feet and took a step toward me. I could feel the tension sweep through the others but I didn’t care. This needed sorting now.

      “I’m glad you had so many peaceful, happy years. Pity I can’t say the same for the countless New Humans who are being hunted and killed by the World Government. Not to mention those who are used as experiments, but those are only blessings compared to the ones we are still finding in underground bunkers on far-flung planets, who have been asleep all this time in Alvis’s capsules.

      “Poor souls robbed of time with their loved ones. Robbed of seeing their children grow old, robbed of being there when their family members died. Robbed of being alive!”

      I stared into her soul until she started to fidget. She opened her mouth to say more but thought against it. “Have I stopped you from doing what you want?”

      “I—”

      “Have I stopped any of you?”

      I tore my gaze away from her and looked at each one. None answered. “No! I have allowed you to do as you wish. Allowed you to be led by Willis and Zizi, while you attacked World Government properties and facilities without any thought of what repercussions might come back our way. Some of you must have forgotten what we fought for all those years ago. The losses we endured. The horrors we faced.

      “Some of you standing here were no better than mindless robots. Doing the bidding of a psychopath who didn’t want to free humanity, but wanted to enslave it and control it as he saw fit.

      “We fought him and we won. We won our freedom. We won our peace. But now, you want to jeopardise that for what?”

      “The freedom of those who weren’t so lucky!” said Lisa. “We are still facing those same horrors, but you decided to turn your head away from it all. You decided to pretend it wasn’t happening, while you played happy family. You decided to bury your head in the sand.

      “The battle with Alvis was only the beginning. It was the second act. We have still yet to finish this story.”

      “You have yet to finish your story, but mine is complete. I accomplished what I needed to. But for some reason everyone thinks differently.”

      “It’s because we need you!” said Lisa, stabbing me in the chest with her finger.

      I took a step back confusion on my face.

      “No one here wants to say it, so I will. We need you, Quinton Blake. We need the man who defied the odds time and time again and somehow found how to survive. How to win. You defeated every ruler in this city. You defeated a man Earth couldn’t destroy.”

      “I’m nothing but a pen pusher who got lucky. I profited from the sacrifices and deaths of friends so I could be here today, so I could experience some joy with my family. I will not blindly throw that away because people think I’m some folk hero.”

      “When are you going to see what everyone else sees? You are a legend. A king. A ruler. We need you, Quinton, and the sooner you realise that, the sooner you can save the lives of your people.”

      I watched Lisa walk away and shook my head. Lifting my face to the sun that filtered through the overhead branches, I took a deep breath. A chill passed through me despite the humidity of this time of year. Green foliage protected our practice area from the sun, but as the sun climbed higher, the heat got trapped underneath the branches and leaves, turning it into a sauna.

      I looked around at the faces that watched me in the dirt circle we practised on and smiled. “Let’s call it a day. Thank you, everyone, for your time, and we’ll do this again soon.”

      They all nodded my way and walked off as Fae shuffled up to me and nudged me in the ribs. “Well, that was dramatic.”

      I shrugged.

      “She is right, you know—” I shot her a look. “Hear me out. Hear me out. Lisa is a royal pain in the ass at the best of times. I have known that woman since we fought during the battle with Alvis and she’s grown on me like a fungus. One of those diseased fungi that turns your toenail yellow and pus-filled, but she’s grown on me nevertheless.

      “She is only saying what the others are thinking. She has that annoying trait of speaking her mind. Don’t take what she says as disrespect. It’s only because she loves you and worships you, that she is so frustrated with you. All of them love you in their own way. You gave us our freedom.”

      “How do you feel?”

      Fae pulled a face at being placed between a rock and a hard place. “We… we understood your need to be with your family. All of us know what you went through to have them by your side, but as the years continued to pass and you chose not to be on the front lines with us, anger brewed. Some have lost faith you’re ever going to help, some no longer care and in the case of Willis and Zizi, well, maybe it’s best you speak to them.”

      “And you?”

      “You know me, once I get the chance to blow some shit up then I’m happy.”

      “Buuuut?”

      She laughed. “But it would be good to have you fighting at our side once again. Things out there are bad. Really bad. If we don’t do something about the World Government and their allies, then our people, the New Humans, will be wiped from existence before they even get to flourish.” She squeezed my shoulder. “I hate to agree with old sour face, but we need you, Quinton. We need you to be the person we all know you can be.

      “If not for us, then for Kushim.”

      “What’s he got to do with this?”

      “He’ll inherit all this one day. You don’t want to leave him with an empire surrounded by enemies.”

      I watched her disappearing back and called out. “I never wanted an empire. I wanted none of this.”

      “What you want and what the universe sees fit to give you are two different things. One is a childish dream. The other is a decree from the gods themselves.”
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      Quinton

      

      I stood in the sunshine and allowed the sweat to drip off my face. Normally we would be lucky to get any wind blowing through the leaves this time of year, but a gentle breeze ruffled the leaves cooling the sweat on my back.

      Home. The Jungle.

      It had been my home for over two decades, while I raised my family and just enjoyed the life of a family man. I didn’t need anything, and our exploits during my early days with the Junk Yard Dogs had left me a wealthy man. Well, wealthy was an understatement. After defeating The Lady and Mr Lee and taking over their fortunes, I and my crew were the richest people in Safe Haven. On a planet where wealth was valued above all else, it spoke to how much we were worth. Nations didn’t have the amount of wealth we had. But the money and peace came at a terrible cost: first the death of my former captain José Battle, then the death of one of my best friends and crew mate Tuari. Each had given their lives for us to enjoy what we had, so it maddened me when others didn’t see it the way I did.

      I understood Fae and Lisa never really knew them, but Willis? The crazy ginger asshole had calmed down in recent years since becoming a father, but lately something pushed him to greater lengths to solve this New Human problem that was occurring around us.

      A problem I did my best to stay out of, but others had different ideas.

      I understood their need to save those poor souls left behind, but there would always be someone who needed saving. If you tried to right the universe’s wrongs, then there would be a never-ending fight to overcome or war to win.

      I had seen the madness to which people went to accomplish their dreams and I wanted none of it. I just wanted peace. Why couldn’t people see that?

      Closing my eyes, I mourned the passing of the breeze as it stopped and the humidity came back with a vengeance. The faintest sound of a twig snapping in the undergrowth made me smile. “I can hear you, you know? I’m not a simple human anymore.”

      “Well, that’s no fun. I miss the days when I could sneak up on you and scare you senseless.”

      “Yeah… I miss those days too. Things were simpler back then. Easier. I only had the responsibility of the crew to think about. Now, I have the weight of a race to think about, although I keep telling people I’m not interested in being a ruler—leader—messiah—or anything in between.”

      Arms wrapped around me and teeth nibbled on my ear. A chin rested on my shoulder and I allowed the embrace of my wife to comfort me.

      “We both know why you don’t want to be involved in this.”

      “Of course, the boy’s not like us. He’s the best of both of us. Kindhearted, sweet, always looking to nurse anything he finds injured back to health. His soul can’t take the burdens and hardships he will need to endure to become this future leader everyone wants him to be. He would need to bury his enemies, bury his enemies’ friends and bury everyone related to both camps to earn peace.

      “They want to turn my boy into a leader, some figurehead for the New Humans to get behind, but one person’s leader is another one’s dictator. I won’t let that happen to him. Not after everything I went through to save the both of you.”

      “Darling, what he decides to do isn’t up to you anymore. He’s a man who will make his own decisions and mistakes. The longer you hold back that progress, he will either end up resenting you or the dams will burst and what comes after will be so much worse.”

      I shook my head at the unfairness of it all. “Why couldn’t he have stayed a child forever?”

      Poppy laughed. “Because nothing lasts forever. We had so many beautiful years of being a family. Where we lived and truly laughed. For the hundreds of years I have been alive, I have never been happier. That is all down to you.” She kissed my neck all over, forcing a smile. “You, Quinton Blake, have given this old humanoid AI something she thought she would never have, something no one in all the years she has been alive has given her.

      “Purpose and peace.”

      “I—”

      “Don’t talk, just listen.” I rolled my eyes and nodded. “I want to thank you for that. Thank you for giving me hope, because I truly didn’t believe I would find any happiness or peace after the atrocities I have committed. But you somehow did the unthinkable and made it so.”

      I stood still and watched two birds have an aerial battle over a twig.

      “You can talk now.”

      “Oh, why thank you, your royal highness. I appreciate everything you’ve said, but why do I feel like there is a big but coming?”

      “No, but exactly…”

      “Out with it.”

      She huffed in my ear. “You can feel it, can’t you?”

      “Why do you think I’ve started training again? I tried to ignore it, but over the last year, I’ve been having one too many sleepless nights. I can’t shake the feeling in my gut that something is coming for all of us. Some dark presence. It’s the same feeling I used to get when dealing with The Lady. Like a predator looking at me from behind the bushes. I wish I could shake it off, but I can’t.

      “Plus, with the reports coming back from Willis and Zizi, it’s only a matter of time before they kick over the wrong hornet’s nest and the World Government and its allies come for us.”

      “By all accounts they already are. Some reports have sightings of spies on Safe Haven.”

      “Where did you learn this from?”

      “Err…”

      I untangled myself from her embrace and turned to face her. She scratched the back of her head and looked up thoughtfully. “Where did I hear that from… hmm, who told me again?”

      I crossed my arms as I waited.

      “You know, for the life of me I can’t remember a—”

      “Poppy!”

      “Fine. It was Willis. He and Zizi are back.”

      My face darkened as I closed my eyes and tried to steady my heartbeat. I hadn’t seen them for the best part of half a year. The last time they were in The Jungle things were said and tempers flared. I wished we had parted on better terms, but Willis was an arrogant ass to deal with at the best of times and Zizi was his female equivalent. Dealing with both of them together would test any Buddhist monk’s patience.

      “How long have they been back?” Poppy opened her mouth to speak, but I held up a finger. “The truth now.”

      “A couple of days.”

      “They’ve been avoiding me?”

      “I wouldn’t say avoiding, just trying to pick the best moment to deal with you.”

      “To deal with me? They are the ones who are hard to deal with. You remember the last time? What he called me?”

      “I believe he said you were as useful as a sore-covered floppy dick.”

      “That was Zizi. He said he would rather shit in a plastic bag and inhale its fumes than talk to me.”

      “Ah yes. How could I forget? He has such a colourful way with words.”

      I paced back and forth, my thoughts racing. Their being here could only mean one thing; they needed my help or the help of The Jungle. Whatever trouble they had found themselves in was too much to deal with by themselves. I knew them well enough now to know what they would do: they wouldn’t come to me directly, instead they would speak to key members in the city to get the backing they needed, then, when they had secured the votes they needed they would come to me strengthened by their backers.

      I rubbed my face wearily. “This is going to be difficult, isn’t it?”

      Poppy reached forward and placed both hands on either side of my face. “Only as difficult as you want to make it. Listen to what they have to say, speak with a level head and choose the best course of action for our people.”

      “Fine. Fine. Let’s get to them before they speak to Kushim. If there’s one ear I don’t want listening to their bullshit, it’s his.”
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      Kushim

      

      “Oi. Oi! Dickface. Long time no see.”

      I walked up to my uncle with a smile on my face. Head shaved, with a cross tattooed behind his ear, his thick bushy ginger beard made him look like a wild mountain man. His eyes shone and his muscles bulged under his tactical combat vest. He looked good for a man the same age as my father, but all New Humans did as long as they dieted and worked out.

      “How’s it hanging, uncle?”

      “Sweaty and to the left.” His beard glistened with droplets. “God, I hate this sweat box.”

      “This has been your home for as long as I’ve been alive.”

      “Only because the old ball and chain and kids love it here for some reason.”

      A stern voice spoke behind Willis’s back making him jump. “Ball and what now?”

      Willis gave my aunt his best smile. Tall and toned like a sprinter, she wore the same combat outfit as my uncle. Dreadlocks with blonde dyed ends did their best to cover a face the colour of black marble that looked just as hard.

      “Ball of love, my darling,” said my uncle, giving me a dirty look as I did my best to cover my smirk.

      “Hmm.” She turned to me. “I see your nuts have finally dropped. A bit of hair on the baby face too. There may still be hope for you yet. How’s everything been?”

      I gave a halfhearted shrug.

      “That exciting, huh?”

      “There was a sound that I thought were gunshots a couple of weeks back, but it turned out to be old Siam’s hoverbike backfiring.”

      They gave me blank looks.

      “Then there was that trouble with one of the kids setting alight the marijuana fields and getting all the east side of the city high. Ermm… oh, old Derek and Linda finally got married. Think they’re the oldest couple to get married in the city. Ermm, what else, what else… Oh, the Nelsons’ boys have been causing trouble as normal. They let all the chickens loose. There were bird droppings everywhere. And a couple of days ago I found an injured—”

      “You still listening?” asked Zizi, turning to Willis.

      “Fuck no! I tuned out as soon as he started talking about the fucking old couple. How boring can one bastard be?”

      “Not much happens around here. The Jungle isn’t known for its nightlife or dangerous gangs, is it? You can’t move for places that will serve you herbal tea and offer you somewhere to meditate to centre your chi, but life and death fights and wild women isn’t really what this place is about.”

      “Then find somewhere that does. Fuck me, at your age I knew what a man’s nose tasted like. I had travelled to countless different worlds and experienced things that would put hairs on your chest. None of this meditating—centring your chi bullshit.”

      I patted my uncle on the shoulder. “If I’ve said it once, I’ve said it a thousand times. You need to see someone about your anger issues. Both of you do. Think of your kids. If you weren’t New Humans, then you’d both be dead from stress.”

      “Michael. Gabriel,” said Willis.

      Two young men pulled away from the crowd they were a part of and walked toward me. They couldn’t be more different. Michael, tall and lean with a dark oak skin tone and wiry body that spoke of having the endurance to run and fight all day, clicked his neck from side to side. Head shaven, he stared my way with light brown eyes.

      Gabriel, with a short torso and powerful legs, looked like a power lifter. Pale skin matched his fair white hair and cherry red lips. He too locked onto me with an intense stare that made me shift on the spot.

      The one thing they had in common was the scars along their bare arms and a wicked faint jagged scar along their necks.

      “How you guys doing?”

      They both gave me noncommittal shrugs.

      Although a handful of years younger than me, they always put me on edge. Like being around a wild animal that had been domesticated. Yes, the animal didn’t attack you, but there was an uneasy understanding that it could turn at any moment.

      Strapped across their backs were swords embedded with Niko’s technology. Upgraded from the weapons they fought Alvis with in the past, all weapons now designed by Niko were stronger, lighter, and could fire off an electric discharge further than before. Not only that, but all the upgraded weapons had a self-generating electric mechanism that meant the weapons never needed to charge. The electric mechanism glowed and span like a tiny blue star embedded in each weapon’s hilt.

      I noticed both their blades had specks of blood on them.

      “What have you two been up to?”

      “Fighting,” said Michael.

      “Saving our people,” responded Gabriel.

      They continued to stare my way until Zizi broke the uncomfortable silence. “They’ve been helping us on the front lines. Many of our team owe their lives to our boys.”

      I looked over Michael and Gabriel’s shoulders and took in the collection of misfits who graced the council hall. Many sported scars and some even metal prosthetic limbs. All had tattoos at the base of their necks and all had the haunted look of a person who had seen the worst humanity had to offer and still fought on regardless.

      Taking in the sculpted wooden walls around us, with the surface of the wood forming tapestries from their grain, I saw then contrast between the setting and the people and felt sad. The council halls were separate treehouse-like buildings that sat in the branches of the mightiest trees in the city. Walkways made of flowering vines connected each building to the other. The flowers gave off a perfumed scent every time they were stepped on.

      The buildings were all made of the surrounding branches and foliage of the jungle, and its beauty was something to behold.

      Compared to the ugliness of my uncle and aunt’s lot, it felt like they were dirtying the building just by their presence. It was a thought I was ashamed of, yet it was one that flashed through my mind as quick as a shooting star.

      “Something wrong?” asked Gabriel.

      I jerked out of my thoughts. “N-no. Why would you say that?”

      “Because it looks like you smelled something rotten,” said Michael.

      “No—I just… I find it sad that there isn’t a better way to do this.”

      “Do what?” they both asked.

      “This supposed war that we keep on fighting.”

      Gabriel took a step forward. “Supposed? There is nothing supposed about what we do. While you are here safe in your little paradise, we are out there fighting for our people’s lives. Fighting for New Humans who never got a chance to be free. Who are being hunted by the World Government, experimented on and tortured all in the name of genocide.”

      “Violence is never the way.”

      A finger stabbed me in the chest. “Violence is how you got your peaceful, comfortable life. Or did you forget who your father is?”

      “Yet it appears you’ve forgotten whose borough you stand in.”

      Everyone straightened up and looked over my shoulder as a dark presence swept through the corridor. I didn’t need to turn around to see my father’s expression as every face apart from Gabriel and Michael’s looked worried.

      “You have anything more to say, boy?”

      Willis opened his mouth but closed it again as he saw something flicker through my father’s eyes.

      “I doubt you want to hear it.”

      “Oh, of course I do.”

      Gabriel’s eyes flickered to Michael’s, who shook his head, but he paid no attention to his brother. “It’s what everyone has been saying but you appear too stubborn to hear it.”

      “Which is?”

      “You, one of the most powerful people in this galaxy, stand by and do nothing when your people are suffering—dying. You went to such great lengths once upon a time to rescue your wife and children, yet you won’t even entertain a passing thought for the people who you helped free.”

      “I gave them freedom. Isn’t that enough?”

      “No. You are—”

      My father walked forward until he was on my right, with my mother stopping on my left. My cheeks warmed as I felt the unwanted attention. I tried to take a step back but my mother’s hand on the small of my back stopped me.

      My eyes turned to my father and I saw a range of conflicting emotions cross his face until he took a deep breath and settled on a blank face. It was the one expression I hated the most. He could do anything while he was behind that mask.

      “Have I not given you people enough? Losing the ability of my legs for the best part of a year. Having no one to wipe my ass or look after me, while my wife travelled the stars looking for our newborn son. Seeing friends die. Being tortured. Fighting for every minute of peace I have come to enjoy. Haven’t I given you enough?

      “I freed ninety-nine percent of the people under Alvis’s control. Yet you complain like spoilt children because you have to do some work to free the other one percent? Do I need to hold your hands through every—little—thing? My people are calling for my help. They wish me to join the war. Yet, I wasn’t the one who provoked the World Government.

      “Time and time again, I have repeatedly said what will happen if we show our hands. If we reveal how dangerous of a threat we are.

      “We should have operated in the shadows. Bided our time. Worked to free our people under the cover of darkness. Yet—some people do not know the meaning of being subtle. They believe they can fix every problem with a hammer. They educate their children on how to storm the castle, but not what to do when the castle’s allies decide to join the battle—decide to follow them home.

      “Now, it is left up to me and mine to clean up messes that should have been best left alone.”

      Gabriel opened his mouth to argue but the shadow of my father drowned him out.

      “Go back to your mangy pack, boy, and your father shall come for you when the adults are done talking.”

      Head held high, my father cut a path through the crowd in front of him like black ink running down white paper.

      Willis and Zizi shared a tight-lipped look before they followed, leaving the rest of us waiting outside. The same heat rushed to my cheeks as all the heads that remained turned to me.

      Gabriel snarled my way. “People may think of you as some second coming, but you are not one of us. You were born, not made. You didn’t have to crawl through the sewer pipe of shit we had to, simply to survive. To be heard. You’ll never know what it means to be a New Human. You’ll never feel the gaze of the fleshbags as they whisper behind your back, plotting your demise.

      “It’ll be a long day in hell before I follow you.”

      I watched them leave and felt a pang of regret—of loss, of once again not being accepted. It happened wherever I went. The residents of The Jungle did their best to embrace me as one of their own, but underneath the thin smiles and shallow hugs, I felt the distance that separated us because of what I was, and who my parents happened to be.

      It was an invisible mark imprinted on me for all to see and no matter what I did, it would be with me until I died, separating me from the very people I cared about.
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      Quinton

      

      I sat behind a circular desk in one of the tree houses we used for council meetings and important agendas. It was the largest one of the collection, able to seat up to forty people. The table encircled the exposed  annual rings of the tree that housed the tree house we were in. Written inside each ring were names of important deceased members of Safe Haven who’d contributed to the improvement of the planet.

      Sat at the head of the table to my left, Poppy poured me a drink of water into the ceramic cup in front of me.

      “I find it funny how all of us are littered with wires and circuits, yet we still dwell in fucking trees like monkeys.”

      I looked to Willis, who sat directly in front of me, with Zizi sitting to his left. I said nothing as the other members of the council dribbled in. Makenna, Niko, Fae, Guru Roshan and Daanish Sing took seats around the table.

      Niko looked at the room and said, “This isn’t an economical use of space. Why have a meeting this size in a room so big?”

      “Because what we are about to discuss demands a room of this magnitude,” I said, looking at everyone before me.

      “Always with the dramatics,” said Zizi.

      “Yet it is your sons—” began Poppy, but I placed a hand over hers, stopping her in her tracks.

      I could feel her eyes drilling into the side of my head, but I ignored her. Now wasn’t the time for that. I would deal with that issue later with Willis. Right now, we had bigger problems to deal with.

      “Thank you all for coming on such short notice. I appreciate that all of you are busy and would rather be doing anything else than be here, but be here we must. So once again, thank you. Before we get onto the main topic of discussion, does anyone have anything they want to discuss?”

      Willis opened his mouth, but I cut him off. “We shall get to your grievances shortly. Anyone else?”

      “I hope this meeting doesn’t go on for too long. I still have the annual budgets for the city to go over, plus new trade routes have to be approved before I go to bed. An old man like me needs all the sleep he can get.” said Daanish.

      Guru Roshan laughed, “Old! I wish I was your age—the things I could still do.”

      “Forgive me, Guru, but you’ve always been old to all of us. None of us are young enough to remember you any different.”

      Guru Roshan smiled. “That is true.”

      “And by the noises, I hear coming out of your room at night, I think you can do plenty at your age,” said Makenna, giving him a wink.

      “I can do some things. Yes, but what I could do in my youth would wake the whole neighbourhood.”

      Chuckles went around the table and I waited until enough time had passed before speaking. “The reason all of you are here is to discuss the situation in regard to the war on New Humans that Willis and Zizi are fighting against. Before I make my feelings clear on the subject, I would like to hear from both of them and then hear your thoughts on the matter as well.”

      I gestured to Willis, who looked at Zizi. “I’m not good with words and not in a setting like this, so I’ll let my wife take over but before I do, I’ll simply say that we are getting bent over and fucked without any lube and need help.”

      Zizi squeezed Willis’s biceps before looking at all of us. “What my husband says is true. Over the last handful of years, we have done everything we can to protect and help our people. Unbeknownst to us, Alvis still had underground bunkers with New Humans stored in them. We have liberated all that we can but there are still a few pockets, now heavily under the World Government’s control, we would like to free.

      “Those poor souls who are still trapped in a coma-like state while they can see out of their eyes to the outside world need our help. Each one is living a nightmare existence of being alive, being able to see what is happening around them, but unable to do anything about it. They have been like that for over two decades. I wouldn’t wish that on my worst enemy.”

      Silence descended around the table while all eyes refused to meet hers.

      I knew what they were all thinking. Freedom fighters are easier recruited when peace is but a distant memory.

      These people sitting around me had not experienced hardship and pain in decades. Not since the war with Alvis had their noses truly been bloodied and their hands gotten dirty. Now they lived with relative ease. With nothing to trouble them apart from the humidity of the jungle. Even that they had tamed to some degree, so now the threats they would have once faced from wild animals and diseases had all but vanished.

      The Jungle’s teeth were blunted.

      Niko cleared her throat. “What has the World Government done with the bases they have captured?”

      “What all people do with things they do not understand. Dissect it.”

      More silence followed.

      “Do they plan on using the technology for themselves?” Niko asked.

      “We thought so at first, as that is what all empires do when they encounter advanced technology, but there is a person—a fanatic zealot—on their side who appears to want to erase all traces of New Humans from existence. We do not know who he is, but he appears to have enough clout to pull the strings that need pulling to get things done. He also has ties to the Mercenary Bloc, but we can’t figure out how yet.”

      I rubbed my face. I was tired of dealing with people in the shadows.

      “How have our losses been?” asked Fae.

      Zizi shook her head. “We have kept our losses to a minimum—”

      “For now—” said Poppy.

      Zizi clenched her teeth before continuing. “For now, but we would have accomplished our objective sooner and with a lot fewer casualties if we had Safe Haven’s full support.”

      Everyone looked at me but I kept my face passive.

      The silence lengthen until Daanish broke it. “I normally keep myself out of borough business and things of that nature, but what you are describing sounds like war.”

      “It may come to that.”

      “Sorry if I speak out of turn, but that is not for you to decide. You are only thinking about the New Humans you are trying to free, who are in their tens of thousands if that, but your thoughts do not take into consideration the close to a billion normal humans who call this planet home. People like me. People like Guru. Yes, New Humans live amongst us, have married into our families and become our children and grandchildren, but they still only make up less than five percent of the total population.”

      “Figures. You are discussing figures with me when atrocities are taking—”

      “There are always atrocities taking place. The universe is a cruel and wonderful place to live in. But if we decide to launch a full-scale war on the World Government, then our trade agreements, export and import, and economy may never recover.”

      Zizi slapped the table and pointed a finger at Daanish. “We are talking about saving lives—”

      “Yes, I know. It is my team’s job to make sure people do not starve. Do you forget what Safe Haven used to be? People starving and dying. Crime lords taking whatever they wanted. Yes, some boroughs are still… seedy, but compared to what it was before? Night and day. I am a man of facts and figures and you are preparing millions to die if we go through with this.”

      “I can’t believe I’m hearing this.”

      Guru Roshan shook his head. “Only corporations benefit from war. Daanish may come at this problem with an analytical eye that may seem…heartless to some, but analytical minds are needed when cooler heads can’t prevail.”

      “We are talking about people trapped in nightmares they are aware of!”

      “When two elephants fight it is the grass that suffers. My people were refugees who lived on a space station before they called this place home. They suffered the worst that humanity offered and finally they found peace. To take that away from them, for a war we already won, isn’t fair.”

      “And leaving New Humans in the World Government’s hands to their fate is?”

      Guru lifted his hands to the heavens and sent an apologetic look her way.

      I turned to Makenna and Niko. “Your thoughts on this?”

      They looked at each other and conveyed an unspoken message before Niko addressed the room. “I believe we should act. We both do.”

      Zizi slapped the table and Willis pumped the air with his fist. “Finally someone speaking sense,” she said.

      Niko shook her head. “I think you misunderstand us. Yes, what is happening to the New Humans at the hands of the World Government is inexcusable. But the real threat is what they will do with the technology once their scientists decode it. No matter who this person is, who wants to kill all New Humans, the best way to beat New Humans is with New Humans.

      “So it will only be a matter of time before the real threat we are fighting isn’t the World Government but rogue New Humans themselves. Like all great empires that have come before, they collapse because their rivals learn and employ the same tactics as they did to gain power.”

      “As heartless as my baby sounds,” said Makenna, “the real threat to our way of life is other New Humans. I told you, Quinton, what would happen once this information gets out, all those years ago when I turned you into what you are. No one can completely control information. Like water, it has an annoying way of getting out. But if we control its flow and redirect it how we best see fit, then like crop farmers we can be in control of how fast the information about New Humans grows and who uses it.”

      Niko nodded. “Yes, we won the war against Alvis, but for us not to release a dying-star-level threat into the galaxy, it is our responsibility to see things are done right.”

      “If I’m honest,” I said, “out of everyone, I am surprised the most by your two votes. But you have given me a lot to think about. Mainly, what comes next?” I tapped my chin as I tried to get my thoughts in order. What would be the biggest threat to the planet as a whole? “You are right about controlling the information, but there will come a time, if not already, when New Humans will work for the other side willingly. Either for status or pay. Humanity is humanity, whether that comes with wires implanted or not.

      “What I do want to avoid is killing anyone who is controlled if we can help it.”

      Niko waved my concerns away. “If they do an Alvis Boman on us, where we are fighting New Humans not in control of themselves our weapons are ten times more advanced than they were back then, and we have mass radius weapons that will disrupt any signals our enemies may have. No, the genuine threats are New Humans working for the enemy and the might of the World Government and its allies.”

      Zizi snorted. “I do not believe our people would betray us.”

      “Then you have not been in enough wars,” said Poppy.

      Zizi’s neck shot forward but Willis caught her eye with a look that settled her back in her seat.

      “Fae,” I said, turning to my right hand in regard to my forces. After the incident with Lisa, I was pretty sure how her vote was going to go.

      “Lisa is going to hate me for this, but fuck that skinny bitch. I think we should stay put. It wasn’t too long ago that I was burying my dead sisters in arms. I still have nightmares about—” A faraway look swept over her as she stared at a spot on the far wall in front of her.

      “Fae?”

      She jerked back to the present and looked around the room, surprised she was still in it. She shook her head and continued. “If we decide to go on this path—this route—with the World Government, then our losses will look like a red dot compared to the splash of red this war will cause. Are you all ready to carry that weight? The price for victory is a heavy burden to bear and I’m not sure our backs are strong enough to carry it.”

      “So your advice is to sit back and do nothing?” snapped Zizi. “Can’t you see they have been planning this for years? Our hand only forced them to act sooner. The World Government has been in talks about the New Human problem as soon as they realized their existence.”

      “Maybe they wouldn’t have acted so violently if our first meeting with them didn’t go the way it did. We were the aggressors first if I am not mistaken.”

      Zizi’s eyes narrowed as she looked Fae’s way. “How do you know about that?”

      “Because,” said Poppy, “we have warriors who are more loyal to us than they are you, and don’t blur the lines when they speak the truth.”

      “How fucking dare you?” said Zizi, getting to her feet. “We have done—”

      “Wasn’t your son Gabriel the one who attacked and killed World Government soldiers in an act of frenzied rage?” asked Poppy.

      “I—”

      “Didn’t the force who first tried to make contact with us have more dignitaries than soldiers?”

      “I don’t see what that has to do with any—”

      “They wanted to talk to us. But we didn’t give them a chance. Gabriel attacked like a wild beast, destroying any chance we had of that. First impressions count, but you and your son took that away from us. We could have been a sovereign state because they want the information we have, but again, we shall never know.

      “No. You and yours have made everyone see us as wild things to be put down. Humans are still scared of AI humanoids from what happened in WW3. You were not there. I was. I saw the destruction Alvis’s creations did.

      “I heard the screams. I saw the tears.

      “Children are still told horror stories of what AIs will do to them if they do not go to bed. We have centuries of that to overcome and the first thing that happened, because of someone on your watch, is the killing of people sent to try and understand us—make peace with us. Can you blame them for wanting to wipe us out?”

      Zizi looked around the room looking for an ally but found none. Even Willis had his head buried in his hands. “So that’s it? That’s all we are going to do?”

      I cleared my throat and addressed the room. “As it stands, there are four votes against this war and four votes for it. My vote will be the deciding one, but at present I am undecided on what to do. And if I’m honest, the choice may have already been taken from us.

      “So we shall wait and see what happens, then I shall decide. If anyone is unhappy about that, then they know where to find me. You’re all dismissed.”
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      Quinton

      

      The night air had a slight chill to it, and for that, I was thankful.

      Sitting on a wooden platform suspended amongst the branches of the trees, I dangled my legs over the side. It was one of the many platforms dotted around the jungle. Anyone could use them, but couples and families often preferred them, or people like me who were contemplating how it all came to be.

      Taking a pull from my cigar, I allowed the smoke to waft around my head.

      I always told myself that I smoked them because the smoke they produced warded off insects, but in truth, I did it because it reminded me of José. It was an activity he loved and it was one I never understood until I become a leader. There was a simplicity to the whole thing. A simple ritual that allowed one to be with their thoughts while they tried to wrestle with the issues they had.

      I tutted in annoyance. Someone was making their way toward me.

      I was surprised anyone would find me as I had picked one of the most out-of-the-way locations to just be by myself, but being me, everyone no matter where I went knew my face.

      “Fucking—shitting—asswanking—bugs!”

      I withheld my sigh as a body plopped down next to me. Saying nothing, I handed over a spare cigar.

      The snap of it being cut sounded like a guillotine descending on a neck amongst the peace of the trees. I shielded my eyes from the lighter and instead took in the scenery before me.

      Fireflies and other insects I didn’t know the name of lit up the surrounding darkness. Bugs with wings camouflaged with vibrant purple dots that looked like eyes danced back and forth while they evaded bats and other predators that tried to make them a midnight snack. Weeping willow-looking trees pulsed and glowed like a heartbeat in different colours as they tried to attract insects to pollinate them.

      “I thought this place couldn’t be any different from all the jungles I have seen. Then it does things like that and just keeps on surprising me.”

      “If you take away the sweating, insect bites, animal attacks, rare unknown diseases you may catch, then I can see the appeal of the place. But sometimes—” a slap sounded as palm hit flesh, “I just want to burn the whole fucking place down.”

      “It must be a family trait.”

      “What is?”

      “Wanting to burn the world to the ground.”

      Willis looked at me long and hard, jaw working back and forth, before he looked away and took a pull from his cigar. “I must remind myself not to be angry. I never thought I would live long enough to have a family.”

      “Fuck me,” I laughed, “none of us did.”

      He shook his head. “What kind of fucked up universe do we live in, where José, Tuari and Samuel can die, but a damn heathen like myself can live to tell the tale? I mean, I didn’t think I would see twenty-one, much less the age I am now.”

      “Is that why you adopted them?”

      “Michael and Gabriel?”

      I nodded.

      “Part of it was that, part of it was seeing the hate and anger they had in their little faces at such a young age and understanding them to their core. When we found them in those cages, being held in a smuggler’s cargo hold to be sold off to the highest bidder, something in me just clicked with them.”

      “How long were they held captive?”

      “Long enough to forget their names. They were originally held in another location, where they were being used and experimented on by some asshole who worked for the World Government. He forced them to fight animals, men, anything his sick desires wanted.

      “There were three of them and they formed this bond that went deeper than blood. The third was the oldest. She looked after them the best she could. But the smugglers stole my boys from the compound because New Humans have become a valuable asset. They were the youngest in the compound. The easiest to handle.”

      “The girl?”

      “I… think… I think the poor girl is dead. But every New Human we rescue, they search—look—scan the faces and my heart breaks a little more when they don’t find her.”

      “What happened to the politician—the compound?”

      “No idea. When we finally found it, all that was left was a burnt-out shell.”

      I took a pull and looked into the distance as things slotted together.

      “It was Zizi’s idea,” he continued, “to adopt them. I was against it at first, because who knows the devil better than himself? But she fell in love with them instantly. I guess she saw something in them that reminded her of me. A wild, uncontrollable, fucked up animal.”

      “But you tamed that animal. If you can, then surely they can too.”

      “The fucker is never tamed. Never. Locked up and not fed as much as it is used to, but never tamed. It took me decades to get it under control. Decades they have not yet experienced.”

      “If you are asking me to give them time, that is something we do not have. With everything going on, it will only be a matter of time before they get you or your wife killed.”

      “We know. We know. It is something we have accepted.”

      “You may have, but not me. I still need you. Both of you. I have been alive too long to not see how this will play out. War is coming and it will only be a matter of time before it reaches our shores.”

      “I thought you were against it? What was the committee for if you had already made up your mind?”

      “For appearances; like most things people in power do.”

      “Then we are preparing for war?”

      I pulled on the last of my cigar before putting it out. “We are preparing for a future where our children are safe. What that looks like, I do not know. I would rather keep our heads down and allow this to blow over—I know—I know, that is not something you want to hear, but I must think of everyone. The Junk Yard Dogs are not just a handful of misfits anymore. There are close to a billion under our banner that need protecting. I need to take all their needs in, not just yours, my friend.

      “I shall try to speak to the World Government and see if I can’t ease tensions before this becomes full-scale war. If not… I do not want to envision the chaos and trauma my actions will bring.”

      “You don’t have to shoulder this burden alone.”

      “If José were here and you said that, what would he say?”

      “Shut up, you puta.”

      I laughed. “He would, but he would also say a leader’s job is to bear the burden unseen, so not even your closest friends know how much it weighs. Now, boyo, we have plans to make and wars to stop. I’ll need everyone’s help in the upcoming months. Can I count on your support?”

      “Do you even have to ask?”

      “We shall see. When the days get dark and times get tough, we shall see. Let’s just hope we can stop this before it gets to our shores.”
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      I placed the cage in my hands on the ground and backed away from it slowly, retreating until I was some distance away. Ducking down low in the grass, I pressed a button on the remote control in my hand and watched as the cage door opened.

      Nothing happened.

      Two—three—then five minutes passed and still nothing.

      I sat down in the tall grass and took in the crystal clear pool the cage was in front of. The location was a good two-hour walk away from the city, but it was one I relished as I carried the cage on my back and could just be at one with nature. Predators did not frequent the location I picked, as many of the locals used the pools around this area as diving hot spots. The pools led to underground caves and tunnels that travelled all over the jungle.

      I had ventured on a few diving trips over the years and the views were amazing, but I preferred the mountains to the water.

      Heights for whatever reason called to me. I don’t know what it was. I loved the feeling of being high, of seeing everything around me and just taking it in, of the silence one would get when they were the only person on a mountain pass for miles around and you alone were responsible for your safety.

      One could say the same thing about diving, but there was always more than one person involved.

      Out in the wilderness by myself, all the clutter of whose son I was and who I was meant to be was switched off.

      Peace.

      It was the one thing I had always longed for and the only way I found it was to be by myself away from others. I could always make friends… just not real ones. Everyone wanted something from me. Growing up, parents forced their children to be my friends to get in favour with my father and mother, or kids wanted to be my friend just to say they were.

      Hangers-on.

      A life of hangers-on. That was all my life had amounted to until now. But then you had the other side who were angry—envious—calculated in their approach with me. They either hated me for what I was or who I was, or tried to use me for their own benefit.

      A life alone.

      What did my father always say? “A king has no friends, only followers and foes.”

      The longer I lived, the more those words were starting to become—movement from the cage as the fawn I’d rescued stumbled out of the cage and looked around. Each step was taken with a sniff and each sniff was followed by a pause.

      Moving out of the cage it stood fully upright and took in the scenery. It was fully healed; I wanted to keep it, as releasing it into the wild so young would mean its chances of survival would be lower, but the powers that be forbade me from taking in any more rescues. I tried to fight against it, but between my parents, Makenna and Niko, it was a losing battle.

      The fawn took a step towards the water and froze. I shot up and berated myself for not bringing a weapon.

      Whatever was coming towards us was moving fast. Too fast to be any predator from this area; that could only mean—the fawn shot off one way and out of the undergrowth burst forth a woman who wasn’t any older than me.

      Skin walnut brown with a light scar along the edge of her hairline, her chocolate brown hair touched her shoulders as she skidded to a halt some ten feet away from me. Form-fitting green combat gear covered her body.

      She looked my way, brow wrinkled in confusion before she looked over her shoulder.

      Three guards erupted through the brush in the direction she came from. One male. Two females. I didn’t know their names. All three guards were armed and pointed their weapons in the newcomer's direction.

      “What’s going on?”

      “This intruder tried to get through our border patrols unseen,” said the male.

      “Why would she do that?”

      “She is a spy from the World Government,” said one of the females.

      “Spy. Ha! I was just out for a stroll,” said the newcomer.

      “Out for a stroll near our border?” I asked.

      “If you want to go for a stroll you go for a stroll. I not care if it’s near your stupid border.”

      “I do not care.”

      She rolled her eyes and did a funny dance on the spot. “Oooh, fancy man. We must be all trim and proper, must we not, fancy man? You are such a monarch.”

      “No. I just respect—”

      “Respect this,” she said as she blew a raspberry my way.

      “Can we please be mature about this? You are already in a lot of trouble—”

      “Trouble for what? For walking.”

      The male took a step forward. “Not for walking, no. We also found four unconscious guards hidden under foliage. Guards who were patrolling the very area you sneaked in from.”

      “Coincidence. Did the guards say I knocked them out?”

      “No, we didn’t have time to question them.”

      “So you are convicting me with no evidence or eyewitness statements?”

      I looked at the guards as they looked at each other, unsure. “She has a point. Unless we have any hard evidence, you are just putting two and two together. Why don’t we all take a deep breath and—”

      “All due respect, sir, please allow us to do our jobs.”

      The Newcomer giggled. “Have you ever noticed when someone says with all due respect they don’t mean it?”

      “That’s enough from you,” said the male guard. “I won’t tell you again. This is your final warning. Unless you come with us, you shall be sorry!”

      “Oh, big man sooo scary.” The Newcomer rolled her eyes.

      “Look everyone, just calm down. I am sure this is all just a misunderstanding and doesn’t need to warrant all this aggression. Like I said, why don’t we all take a deep breath and we can resolve this peacefully.”

      “What if I don’t want peace, Monarch?”

      I looked at her, confused. “Who doesn’t want peace?”

      She began walking toward me.

      “Stop where you are and get away from him! Sir, step back. She is a dangerous—”

      She darted forward and before I could move, her arms were around my neck, lips close to my ear. “The universe isn’t peaceful, Monarch. Your father learned that lesson, so should you.”

      She licked my earlobe, sending a shiver down my spine before she spun me around so I faced my men. “Now. Like I was saying, I was out walking, nice and peaceful like, when you lot attacked me. Me. I came here to see the famed land of the free, the land where New Humans don’t have to fear fleshbags, but I can see I was wrong to come here.

      “Wrong to think this place was different from anywhere else in the universe. Outsiders are always treated with fear, even if we look the same.”

      The guards had formed a circle around us, weapons drawn.

      The male carried a sword, while the females had spears. I knew all were waiting to fire energy projectiles at her.

      If I didn’t deal with this situation now, then people would die. “I hate violence,” I whispered, “but I was groomed for it. I’m sorry.”

      I broke her grip and aimed a back kick at her stomach, but she pivoted away from my leg and rolled along its length. She fired two high kicks with blistering speed at my head. I felt the wind flicker in my eyelashes as I moved my head back and returned with two kicks of my own.

      She blocked both my kicks as she shot in under my arms and wrapped me in a bear hug.

      “You may be groomed for it, Monarch, but I was born in it.”

      My eyes widened in shock as I found myself lifted off my feet before I landed on my back with the wind knocked out of me. She landed mounted on me, but she quickly rolled off as bolts of energy were fired her way.

      I got to my feet but had to drop back down as an energy bolt shot for my head.

      Back on the ground, I saw her rush one of the female guards. The female kept on firing at the Newcomer but the Newcomer moved like a serpent, evading every shot until she forced the female guard to swing at her. The Newcomer ducked under the swing of the spear and come up under her guard with an uppercut to her jaw that shattered teeth.

      I grimaced as shards of teeth fell to the floor. The female guard fell shortly after with the Newcomer snatching her spear out of the air.

      “You bitch!” screamed the other female guard, rushing forward. It was a mistake. Emotion clouded her judgement as the Newcomer blocked the first two strikes that came her way.

      I saw what would happen as I rolled to my feet and ran toward them.

      The Newcomer blocked another blow as she knocked the female guard’s spear into the air and swept her legs out from underneath her. The female guard fell on her back, spear rolling along the ground. I forward rolled, grabbing it from the ground, and blocked the downward strike aimed at the guard.

      The Newcomer tutted, spinning on her heels and sending an attack my way.

      I was forced to retreat as she attacked high and low. Sweat poured into my eyes but all I could do was blink it away. One false move and I would be done for.

      “Sir, move out of the way so I can—”

      “Shut up!” we both said as we continued to trade blows.

      There was a smile on her face. It was full of delight. Was she… was she enjoying this? This encounter that was nothing more than anger—blood—and pain.

      I aimed a blow at her head and was surprised when she did the splits. A spear point jabbed at my groin, forcing me back as a bolt of energy zipped by my ear.

      I looked over my shoulder in annoyance and saw the male guard pointing his sword my way, one hand held up in a halfhearted apology. I flicked my spear over my shoulder and blasted him in the chest with my own energy bolt, dropping him to the ground.

      She looked at me with a raised eyebrow. “Killing your men?”

      “Stunning. I am not like you. I do not enjoy this.”

      “Liar!” She flipped back to her feet and attacked me with a renewed passion. “Only someone who enjoys this is as good as you. Why get skilled at a thing if you do not enjoy it?”

      “To protect the weak from people like you.”

      “Liar! Son of Blake, destined ruler of all things New Human. You do not see what they do. They train you to rule, but your soft heart will get crushed once you leave these protective walls your father made for you.”

      “Kindness is not weakness!”

      She came in low and I went high. We both dodged the attacks and went at each other with increasing speed. Each time I went faster she matched me. Each time I pivoted or moved, she was there before me. Her smile only grew broader the longer the fight went on. It was infuriating to me. I had had enough. Seeing an opening, I knocked her spear to the side and elbowed her in the side of the head, but she countered with a knee to the stomach that almost doubled me over.

      I returned with a blow of my own and saw the strike I needed to take but hesitated. Her neck was wide open. All I needed to do was attack it and the fight would be over. But I didn’t want to kill this woman, only disarm her. I went for her legs instead. It was a mistake.

      Her smile turned to a disappointed frown as her head drove forward and smashed me in the nose causing me to see stars.

      “Tell that to the ones I have buried.”

      She came for my neck and I did the only thing I knew would save me. I attacked her. We stopped with our blades inches from each other’s neck.

      Sweat poured off both of us, chests rising and falling, surprise flashed across both our faces as someone clapped.

      “You see that, you worthless dogs,” said Fae, coming into our line of vision. “That is how you fight. What a beautiful display of aggression and finesse. Wow! I could watch that shit all day. But I am afraid I need to take both of you into custody.”

      “What for?” I asked in shock.

      “You,” she said, pointing at me, “for shooting one of my men. And you,” she pointed to the Newcomer, “for beating up a squad of my guards.”

      The Newcomer flashed a smile that was all teeth. “Do you think you can take me?”

      Fae returned the smile and gestured around her. “I think I have enough numbers.”

      We looked around us to be greeted by nothing, but weapons pointed our way, enclosing us in a tight circle. My eyes flickered towards the Newcomer, whose smile was back on her face.

      “Don’t—”

      But my words fell on deaf ears as she leapt towards me and kissed me fully on the lips, before a hail of stun bolts descended upon us, knocking both of us unconscious.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      Kushim

      

      I woke with a splitting headache as the overhead light did its best to pierce my brain through my closed eyelids. Putting a hand over my eyes, I ran my reptile skin-like tongue over my cracked lips.

      I tried to move but the contents of my stomach sloshed from side to side.

      Argh. The last time I felt this bad was when I turned eighteen and Uncle Willis showed me how real teenagers celebrated coming into manhood. The night was nothing but a blur with him forcing alcoholic drinks down my throat while he sipped nothing but water and laughed. Cherry vodka still made me gag to this day.

      I moved again and the springs from the too-thin mattress dug into my back.

      “Where the hell am—”

      “Wake up, sleeping bitch,” said a voice that made me grind my teeth.

      “It’s Sleeping Beauty and I am awake.”

      “I only say what I see.”

      With a grunt of effort, I rocked back and forth until I got the strength to sit up. Head low, I slowly opened my eyes.

      “First time getting hit by stun energy bolts?”

      “No. First time getting hit with so many.”

      I was in a cell. It was one of the holding cells used to keep prisoners awaiting trial. Same as any cell the galaxy over, the only thing different about this one was that the bars were reinforced to the thickness of my arm and electrified with the same energy used to put down New Humans. The faint hum passing through them told me I was here to stay until someone deemed it OK for me to leave.

      A smiling face I regretted ever meeting watched me from the cell opposite.

      “How long have we been here?”

      “Long enough for me to be hungry and need a piss!” she shouted to someone out of view.

      I looked at her and shook my head. “You are no lady.”

      “Ladies get raped and killed. I do the raping and killing.”

      I looked at this wild thing in shock as her eyebrows lifted up and down. She blew me a kiss. I had never met someone like her. So honest… so angry… so… so… not giving a damn about what anyone thought about her. She intrigued me to no end. But I needed to be careful. She was a black hole and I was the scientist sent to investigate her. One wrong move and I could be gone forever.

      “Do you have a name?”

      “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why want to know?”

      “You do that to annoy me, don’t you?”

      “Do what?”

      “Speak like that?”

      “Maybe, Monarch. Maybe. I enjoy playing games.”

      I breathed out heavily. “I want to know your name because I can’t simply think of you as Newcomer.”

      She held my gaze and said, “Mariya.”

      “Is that your real name?”

      “It’s a name, isn’t it?”

      I nodded. “And a pretty name at that.”

      She cocked her head back in surprise and narrowed her eyes at me, but I ignored her and continued. “What brings you to our city?”

      “Like I said, I wanted to see what was so good about this land of milk and cookies.”

      “It’s milk and honey.”

      Her face screwed up in confusion. “Milk and honey? Who would eat that together?”

      “It is a saying—argh, never mind. The reason this city has the reputation it does is because it is peaceful here. Crime is almost non-existent and everyone looks after one another. We live off the land and the land lives off us. If you—”

      She blew a raspberry. “Sounds boring as fuck. Next, you’ll tell me you braid each other’s hair.”

      “If you wanted to see our city, all you had to do was go through the proper channels. You didn’t need to sneak in. The city allows anyone it deems safe to become a citizen if that was your wish.”

      “Deems safe? Hmm. Am I not safe?”

      “Not from what I have seen. You attacked my people unprovoked—”

      “They were about to attack me!”

      We stared at each other until she huffed and turned away. I allowed tempers to calm before I tried again. “What’s the real reason you are here?”

      “Two reasons. One. Find brothers taken from me. Two. Kill someone I have been hunting for a long time.”

      “We do not allow murder here. This is a city of peace.”

      She leapt up and grabbed the bars of her cell. Her body convulsed and shook but she remained conscious as she stared at me wide-eyed and yelled. “I do not want peace, Monarch! I do not want peace. I do not want—”

      Running feet came towards us as two guards slammed their batons across her hands forcing her back, while she continued to rant and rave like a lunatic, all the while keeping eye contact with me.

      They shouted for her to be quiet but she paid them no attention and leapt at her bars like a wild beast.

      I stared at this wild creature like a photographer through a camera lens and reminded myself not to get caught up in her beauty, otherwise, I would end up like the guards with the broken bones and teeth she left in her wake.
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      Quinton

      

      “I heard you have our son in jail?” said Poppy.

      She towered over Fae, who sat at her desk reading some report or another. Fae’s people were around her, pretending to work while they tried their best to hear every word of our conversation.

      “That I do,” said Fae, clicking through a hologram page in the air.

      “Why?”

      Fae turned to a chubby-looking man who sat to her left. “Dan, do you have last night’s border report? I can’t seem to find it.”

      Dan looked up at us, then her, then back to us, and swallowed as he tried to find his voice. He tried to speak but nothing came out but a squeak. Clearing his throat he opened his mouth, decided against speaking and shook his head.

      “Where is it?”

      Dan picked up a file disc, placed it on her desk and quickly left the room.

      “Thanks. Where are you going? You’re not on break yet. I—”

      Poppy slammed both her hands down on Fae’s desk. It sounded like a tree cracking in half as fracture lines spread through the surface of Fae’s desk. The room went silent.

      Fae hit the hologram projector as the image it projected flickered on and off. With a final smack of her palm, it resumed focus. “I need to speak to you, Quinton, about getting some new equipment. I know you said it’s not in the budget, but we aren’t cash poor now, are we?”

      I could see the anger coursing through Poppy about to explode any minute, placing my hand on her shoulder caused her to snap her head my way. I gave her a smile, which was returned with a dismissive snort as she took a step back.

      “Fae, what’s going on? We heard something about a fight outside the city—is everyone OK?”

      “Your son,” said Fae, tapping on the screen in front of her, “was indeed involved in a fight. It took place on the outskirts of the city with an unknown female New Human who appears to have sneaked through our border after knocking out four of our guards. We are in the process of questioning the female now.”

      “I don’t—”

      Fae looked around the room and spoke in a whisper behind her hand that was still loud enough to be heard by everyone. “I gotta say she’s a wild thing. All fire and passion, I can see why your son’s fallen for her.”

      “What?” demanded Poppy.

      I glared at Fae for not making my life easier, but all I got in return was a smirk.

      “Yeah, real hothead, that one, with a body to die for. All curves in the right places, if you know what I mean—wink—wink. She broke Paul’s nose when we tried to escort her out of her cell. It took five of us to restrain her. Didn’t help that your boy was telling us to go easy on her.”

      The front of my forehead felt like someone was flicking it with their finger. I could feel a headache coming on. “What. How—” I took a deep breath. “How does Kushim know this person? When did they meet?”

      “Have they been meeting in secret?” said Poppy leaning forward. “Like… having an affair?”

      I closed my eyes. I didn’t want to hear this. I didn’t want to think about this. Take me back to the days when all I had to worry about was some dickhead trying to fill me with holes.

      Fae’s grin could swallow a fist. She looked around the room and leaned in close. “Well… it doesn’t look that way, because they each had their blade against the other’s neck, but after we woke one of my men up, he said Kushim was the one who fired upon him, stunning him unconscious.”

      “She had a blade to my son’s neck?”

      “Poppy,” I said, “the bigger issue here is: why did our son fire upon one of our people?”

      We both looked to Fae. “Well, apparently my people were trying to arrest this woman and Kushim didn’t want them to. According to the reports coming in from the eyewitnesses on the scene, he worried about her safety over their own.”

      “Why would he do that?”

      Fae made a circle with one hand and drove her finger in and out of it with the other.

      I covered my face with my hand. I didn’t want to hear this. “Can you please take me to him? We have much to discuss.”
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      We found my son lying on a cell cot looking up at the ceiling.

      His clothes were torn, and dirt smudged his face. His eyes were closed, but I knew he would have sensed our approach as soon as we stepped into the tunnels.

      Poppy went to rush to him, but I held her back. She gave me a look of a mother not to be messed with. I held up my hands in surrender. Now wasn’t the time for this fight or discussion. That would come later.

      “Open the cells,” said Poppy.

      Fae and the two men who escorted us looked my way. I knew what I had to do. “What are the charges you are holding him on?”

      Poppy looked at me in disbelief. “Charges. What are you talking about?”

      “Assault with a deadly weapon,” replied Fae.

      “You can’t be serious,” stammered Poppy.

      “Have you taken his statement?”

      “He refused to give one.”

      Poppy looked at me and Fae as if we were crazy. “There is nothing we need to discuss. This—this woman, obviously tricked Kushim somehow to get him to do what she wanted. She’s probably blackmailing him—”

      “He still has to stand trial for what he has done. If he was more cooperative and gave us his side of events, then this would have been sorted by now.”

      Poppy took a step towards Fae and her men. “If you believe you are going to hold my son here a second longer, then you do not know who I am. Now open this cell door.”

      “I’m afraid we can’t do that—”

      “I don’t care what you can and can’t do—”

      “The rules apply to everyone. This isn’t a dictatorship.”

      “I said—”

      “Mum, enough! Enough. Let them do their job,” said Kushim.

      “You are in enough trouble as it is. Let me handle—” I grabbed Poppy by the arm and dragged her through into another empty corridor. “Let go of me. I will not stand by and let my son be caged like some animal.”

      “Get a hold of yourself. This—”

      She pointed a finger at my face. “Don’t you dare. Don’t—”

      “This isn’t the time or place to be acting like this. We have an image to uphold and you acting like a crazed queen demanding she gets what she wants will only damage that. Yes, I may be the leader of this city and in some sense this planet, but if I start acting like our needs are above everyone else’s, then I am no different from the monsters we destroyed.

      “I will not allow the legacy my son inherits to be one of blood. This must be done right. We must be an example not only to him but also to everyone who looks up to us. Do you understand?”

      She crossed her arms and shook her head. I knew the body language only too well. There would be hell to pay later on, but right now, we both knew this was the right thing to do.

      “I think the best thing we do is speak to him, get his side of things, and then speak to this New Human. Let’s get everyone’s side of the story before we act. OK?”

      Lips pulled into a fine line, she said nothing as she barged past me without a second look.

      I shook my fists to the heavens and gritted my teeth. How was ruling a planet easier than marriage?

      I walked back to the cell Kushim was in to find Poppy standing some way from Fae’s group, looking daggers their way. “Please open the cell.” Fae looked at me, but my intention was clear. She gave me a nod, then pushed a button on a bracelet strapped to her wrist.

      The bars of the cell door lowered and I walked in and looked down at my son. Truly looked at him. When had he grown so big? He was no longer the baby I fought for; he was no longer the boy I chased through the undergrowth telling him not to touch every creature he came across.

      “Leave us. He shall still be here when you return.”

      “As you wish,” said Fae, “but if he digs a tunnel out under his bed, then you’re filling out the paperwork. We don’t get paid enough for overtime as it is.”

      Footsteps left us, but one set remained. “Poppy, I shall come and get you soon. I know how you feel, but right now, I need to speak to my son.” I felt her eyes bore a hole in the back of my head until a huff escaped her and she stomped away.

      “You know she’s going to kill you, don’t you?” said Kushim.

      “You mean kill us. I haven’t seen her so angry since the time me, you and uncle Willis made those homemade fireworks and blew a hole in the kitchen.”

      Kushim chuckled. “I think what pushed her over the edge was the fact we destroyed all the food she made for the charity ball.”

      “Oh, yeah… she had been cooking all day and night trying to get those meals ready. I was so scared. I think I used you as a human shield while I made my escape. Didn’t come back home for a week. Had to stay with Willis. I don’t know how Zizi puts up with his snoring.”

      Silence descended around us again while we accepted each other’s company. I kicked his bunk. “Move over, will you? This old man needs to rest his legs.”

      Kushim shook his head as he rolled to a sitting position. “Old? Do not make me laugh. You do not age. Not like New Humans who are born; they at least grow old until their mid-thirties, then the ageing progress slows down rapidly for them.

      “New Humans created, though—you lot appear to have stopped the ageing process completely. What does it feel like? I mean, unlike me, you were once human, but now you’re not. You’ve changed into something different. Into something alien. What did being a human feel like? They are so fragile. Were you worried about injuries all the time? Did you think about death often? Falling over and breaking something must have constantly been on your mind.”

      “See, someone had a lot of time to think.”

      “You don’t have to answer… I was just curious.”

      “Being human… is no different to being a New Human. Anyone who tells you different, just wants to cause hate and divide our people. Being human or New Human is the same. People still have the same fears—beliefs—struggles. Don’t forget, some New Humans were created and those born from New Human parents are the children of that first generation, like you. New Humans may not age as fast as humans, but everything still ages; even stars die. We just haven’t lived long enough to see the deterioration of such a new long-lived species.”

      “But Mum is old. I mean, centuries old. Surely she would show some effects?”

      “Some stars can live for billions of years.”

      He nodded.

      “But in the case of your mum, who isn’t a New Human but an AI humanoid, she has changed so much over the years that she’s unrecognisable compared to the person who I first meet. I guess we both are. I was nothing but a spineless pen pusher and she used to be an outlaw for hire.

      “My point is, son, all three of us are different. Different from humans. Different from New Humans.

      “Your mum isn’t human. You are a mixture of human and AI humanoid and I am… an offshoot of whatever mad science project Makenna and Niko designed. All three of us form a family that, for better or worse, is entrusted to look after the legacy Alvis Boman left behind.”

      “Legacy. I’ve been thinking about that a lot lately.”

      I looked at him askew. “How so?”

      He ran his fingers through his curly hair in the way he always did when he was deciding how much he wanted to tell me. “Whatever you need to tell me,” I said, “just tell me. I won’t be mad. Right now, we are two men just having a chat. I’ll try to advise you the best I can, but I don’t claim to have all the answers.”

      He gave me a nod as a faint smile danced on his lips. “If this is about legacy and looking after the people who you’ve freed, then shouldn’t we be doing something about the New Humans who are being hunted by the World Government?”

      “I see you’ve been speaking to Willis and Zizi.”

      “No, actually. Mariya.”

      “Who?”

      “The New Human who attacked our guards.”

      “Ahh…”

      “She came here because she heard this planet—city—was a place where New Humans walked free, without fear of what someone would do to them, but as soon as she gets here, she’s attacked on sight.”

      “Didn’t she do the attacking first?”

      “Only because she was scared and had no other choice.”

      “Is that so?”

      “I’ve been talking to her, trying to understand her side of things, trying to see where she is coming from, and she is right. We need to do something. We need to help those that can’t help themselves. We can’t hide from the fact that atrocities are taking place and nothing is being done about it.”

      “Is that so?”

      “I know you don’t want to do anything because it may endanger our people, but—”

      “So she came here because…?”

      “Err…” He looked unsure as he tried to recall their conversation. “She came here because she is looking for her brothers and—and—”

      “And?”

      “And to kill someone.”

      “I see.”

      “That still doesn’t take away from the fact that we should help—”

      I got to my feet. “Kushim, I have no trouble helping people. None at all. But what you are asking for—what everyone is asking for—is not for us to help, but for us to go to war. War isn’t something easily forgotten about. I still have nightmares to this day, about the things I did during our fight with Alvis Boman. I do not want that for you. War changes people. It forces them to see the evil humanity is truly capable of.

      “As a father, it is my duty to protect you from that—”

      “But people are—”

      “People will always need saving, son. It is the one fundamental law of life. People will look to others to help them before they help themselves.”

      “But Dad, how can you stand by and do nothing? After everything you’ve done?”

      “Time and victory have romanticised who I truly was—am. I never looked to free the New Humans under Alvis’s rule because it was the right thing to do or because I saw it as some great injustice. I did it because it was the only way of getting back the people I loved.

      “I would allow a million—a billion—to burn and die if it meant keeping my family safe.”

      Horror was plastered on his face as he tried to open his mouth to speak, but I spoke over him. “If you truly want to go down this path, then you must glimpse the monsters you shall face. Monsters who will torture you for fun. Who do not care that you are a kindhearted soul. Monsters who will revel in turning that kindness into bitterness. Monsters who will use their body to cloud your thinking—to lure you into decisions and actions you think are yours but are not.

      “I know this woman pulled on your heartstrings with her sob story, but you are in a position like no other. Your actions shall echo throughout history.”

      His head was down and I squeezed his shoulder until he looked up at me. “Is wanting to do the right thing so bad?”

      “But that’s the thing, son, what one person perceives as good, others view as evil. History is full of monsters who slaughtered millions because they thought they were doing the right thing.”

      “Monsters like you?

      I said nothing as I gave his shoulder another squeeze and turned on my heel, walking away. I stopped as I reached the entrance to his cell. “You shall be punished for attacking a member of my staff. I am doing it because it is the right thing to do, but also to show the people of this city that not even we are above its laws.”

      “What shall happen to Mariya?”

      “If she is a threat to my way of life and our people, then she shall be dealt with accordingly.”

      “If she isn’t?”

      I didn’t answer his question as I nodded to the guards to close his cell. I had already decided what to do with this stranger. It wasn’t fair what would happen to her, but her very presence could bring about the collapse of everything I had built and as I said, I would watch countless numbers burn to protect what I had built.
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      Quinton

      

      I found Poppy waiting for me.

      She hadn’t gone very far from Kushim’s cell and had no doubt heard everything that was said. She followed in step with me as I headed for my next destination.

      She looked my way, mouth working back and forth while she decided what she wanted to say.

      “It can wait,” I said.

      Her eyes narrowed and luckily I found Fae before the anger brewing in my wife was unleashed at me. It was a conversation I wasn’t looking forward to. I nodded to Faed. “Lead the way.”

      We walked down corridors carved out of the very earth that was above us.

      The Jungle originally didn’t have many places to keep prisoners as the locals were peaceful. They saw imprisonment as being as bad as the death sentence, and it wasn’t until I forced the community to build somewhere to hold our enemies did something get built. The original cell they had constructed looked more like a luxurious hotel suite than any prison cell. It had taken countless attempts until we came to a compromise.

      The citizens didn’t want to see the prisoners or be aware of their existence, so I had to build the prison underground.

      Out of sight, out of mind.

      I thought the idea ridiculous at first, but the more I dwelled on the idea, the more I liked it. Any escapee had nowhere to run to, as all the tunnels led to dead ends and the only way out was through the entrance topside. Yes, they weren’t used a lot, but in times like this, I was thankful I had them built.

      “Did you get anything useful out of her?” I asked Fae.

      “To be honest with you, the girl is as honest as they came. She has not shied away from any of our questions and has answered everything I have asked her. She’s not lying,” said Fae, as I gave her a look. “I honestly think she doesn’t give two fucks if we know her plans or not. She’s that confident in her ability to succeed.”

      “You like her, don’t you?”

      Fae smiled. “You will too, when you meet her.”

      We took another couple of lefts and rights until we came to our destination. Much like Kushim’s cell, the prisoner’s was cut into the soft earth with its walls enforced with a substance that hardened like clay when it dried. Electrified metal bars kept her from escaping.

      Skin walnut brown; hair chocolate brown; body toned but curvaceous in the right places that would dangle a treat under a young man’s impressionable nose. She was everything mothers warned boys about.

      I didn’t need to see my wife’s face to know that Poppy hated her the moment she saw her.

      Here was the temptress who was trying to steal her son away from her.

      The prisoner threw an orange into the air and pierced it with a fingernail that extended out like a Stanley knife. I hadn’t seen that before. During the war with Alvis, we had fought New Humans with blades that extended out of the back of their hands, but I had never seen a New Human with fingernails like daggers.

      What other weapon variations had Alvis created that we had yet to encounter?

      “About fucking time. I know you’re the all-important Quinton Blake, but I thought you would be here to see me sooner. What with me attacking your precocious one and only.”

      I said nothing as she peeled the orange, causing its citrus scent to fill the air.

      She held up one orange slice up to the light and admired it from all sides. “You know, growing up, I would have killed a thousand men to taste one of these.” Placing the fruit between her lips, she squealed with delight. “Tasty. Tasty. No! Make that two thousand.”

      “Why are you here?” I asked.

      “Think on this. The people of your city grew up with these hanging—waiting to be picked. Waiting—hanging—free. Think on that.”

      “If you like those, you should try the grape-like fruit that grows here. Like sweets,” said Fae, causing me to give her a look that she ignored.

      “The rumours are true. This place is a land of milk and cookies.”

      “I think you mean—” I shook my head. I didn’t have time for this. “Why are you here?”

      “For a leader, you aren’t the smartest, are you?”

      “And for a prisoner whose life is in my hands, you have a big mouth.”

      “I’ll help you out. The real question you should be asking is who are you. To solve all of life’s greatest mysteries, you need to start with a what—who—why. I already know the what, but before we get to the why, we must learn the who.”

      I was struggling to keep my temper in check. What did my son see in this woman? “Fine. Who are you?”

      “Name’s Mariya Mariya. So nice, I named it twice.”

      I lifted an eyebrow. “Is that really your name?”

      “What are names? Things—labels, that people who sometimes don’t love us give us. I named myself. I created my destiny. Something you can relate to, no doubt.”

      “I like the name, but it still doesn’t tell me who you are.”

      “I am a thing created from the desire of a man to surpass all other humans before me. From that creation, they moulded me in a pit of violence designed to either break me or make me.

      “The pits… it almost broke me before I broke it. After that… well, I bounced like a pinball from adventure to adventure working as a mercenary, smuggler, weapons runner and space outlaw. You name it. Similar to yourself, until I couldn’t ignore the name Quinton Blake anymore.”

      “So, you’re here because of me?”

      She manoeuvred her body so her head hung over the edge of her cot.

      “I am here for three reasons. One, to see the promised land all New Humans whisper about. Two, to find my family. And three, to kill a man. They do not have to happen in that order, but I would like them to. But if there is one thing life has shown me, it is that what you want and what you get are two different things.”

      Poppy took a step forward. “Who are you here to kill?”

      “Him!” she said, lunging toward me and causing all of us to react. She broke out in laughter at seeing our reactions. “I play. I play. I kid. I kid. I’m only fucking with you.” She waved at us dismissively. “Or am I?” She leapt forward and this time I remained where I was as she stared into my soul. I held her gaze as she inched closer until only the bars separated us.

      “No, Quinton Blake, freer of New Humans. It isn’t your life I am after, but I would be a liar if I said your help wouldn’t make it easier.”

      “You still haven’t told me who you are here to kill.”

      “Someone that you shall meet up with soon. The enemy to all New Humans. The man who wants to kill us all. But from the whispers and rumours I hear, I do not think you want this man dead.”

      “This man has done nothing to me.”

      “Ah, the rumours are true. You have become a man of peace. What a pity. What a shame.”

      “Peace is—”

      “There will be no peace, Quinton Blake. He comes for everything you love. Everything you care about. He will take it all. Like he took everything from me.”

      She stared into my soul, fixing me to the spot. “I pity you. You’ve grown soft. The lessons learned from Alvis Bowman are all but forgotten. The next lessons you learn may be your last.”
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      Quinton

      

      I sat in my office staring at a mugshot of Mariya. A few days had passed and still I wasn’t sure what to do. I normally would have chewed Willis’s ear off about the whole thing, but he and his family had gone off-world once again. It was for the best, as the tension between Poppy and Zizi was at an all-time high. Both strong-headed, neither woman wanted to give way and see things from the other’s point of view.

      I wanted to call another meeting and try to settle any differences, but I decided both parties needed some time to cool off.

      Plus, with the mood Poppy was in, I think she would have fought Zizi to the death. We still hadn’t discussed what I would do regarding Mariya, and my treatment of Kushim had only further driven a wedge between us.

      I looked at the family photos on my desk. I took in the happy smiling faces and sparkling eyes filled with joy.

      How I missed those days. Where the only thing I had to worry about was what fun activity I was going to fill the day with. I knew my thoughts should have been filled with gratitude, for the amount of time in peace and happiness I had while others didn’t. But it was human nature to be greedy and want more. No matter how many wires or circuits I had in me, I and the New Humans around me would always be human.

      Now the only thing I could do is watch those rapidly disappearing days of happiness like a setting sun in my rear-view mirror, while the echoes of war shouted on the horizon.

      Filthy, dirty war.

      I had had my fill of it, yet others didn’t appear to be as well nourished as me.

      A bird caught my view out of my porthole-style window and I watched it float on the thermals of the jungle. Ah, to be free of responsibility, how I envied it.

      I looked back at the picture of Mariya. I knew what I needed to do, but knowing it and doing it were two different things. If I gave the order, my people would follow it, but would it make me the same as all the other monsters I helped bury?

      I heard the footsteps before my door opened unannounced.

      I frowned. Not knocking was Poppy’s sign of showing her displeasure, but walking loud enough so I could hear her was a small peace offering. If she wanted to, she could enter my office without even my New Human hearing picking it up. It was a skill she had taught our son, but one I had yet to master. They both teased me for having two left feet.

      “Have you made a decision yet?”

      I didn’t answer as I took one more look at the picture in my hands. Mariya was indeed… interesting… and I could use her as part of my team, but there was something about her too wild, too untamable. It would take a greater person than me to control the raging beast inside her and get her to work as part of a team.

      When I looked into her eyes, I saw a damaged soul too far gone to repair. But was I being too dismissive? She was an exceptional talent. We could use her in the upcoming war and—

      “Quinton,” said Poppy, standing in front of me, feet tapping on the wood floor. “Have you made a decision?”

      “About what? I have so many to make nowadays, yet when I make one, it doesn’t please anyone.”

      “That’s the burden of being a leader.”

      “So I’m told,” I said sourly.

      I looked at the picture once more, begging it to give me another option, but knowing I only had one. “Yes, I’ve made a decision. It’s a decision that our son may very well hate us for, but it’s a decision, nevertheless. I shall give the order to our men to escort her outside the city boundary, ordered to never return.”

      “What if she does?”

      “Return?”

      She nodded.

      “Then… we shall take more drastic measures, but for now, I do not want to cross a line I have been tightrope walking on since I gained this position.”

      “Earned.”

      “Earned…” I looked out of the window and took in the bird that was still floating. “Not earned, gained because of the friends we had to lose along the way.”

      She walked around to my side of the desk until she was behind me and wrapped her arms around my neck.

      “If you’re planning to assassinate me for what I have to do to our son, then you are doing a lousy job of it, madam.”

      “No. I understand what he did was wrong. I just wish it didn’t have to be this way. He’s grown up so fast and I hardly get to see him now. By making him do this, I’ll get to see him even less.”

      “Normally I would punish someone by making them do community service, or help the elderly or poor, but the damn boy would see that as a reward instead of a punishment. No, this is the only way we can teach him that his actions have consequences. Hopefully, it knocks some sense into his daydreaming ass.”

      Poppy chuckled.

      “Is it too late to go back to the days without kids, where all we did was have sex all day?” I asked.

      “You remember the past very differently to me, darling. I remember fighting for our lives constantly while trying to find any spare moment to be together. I would hardly call it cocktails on the beach.”

      “I guess you’re right.” I picked up the picture of Mariya and tapped it against my forehead. “Am I making the right decision? Take away the emotions allocated to this because our son is involved. Am I making the right decision when one of our own is coming to the city looking for help? We didn’t even hear her out properly. She may have some knowledge—”

      “If you go down this road, then every decision you make shall be filled with doubt. Pick a road and walk down it as confidently as you can.”

      She wrapped her arms around me tighter than before as I nodded my head. Her breath tickled the hairs on my neck as she nibbled my ear. “I’m sorry to do this to you but—”

      “Argh. What is it now?”

      “Someone has contacted us. Someone from the World Government. They want to meet and talk.”

      “Who?”

      “The very person Willis and Zizi want to kill.”
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      Kushim

      

      “Move!”

      I was pushed in the back as the heat beat down across my neck and shoulder blades. The sun was high in the sky, filtering through the leaves and branches and making my life as miserable as possible. Insects clustered around us doing their best to drink our sweat as we moved through the jungle. Looking over my shoulder, I took in my company.

      The male who was at the skirmish when I first met Mariya, and his female squad member—both had multiple bruises and cuts from the fight.

      “I don’t even want to hear you complain,” said Mike, pushing me again from the back. “They signed you up as a new recruit and as such, you’re going to be treated like one. You’re lucky. When I first joined our fighting force, my squad leader had me clean all the toilets with a toothbrush. Do you know what hot humid shit smells like?

      “No, a pampered boy like you probably has someone to wipe his ass for him. Well, it gets into everything. I could even taste it sometimes. But I did the job assigned to me because I knew my place, something you do not.”

      I opened my mouth but another push from the back had me stumbling.

      “We don’t want to hear it,” said Sindhu. I looked at her while she stared me down, one eye blackened by Mariya. “You got something to say?”

      I shook my head.

      “Good,” they both said.

      Mike shoved me again. “Get moving. We’ve got a handful of days before we reach the border, but I want to get there as soon as possible.”
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        * * *

      

      “Alright, you know the drill, we’ll make camp here tonight and be fresh and ready for the last few miles to base camp tomorrow,” said Mike, throwing his pack towards me, as Sindhu followed suit.

      As both their rucksacks landed at my feet amidst a cloud of leaves, I tried to withhold the frown that was forming but Mike must have caught it.

      “Something not to your liking recruit?”

      “No. I—”

      “Good. Because as a new recruit it’s your job to get camp ready for us, like you’ve been doing since we started this little fun journey. That means getting  our hammocks up, lighting the camp fire, preparing our meals, serving our meals, making sure everything is clean and tidy before you go bed, then packing it all away when we get up. That is your job. Our job is to supervise.”

      Sindhu snorted. “So get to it. We waited far too long last night for our meal.”

      “It would have been quicker if everyone pitched in.”

      Sindhu walked towards me. “Would it now?”

      I went to respond but she spoke over me. “You know whose job this was before you? Brinda’s. She used to have camp set up and our meals cooking in no time while she laughed and joked with us the whole time, but I guess she can’t do that now because your girlfriend knocked all her teeth out and dislocated her jaw. Months! That’s how long she’ll be out, eating through a fucking straw like a child. So you keep on complaining about how bad you have it, why don’t you?”

      “I already apologised about that—”

      “Just get to work, you pampered prick. I’m not waiting all night to eat again.”

      They both pointed to the place where they wanted me to set up their hammocks before they stormed off. I watched their retreating backs with annoyance and got to work building a fire.

      I knew my father was angry but I hadn’t expected this sort of punishment from him.

      Calling me into his office with my mother standing at his shoulder, he spoke to me like he was a king and I was one of his subjects. I was to join the squad who tried to detain Mariya and follow them back to their base camp, which was one of the numerous ones along the jungle’s borders. I was to follow the squad leader’s orders and do everything he wanted me to do.

      No task was to small. No job too menial.

      It was a smart move on my father’s part, having the very people whose job I made ten times harder be in charge of me. I knew he was trying to install a lesson, but the more time I spent in Mike and Sindhu’s company the more I believed I did the right thing.

      They were idiots of the highest order, with an unpleasant bitterness that followed them around like an odour. They never thought any decision through and acted with violence first and reason last. In some cases reason never entered the equation. Both flaunted what little power they had and everyone who questioned them was met with nothing but bullish resistance. It was either their way or no way at all.

      I was beginning to think that their placement out in the middle of nowhere was not by choice, but because that was the best place for them.

      A month.

      That’s all I had to do. I had my mother to thank for that, because I know if it was up to my father, I would have been with these idiots longer.

      Shaking my head I went about getting the camp ready until everything was nearly done. Picking their rucksacks off the ground I made my way towards where they wanted their hammocks set up and stopped. A noise in the far distance not belonging to the jungle reached my ears. I closed my eyes and tried to do my best to pinpoint where the sound was coming from.

      West.

      In the direction of Mike and Sindhu.

      Biting my inner cheek I tried to decide what to do. If I went and it was nothing then I would get in trouble. If I didn’t go and they needed my help I would get in trouble.

      Either way whatever I did would be met with anger.

      So with a shrug of my shoulders I went west.
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        * * *

      

      It took me longer than I thought to find them, stopping every so often to listen and pick up what I could.

      At first, I couldn’t understand why the sound came and went, then I realised why when I finally saw glimpses of Mike and Sindhu’s backs. They were following someone and making a terrible job of keeping quiet. How no one discovered them was beyond me until I heard yells from an all too familiar voice.

      “Get your damn dirty hands off me. They smell like you pissed on them, then dried them in shit.”

      “Shut her up, will you?”

      “You taking me in the brush to kill me? Can’t the great leader of New Humans do it himself? He’s gotten soft. Scared of a little girl.”

      Mariya.

      Damn. What was she doing out here? It was the noise she made I had been following all along.

      I kept Mike and Sindhu to my right but made sure I was in their blind spot as I got close enough to zoom in on Mariya’s party. She was being led by no less than ten guards.

      Hands together, she was being led through the jungle by a chain linked to her handcuffs.

      “Where’s the gag?” asked a red-haired male, pulling her along.

      “She bit through it somehow,” said a female.

      The redhead looked at the female like she was an idiot. “Bit… through… it?”

      The female shrugged. “It’s like her teeth are made of metal or something.”

      “Metal or something. Don’t be a dumb bitch all your life, Tiana, you just didn’t secure it on properly.”

      “Fuck you Jason, if you want to get near her teeth be my guest. But I’m guessing you don’t want your pretty nose bloodied again, so let her talk herself out.”

      Jason shook his head as a mixture of annoyance mixed with disappointment crossed his face. Tiana turned her head, muttering under her breath.

      “What was that, Tiana? I didn’t quite catch that.”

      “She called you,” said Mariya, head tilted back, chest puffed out, “a small-cocked asshole! A small-cocked asshole! A small—”

      “Yes! I heard you.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes! Yes. For the love of God, yes!”

      “Good, because for a second there, I didn’t think you would catch that. I wanted to make sure because communication between teams is everything. Now, on to the reason she called you a small-cocked asshole. It could be because she’s seen your little willy in some sexual encounter or by accident. Maybe she heard a rumour. But judging by the redness of her face, I’d say you and her did the old nasty nasty. The beast with two backs. Putting the wand in the chamber of secrets. The old—”

      “Yes, we all understand what you’re trying to say,” said Jason.

      “Anyway,” said Mariya, scratching her neck and causing her chains to jingle. “It would appear to me, Jason, after you both did the deed, she was left a very unsatisfied woman. Having a small dong can’t be helped. The universe blesses us with what it blesses us with, but there’s no excuse for being an asshole. You can change that.”

      Jason looked to his left and right as smirks and chuckles swept over faces. His own face turning red, he yanked the chain secured to Mariya, pulling her towards him. Grabbing her by the throat with one hand he brought her close so they were eye to eye.

      “I know we have our orders to release you back where you came from and not harm you, but this is the jungle. Accidents happen here all the time. Keep on talking and one such accident—”

      Mariya’s head snapped forward slamming into Jason’s nose and causing him to stagger backwards. Blood gushed from his nostrils as his eyes rolled back in his head. He took a step back but stumbled and had to be supported by two of his men who rushed to his aid.

      “Sorry. Sorry,” said Mariya, bringing her hands in a prayer position. “Your breath stinks so bad it made my eyes water. The headbutt was just my body reacting to the smell of shit.”

      Jason brought a shaking hand up to his nose and wiped it clean. Eyes aflame, he yanked the chain in his hand, forcing Mariya forward, and slammed his fist into her stomach. She doubled over in pain as Jason’s knee drove into her face lifting her head up.

      Once again he grabbed her by the throat. The veins in his forearms popped as he squeezed with everything he had. “You think you know me, bitch? You think you know what I’ve been through? What I’ve fucking seen?” A slap across her face reddened a cheek. “Turned into some freak against my will. Experimented on. Tortured. Made into something everyone despises. We all talk about being New Humans like it’s a badge of honour but we are all freaks. Freaks of nature that society will never accept.

      “Having my wife look at me with those pitying eyes every night until all I find one night is a note and her and my child gone. So don’t speak to me about being an asshole when you don’t know the first fucking thing about me.”

      He continued to squeeze as Mariya’s face turned red. Legs kicking, she tried to fight him off but he only held on tighter. An uneasy silence danced through the group as all watched.

      Damn it.

      If I didn’t do something, they would kill her. I started to move, but Tiana grabbed Jason by the arm and pulled him off Mariya. Mariya dropped to the ground in a coughing fit as Jason rounded on Tiana, eyes wild, snarl on lips.

      “Cut that shit out, Jason. They assigned us a task to do, and that’s what we are going to do. You killing her serves no one but yourself.”

      “I am the commanding officer in this squad and no one tells me—”

      “Commanding officer or not, you kill her and Fae will be so far up our asses that there will be hell to pay. I’m not going through all that for a piece of shit like you.”

      “It can easily be arranged for two accidents to happen out here, Tiana. You aren’t all that special.”

      “For someone not special, you sure were begging me for a date. Not to mention all the crying after sex—”

      Jason’s hand went for the pistol at his hip but Tiana’s spear was faster. Its tip rested on his Adam’s apple.

      “Try it, asshole. I dare you.”

      “How dare you attack a commanding officer! I’ll have your ass for this. Nick, Ty, take her weapon away from her. If she resists shoot her.”

      Nick and Ty moved toward her but the other members of the group reached for their weapons. The two men stopped and looked nervously at Jason.

      No one moved.

      Jason licked his lips as he looked around him. Everyone’s hands were on their weapons, but from the looks of it, Tiana had more supporters than he. He coughed and went to speak but Tiana cut him off.

      “You see, it doesn’t pay to be an asshole. Because when you are, nobody but your two fuck boys will come to your aid. Be nice to people and people will be nice to you.”

      Jason coughed as he took a step back. He didn’t meet everyone's eyes as he looked around where they had stopped. “I think we all need to take a breather. I know we are nearly at the boarder, but this is as good a place as any to set up camp for the night. We can all cool off and finish this mission with cooler heads tomorrow.”

      No one moved as all eyes went to Tiana. She continued to stare Jason’s way until she gave a slight nod.

      The group broke apart and set up camp, but three people remained standing. Jason waited till Tiana’s back was turned before he looked his friend’s way. What was said between them didn’t need to be spoken aloud as all three nodded in understanding and smiled with a look of hunger.

      I watched the camp for as long as I could but knew two things.

      One, this issue was far from resolved and two, before this night was over blood would be spilt.

      I just hoped I could stop it before it was too late.
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      Kushim

      

      The night was pretty uneventful as I made my way back to camp before Mike and Sindhu and got everything ready before they arrived.

      They returned an hour after me and I didn’t ask where they had been as I kept my head down and cooked our rations. Neither spoke much, but there was a nervous tension between the two of them. I couldn’t put my finger on it. Were they nervous about what they had just seen or was it something else?

      The fire crackled and popped as the heat rose from the flames and the smoke curled into the air, disappearing amongst the branches. Animals cried to one another and every so often leaves from branches overhead fell to the ground as the animals moved from tree to tree.

      “I think it’s about time we call it a night. Need to get up bright and early for tomorrow, don’t we?” said Mike, who looked to Sindhu.

      “Yeah… I was thinking the same thing. Once we get to base camp, you’ll love it. There aren’t many of us stationed at our camp, but the group of people we have are hardcore. We would do anything for our commanding officer.”

      Mike nodded. “Yeah. He’s on another mission, but the guy is a badass. One of a kind. Really looks after you if you look after him. I’m sure you’ll like him.”

      Confusion crossed my face. Why were they being so nice to me?

      Mike got up and hurriedly threw dirt on the fire, putting it out. Smoke caused me to cough as I fanned the air in front of my face.

      “Why are you putting the fire out?”

      “We are too close to the border to leave it going on all night. Enemies of the state may see us.”

      “What… enemies?” I said between coughs. “My dad rules this entire planet. No one likes to say it, but it’s true.”

      “A planet is a big place and not everyone is loyal to your old man. Case in point, the scum that you allowed to attack us. Where did you think she came from? How do you think she got here? There are thousands of people who would like nothing more than to see your father dead, and that’s just in this region alone. Your father is a wanted man. Many people have past grudges against him for the things he did when you were a baby.

      “Boroughs he destroyed.

      “So it’s our job to make sure his enemies don’t harm him and you. Even if that means doing things… outside of the box.”

      Sindhu nodded at Mike’s words like they were gospel. “Exactly. Sometimes we have to do things in the field that may seem wrong to outside eyes, but it is all for the greater good.”

      “The greater good,” repeated Mike. “It’s easy for those up in high command. They give the orders but don’t get their hands dirty. Not like us. We always have to do things that are—”

      “Outside the box?” I finished.

      Mike snapped his fingers. “Exactly. You’re getting it. Things that may seem unethical or illegal but are just us doing what we can with what we have.”

      “But I still don’t—”

      “Enough talk. We all need our sleep,” said Mike. He got in his hammock and Sindhu did the same. They both threw blankets over themselves while I stood like a fool in the dark looking at both of them, confused.

      Something didn’t feel right, from what I saw with Mariya’s party to this. It just… I couldn’t put my finger on it, but something was amiss.

      I looked at the computer strapped to my wrist and thought about calling someone, making them aware of what was going on here, but Mike and Sindhu would listen to any calls I made, and what if I was overreacting? What would I say?

      That Mariya, a person who we had taken prisoner, was acting up—had assaulted one of her guards and had been punished for it. Or that the people escorting me were acting strange. They would ask strange how, and the only thing I could say is… they are being nice to me? Too nice.

      I shook my head in frustration.

      I wanted to speak to my parents, but the thought brought shame to my cheeks. Here was I, a grown man running back to his parents and looking for help after only being away from them but a handful of days.

      I thought of what my uncle would say. “Grow a pair, you useless twat! You know what you have to do. Don’t ask for permission, just do it.”

      With a nod to myself, I placed my pack close to my hammock, got in, and waited for the right moment to act.
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        * * *

      

      I woke with a start.

      Where was I? What time was it?

      The overhead rustle from the branches above me and the lack of snoozing from Mike and Sindhu hammocks told me everything I needed to know.

      Shit! I had fallen asleep.

      Leaping from my hammock, I landed in a crouch and listened. The camp was dead. Picking up my pack and placing it on my shoulders, I crept to where Mike and Sindhu had been sleeping and found their hammocks empty. Their rucksacks were still under their hammocks, but their weapons were not.

      I looked towards Mariya’s camp and frowned. My gut twisted up in a knot as my mind ran away with ideas. Taking a step toward her camp, I stopped and looked at the computer on my wrist. I should call this in, but again, what if I was overreacting? What if this was nothing or some drill they did that I wasn’t aware of?

      I knew the answer to all those questions, but with no proof, it would be my word against theirs.

      Setting my pack firmly on my shoulders, I ran for Mariya’s camp. I didn’t have a weapon. They didn’t trust me with one, but now I wondered how true that was.

      Running through the jungle, I moved as fast as I dared. Like most New Humans, I was blessed with night vision, so traversing the terrain wasn’t a problem. The only thing that worried me was making too much noise and alerting Mike and Sindhu of my presence.

      Why did I fall asleep? How could I fall asleep?

      If my father was in my position, then he would have been up as soon as he heard their feet touch the ground. But I slept like a baby without a care in the world. Fool! How was I meant to lead people to freedom and peace when I couldn’t do something as simple as stay awake?

      A noise up ahead caused me to slow my pace.

      The camp that held Mariya came into view. The camp’s fire, now nothing more than chilling embers, gave just enough heat to warm a saucepan of water.

      Liar!

      What Mike had said about putting out our fire was nothing but bullshit. If a party on a mission as important as making sure Mariya left the borough was not worried about being seen, then our little party had nothing to worry about. Which made alarm bells go off as to why Mike did what he did in the first place.

      Wasn’t it obvious?

      They both didn’t want to be seen leaving camp. They wanted to work under the cover of darkness. What that work was, was still to be seen.

      I scanned the outskirts of the camp but couldn’t see any cause for alarm.

      Mariya lay sleeping on the north side of the camp, hands still chained. Tiana, the woman who’d argued with the group captain Jason, lay next to Mariya, spear close to hand. The other members were all spread out in different positions—I did a double take.

      Hadn’t there been ten guards?

      I counted and recounted, but I only came up with seven.

      That didn’t make sense. I looked for Jason, their team captain, but couldn’t see everyone’s face as some people slept on their fronts, or with their backs turned to me. Maybe the three missing guards were patrolling the area? Maybe Mike and Sindhu weren’t up to anything nefarious and were just lovers looking to do what lovers did away from prying eyes.

      I took a step but stopped.

      What if I was wrong about it all? What if I stormed into that camp and all my concerns and fears were nothing but a childish fantasy?

      Movement out of the corner of my eye froze me on the spot.

      Three shapes detached themselves away from the shadows of the jungle and moved like wraiths. They circled the camp, keeping themselves just out of the faint light the dying embers created. Shadows danced around the campsite like lovers coming together and being pulled apart. Heads hooded—faces masked, I couldn’t see who the three were, but their attention was all forced on a single point.

      Mariya.

      The closer they got the more the knot in my gut tighten.

      They gathered some ten feet away from where she lay and pulled daggers from their backs. Every blade was blackened. Every movement was controlled.

      They crept towards her and I looked around for anything to defend her with. Search becoming more and more frantic, I picked up a handful of stones and dashed forward. Two held back while one moved forward, knife raised. They were nearly upon her. Dashing forward, I threw the stone I had in my hand, aiming for the head.

      I snapped a twig underfoot, causing Mariya’s attacker to lift their head toward me. The stone missed them by inches and instead slammed into the chest of one of his friends behind him, causing a grunt of pain that dropped them to one knee.

      “What the hell are you doing?” asked Tiana.

      Bodies leapt to attention amongst the camp as everyone got to their feet and looked at me, then at the three assassins I pointed at.

      Spear in hand, Tiana placed herself between Mariya and the attackers. “You are on Jungle soil and I asked you a question!”

      The three attackers looked around the camp, heads snapping to one guard after the next, as everyone become fully alert. Tiana’s eyes narrowed as she walked toward their leader. “Jason?”

      The leader didn’t respond but took a step back.

      “It is you, isn’t it?” Tiana’s eyes did a quick scan of the bodies around her before settling on the three masked figures in front of her. “Let me guess. The other two dickheads with you are Nick and Ty?”

      Gasps wept through the camp as the guards looked at one another in disbelief.

      “What’s wrong, Jason? Did she hurt your male ego so bad that you had to kill her? What the fuck was the plan? Slit her throat and in the morning say it was an accident? How stupid can you be? You know the moment we found her dead, all fingers would be pointed at you. You had to know that. Surely?”

      Nothing was said as animal calls swept through the leaves.

      Jason shook his head and pulled off his mask. Face half covered in darkness, the side that was visible showed a cruel smirk. The other two behind him took a half step back, hopeful that their gesture would reduce their involvement.

      “The knife wasn’t meant for her.”

      Confusion swept through the faces of the group until realisation dawned on Tiana first. “You slimy fuck.”

      “It was all so simple. Kill you. Knock her unconscious and drag her away like she escaped. Kill her some way from camp and come back here and alert the camp to what we found. Of how you were brutally murdered in your sleep by the one who you tried to protect. Of how we chased her down and were forced to kill her. We would mourn your death of course, and they would award you with a ceremony—your family would be looked after—blah, blah, blah. But looks like my plans need to change.”

      He turned his attention to me and I felt bloodlust akin to a hungry wild animal. “To think the son of our great leader will also meet a tragic end here tonight. How sad. Mike and Sindhu told me about your involvement with that,” he nodded to Mariya, “but I thought you would be wise enough to heed the words of your betters and let the jungle sort this mess out.”

      I stepped forward, anger radiating through my core. “Let the jungle sort this mess out? Who do you think you are? We do not treat our prisoners this way. We do not simply get rid of people because it is more convenient for us to do so. My father would be appalled at this behaviour. Appalled and ashamed.”

      “How little you know about your father and his friends.”

      “You do not speak for them. You do not speak for me. You do not speak for this borough. Mariya is a person in our care and we shall do our utmost to protect her until she is not. Being a prisoner doesn’t change that.”

      I could see Mariya out of the corner of my eye. She had been taking small steps back during the entire exchange. She caught my eye and gave me a sad shake of the head, like a child who didn’t understand how the world truly worked.

      I looked back to Jason and alarm bells went off. The smirk had turned into a smile. A smile of someone who knew a prank was coming. He looked at Tiana. “My dick may be small, but that still didn’t stop me from banging your sister. Think about that while you’re in the afterlife.”

      Tiana looked confused, but I had already started to move. I pumped my legs as fast as they could go, but I hadn’t taken three steps when a spear head burst through her chest, spraying blood and matter everywhere.
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      Kushim

      

      Tiana stood rigid as blood dripped off the end of the spear point turning the green leaves at her feet red. She tried to speak, but bubbles tainted red formed on her lips. The action stunned everyone into silence and stillness.

      I looked at the spear and couldn’t believe what I was seeing. What was happening? One minute she was alive and well and now… she… she… My eyes locked onto hers and I couldn’t tear my gaze away as the pain coursing through her eyes slowly diminished and was replaced with her light fading.

      This wasn’t meant to happen. This wasn’t—

      A wet sucking sound made me take a step back as the spear was pulled from her body, leaving a hole in her chest big enough to put my fist through. The spear swept high and sliced through her neck, removing the head from the body. I watched it flip over and over with the same expression of pain frozen on the face until it landed with a splat on the ground.

      Her face looked my way. Her eyes were still locked on mine.

      I looked to where Tiana’s head used to be and saw Sindhu standing behind Tiana’s still upright body with a spear in her hands. Flakes of blood splatted across her cheek—eyes wild—she looked at her victim’s head with an unwavering stare.

      What the—what the—what was happening!?

      No one moved for what felt like an eternity until Tiana’s body collapsed to the ground. It was like a gunshot going off at the races.

      Mariya screamed like a possessed banshee and rushed Jason. Jason brought his knife up, but he wasn’t fast enough as she tackled him to the ground. Sindhu attacked another member of Tiana’s camp as someone else screamed in pain. I turned my head to see Mike leap from the shadows, sword slashing across someone’s torso.

      Blue flashes detonated in the darkness, causing my version to go blurry as I tried to focus on what was going on.

      I tried to move, but I didn’t know what to do.

      Something wet splashed across my face and I brought my hands up to wipe it off. My hands came away red. I stared at it, seeing it, but not really seeing it. It was like my sight belonged to someone else.

      Another scream and another body fell in front of me.

      Mike stood over his slain fallen victim, chest heaving, white flakes at the corner of his mouth. He lifted his head slowly up to me and I didn’t recognise the man I saw. Nothing but madness flickered through his eyes as he looked through me. I didn’t have time to defend myself as he came at me.

      A sword crackling with blue energy along its edge swept for my neck as I dodged out of the way. I evaded every attack, but it was only a matter of time before he found his mark. A familiar shout reached me and my eyes darted left to see Mariya still struggling with Jason. He was on top of her with his knife inching closer and closer to her face.

      I had to do something. I didn’t want to kill Mike. All my life, I had walked through it without inflicting death, and I didn’t want to start now.

      Mike overreached and I stepped back just enough, so his swing unbalanced him. I darted forward and kicked his kneecap sideways, causing it to pop out of its joint. He screamed in pain, but a follow-up chop to the throat had him doubled over gasping for breath. Placing both hands on the side of his head, I drove my knee into his face, breaking his nose and knocking him unconscious.

      I let him drop to the ground.

      Another body collapsed at my feet, but I paid it no attention and went towards Jason and Mariya. Jason’s knife was now a hair’s width away from her face and I could see by her expression he would overpower her soon. I came up behind Jason and sent a kick his way, but he heard me coming and rolled off her.

      “You must stop this madness! We are killing our own—”

      “Ah, shut up. I’m tired of your self-righteous bullshit,” said Jason, getting to his feet. “New Humans are just humans. You are just a human. I see you. Walking through the borough trying to act all holier than thou, but you come from a line of killers and mass murderers who did what I’m doing now, to get what they wanted.”

      I stood, shocked, as the fighting continued to blaze around me. Was that how people saw me?

      I shook my head. “I am sorry you feel that way, but this must stop. You get nothing done through—”

      Mariya elbowed me out of the way and lifted her shackled hands as one of Jason’s friends leapt towards us sword lifted above his head. The blue edge of the sword bit into the links between Mariya’s shackles and she was free. Hands coming apart, she smiled like a caged wolf finally seeing the wild.

      “Come on, big boy. Let’s play.”

      Her attacker swung for her torso, but she darted forward and struck his face with a clawed hand. Metal fingernails reflecting the moon’s light raked across his masked face, causing him to scream. Hands to face, he tried to contain the bleeding, but there was little he could do for the eyeball that dangled down on his cheek.

      “Hey, it’s Popeye,” said Mariya, as she shot forward and buried her fingers under her opponent’s chin. Blood flowed over her fingers as she brought her enemy in close. She whispered something in his ear, before pulling her hand out and stabbing either side of his neck.

      Bile rose to the base of my throat.

      I tried to look away but like seeing a horrific accident, I couldn’t. She allowed the body to drop to the ground and yowled at the moon. I brought my hands to my mouth and regretted it instantly as the metallic taste of blood touched my lips. Retching, I spat the taste from my mouth as Jason rose to his feet.

      “What’s wrong, Holy One?” asked Jason. “Is this your first time seeing death?”

      “No. This is my first time seeing life wasted.”

      Jason came to me but stopped as Sindhu called his name. “Jason! Reinforcements. We’ve got to leave now.”

      “We can’t leave any witnesses,” he said.

      “It’s too late for that now. We have to go.”

      He looked between me and Mariya, grunting in annoyance. I could see his lust for violence trying to overwhelm his rational brain; he took another step but shook his head and turned tail and ran. Sindhu followed him as members of the original party gave chase.

      I heard shouts in the distance as people made their way toward us. On my left, Mariya gave me a crazed smile and leapt forward. I tensed up, expecting an attack, but she wrapped her arms around my neck and brought her lips to mine.

      The world stopped as her tongue darted inside my mouth.

      A warmth that expanded from the centre of my core spread through my limbs, making my hands and feet tingle. She pulled away from me and I tried to speak, but the only thing that came out was, “What—that—what—doing—you.”

      “First time kissed, huh, Monarch?”

      I tried to speak again, but words failed me. She turned on her heel and ran, as I finally found my voice and said, “Where are you going?”

      She skidded in her tracks. “Why don’t you follow me and find out?”

      “I—”

      “You may even get lucky again. If you know what I mean.”

      She gave me a wink and blew me a kiss as she turned on her heel and sprinted off into the darkness. I looked at her fleeing back, then turned my attention to one of the few remaining soldiers in the camp. He looked at me and gestured for me to stay put.

      “Sir, please don’t.”

      “Tell my parents… tell my parents that this is my mess and I need to sort it out. I’ll be in touch with them as soon as I can. But I have to get her under control before she causes any more trouble.”

      I took off running as he shouted at my back. “And this has nothing to do with that kiss?”

      I could have lied and said it didn’t, but part of me knew that wasn’t true. Part of me knew I would never get to write my own story if I remained in the shadow of my father. I needed to prove I was my own man, who made his own mistakes and had the courage and means to fix those mistakes. I would do anything in my power to put this right.

      How little I knew what that truly meant.
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      I covered my face with one hand as I listened to the report. I could feel a sigh radiating through my chest, but I swallowed it back down and took a deep breath. It was something that was becoming a bit of a habit.

      Silence hung heavy as the speaker stopped talking.

      Taking another deep breath, I slowly lowered the hand covering my face. Do not shoot the messenger. Do not shoot the messenger. Do not—

      “Sir?”

      I looked at the pictures of a smiling boy with a light brown complexion whose face spoke of nothing but love. There was no hate in his soul. Since being raised, he had only received the best. From food to tuition. He had never witnessed violence—bloodshed—or the evil that men would do in the name of getting what they wanted.

      Yes, we raised him so he knew how to fight, hunt and hold court at any function, but I had never envisioned this. Not in my wildest dreams did I expect something like this to happen to him or that he would willingly put himself in so much danger.

      For what?

      So he could run after some cheap two-bit slut who—I shook my head and pulled open my bottom drawer. Grabbing a bottle of Beckford’s rum, I went to grab a glass but uncorked the bottle and took a swig instead.

      “What a fucking mess.”

      The guard who had delivered me the report went to open his mouth but decided against it. His voice had quivered through his entire report. The projected screen he’d read from still shook as it was projected from the computer strapped to his wrist.

      “How many died?”

      “Six.”

      “How many of the traitors escaped?”

      “Three out of the five.”

      “They killed so many?”

      “It was an ambush. People were asleep.”

      I took another swig. What a fucking mess. Nothing like this had happened since the Alvis ordeal. Yes, there was petty crime and murders because of passion, but nothing as calculated as this.

      “And you’re saying Kushim went after this—this—Mariya, of his own volition?”

      The guard nodded. “The only thing he said is the message he left for you.”

      I slammed the bottle down on my office desk causing the man to jump. “The impulsive little shit. I knew I had it too good. When he grew up and didn’t have a rebellious stage as a child, I thought I was just lucky. He was just a good kid, I told myself. He would grow up listening to what his parents said because they knew what was best for him. I thought he would follow in my footsteps.

      “But no! He’s run off like some idealistic ass who has never experienced real life.”

      “And whose fault is that?” said the guard under his breath, and my head snapped to him. Eyes wide, his face fell as I stepped around my desk. “What I meant to say, sir—what I meant—what I meant—”

      My office doors slammed open and Fae strode in with a grin that threatened to rip her head off. She skidded to a halt and rested her elbow on the guard’s shoulder. “That pussy must be fire!” she sang. “For your son to run off the way he did.”

      Still not saying anything, I walked over to them until I was an arm’s length away.

      “I mean,” she continued, “to run off after a woman who he has just seen kill a man with her fingernails. Damn! She must have the good-good. You know what I mean. I’m lucky enough to have a man stay the morning after. But this bitch has a prince running after her crazy ass.”

      “Kushim is no prince.”

      “Who you fooling? You all but rule this planet. You may have placed key members in other boroughs, but they all report back to you.”

      “That may be true of The Floating City, but Paradise Lost I could never control and the Diamond District… well…”

      “Yes, the less said about that borough, the better. But the fact still remains that you, O breaker of chains of the New Humans, have about as much power as a king. And with that power comes little gold-diggers, with asses so firm you can bounce a coin off them, who will look to secure the bag. The bag being your son of course. I’m surprised this hasn’t happened already.”

      “You’re surprised my son hasn’t run off before?”

      “No. I’m surprised some lady of the night hasn’t tried to swoop in and see what they can get.”

      “Kushim’s never been like that… he’s always been a kind soul who’s loved his own company.”

      “When you say ‘kind soul who loves his own company’ all I hear is furiously masturbating in some dark room. Maybe this is good for the boy. You know, get him out of his comfort zone. Give him a chance to see the world how it truly is, not how you’ve portrayed it.”

      “How I’ve portrayed it?”

      “Quinton, come on. You’ve created this fairy-tale paradise where crime and poverty are all but non-existent. I mean, I can walk around this borough naked, covered in gold and diamond chains, and no one would even touch me.”

      “Didn’t you do that one holiday?” the guard asked innocently.

      Fae looked sideways at him until he lowered his head. “Yes I did, and it was for a festival. I quickly found out that wearing a bunch of chains naked is more difficult than you would think. The chains kept getting caught on things. Branches. People. Nipple rings. But anyway, my point still stands, Quinton. This place you’ve created is every family’s dream. It just comes at the cost of the other boroughs.”

      “Cost of the other boroughs?”

      “When was the last time you visited Paradise Lost?”

      I shrugged. How long had it been? No more than a handful of years. The place held painful memories for me. Memories that, no matter how many years had passed, were still painful to this day.

      “I know what you’re thinking and it’s longer than you think. Try ten.”

      “No.”

      “Yes. Ten years.”

      “No. I was there a couple of years ago for that—for that meeting with what’s his face about their drug problem.”

      “Yeah, and that was ten years ago.”

      “Really?”

      Fuck. I hadn’t thought it was that long ago. Not ageing had wonderful profits, but the one major drawback was the passing of time and how you experienced it. Sometimes weeks felt like a few days, and decades felt like a few years. I shook my head. “As true as all that may be, that still doesn’t help me find my son.”

      Fae pulled a face. “I’m afraid finding your son will have to wait.”

      I looked at her as if she was crazy.

      “You have bigger problems.”

      “Bigger problems than my son running after some crazy bitch?”

      Fae nodded. “Someone wants to meet you in Paradise Lost and I suggest you take him up on his offer.”

      “I don’t care who—”

      “His name is Abdullah Aly, and he’s the leader of the group who plans to wipe out all New Humans.”
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      I threw one item after the next into the rucksack, not paying attention to the items I was packing. I needed to move and I needed to move with speed. Not only did I have this meeting with this Abdullah Aly, but I also needed to find my son and rescue him from the clutches of this crazy woman all before my wife found out what was going on.

      I had given everyone strict instructions not to utter a word of what had happened to Kushim to her.

      Yes, it was deceitful, but the less she knew, the better. The last thing I wanted was Poppy on the warpath. The last time that happened, nations were destroyed and empires crumbled.

      No.

      It was better this way. I could sort out this mess without worrying about her flying off the handle or taking matters into her own hands. I would sort this out calmly and bring her son home before she was any the wiser. Once he was home, she could unleash her wrath on me—us—but before that happened I needed to deal with this matter myself and the little matter of Abdullah Aly.

      Grabbing a notepad I scribbled a message to her.

      Doing a quick once-over to make sure I had everything, I turned and was making my way towards the door when it opened before I could reach it.

      Shit.

      Poppy came through the entrance, smile on her face, and I tried to match it as best I could. She could always catch me when I lied, although I had gotten better about it over the years. That was a thought that should have shamed me, but any husband who tells you he doesn’t lie to his wife is lying to himself or has a second-hand car in great working order that he would like to sell you.

      “Hi, gorgeous, where are you off to?”

      “I’ve got something I need to take care of in Paradise Lost.”

      “Something like what?”

      “Nothing much, just a meeting I need to attend. Fae reminded me I hadn’t been there in over a decade, so I’m going to talk to a few people and see what they need. You know, boring political things.”

      “Who are you meeting?”

      “Just some people from the borough.”

      “Why didn’t you say anything? I would have come with—”

      “It’s only a simple trip. Plus, I thought it would do you some good to have some time by yourself. Get some you time. Without you having to look after two kids.”

      “But I—”

      I walked up to her and kissed her on the lips. “Don’t worry. Fae and a few of her people are coming with me. I’ll be fine.”

      “This trip sounds very vague.”

      “You worry too much. Enjoy being a woman who doesn’t have to be a mother and wife for a few days. I’ll see you soon.”

      She narrowed her eyes my way, but I kissed her on the lips again and made for the door. I could feel her eyes boring holes through my back but I refused to turn around. Hand on the door handle, I stopped for a microsecond as waves of guilt washed over me. But I rode them like a pro surfer and didn’t allow them to drag me under.

      I was doing this for us. I was doing this so she didn’t have to stay up all night worrying. I was doing this for my son.

      That’s what I told myself as I exited the door, so why did I feel like such a fraud?
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      The fumes of Paradise Lost hung heavy over the borough like the hem of a dirtied wedding dress worn by a bride skipping out on her big day. I watched the approaching views with something of mild disgust and anger.

      This was where I was born in a lot of ways. This was where I found out who I was and what I was made of, but to get to that point, I had to suffer. Suffer and be forced to grow like I never knew one man could. In some ways, it was the same pain I tried to let my son avoid, but through that, did my actions push him into what he did?

      Did me protecting him from the sharp edges of the world turn him into a trusting fool? Someone who couldn’t see when they were being taken advantage of? Someone who tried to see the good in everyone when there sometimes wasn’t any?

      I bit into my knuckle as the views of the borough got sharper.

      Dirty apartments littered any space available. Few were painted and those that were highlighted the dirt more than anything else. I spotted tin shacks here and there dotted on the outskirts of the borough. There was a time when they littered it like rings circling a planet.

      That was good at least. It marked progress.

      Whether that meant there were now more wealthy individuals to rob or cheat out of their money, or the economy was doing better, it showed progress.

      “I haven’t been here in years,” said Fae, as if reading my thoughts, “but looks like improvement is afoot. Maybe we didn’t need to bring all the heavy artillery—”

      The ship shook as two light fighters zipped past as.

      One red, with the face of a laughing clown on the side. One black, with a skull and crossbones on its back.

      The red pursued the black one, firing lasers. The black ducked and dodged doing its best to evade, but the red kept on its tail. The black shut off its engines and allowed the red to zip past before firing a single missile its way. There was nothing the red ship could do to evade as the missile punched into its rear and detonated upon impact.

      I looked at Fae with a raised eyebrow.

      “On second thought maybe we didn’t bring enough people.”

      I looked down the twenty-foot ship cargo bay with soldiers lining either side of it and smiled. “Back in the old days, the team and I would face greater odds with only five of us. If this isn’t enough, then God help us.”

      “The gods have forsaken us, Quinton.” I gave her a questioning look. “Can you blame them? The things we have done. People we have hurt. The people we have abandoned. Maybe… maybe that is why so many of us humans, after the war, chose to become New Humans. To put off judgement day until we finally die.”

      She gave me a hollow smile and slapped me on the shoulder before making her way to the cockpit. I could hear her over the roar of the engines shouting at the pilots to land.
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      “What a shithole,” said Fae, holding her nose. “Does it always smell so bad?”

      “Yes, but you get used to it. It becomes part of you.”

      Fae looked at me like I was crazy. “No matter how long I live, smelling like shit will not become part of me. We are in an air-conditioned van, for fuck’s sake, yet I can still taste it.”

      I rolled my eyes as we bounced along a road that was more potholes than tarmac. Looking out of my blacked-out window, I saw the familiar sights of pimps and prostitutes lining the road on either side of me. Drug dealers handed out small vials or packages to their malnourished clientele. Other groups of gangs leaned against shop fronts, keeping a watchful eye on anything that moved.

      The further we travelled into the centre of the borough, the more I saw changes of improvement. When I say changes, I mean changes of improvement relative to Paradise Lost. The houses became somewhat nicer and the illegal activities were now tucked away in brothel houses and opium dens.

      The cesspit that ran deep in the borough’s veins still existed wherever I looked. But now, they tried to cover its surface with lily pads.

      “Remind me again why we are arriving at this wonderful destination so early?” asked Fae.

      “Simple really. To stop anyone getting the drop on us. I want half of our men positioned around rooftops and inside buildings for the next few days to report anything suspicious. The rest will wait outside. When the meeting happens, you and only you will accompany me.”

      “Goody gumdrops. Don’t I get all the fun jobs!”

      “If this all goes according to plan, then none of you will be needed. So do what you do best and stand there and look pretty.”

      “That’s sexist, I’ll have you know. Wait till I report you to HR.”

      “Weren’t you the one who promoted what’s his face to be your assistant all because, and I quote, ‘I wanted to eat that ass.’”

      Fae looked at me, shocked, hand over heart. “I’ll have you know Kit was a brilliant assistant. Although he complained about the number of times I got him to bend over and pick stuff up, our partnership worked great. He couldn’t have been happier.”

      “Isn’t he working on the front lines with Willis and Zizi? I wonder what provoked him to take such a dangerous role?”

      Fae scratched her neck and avoided eye contract. “Nooo idea. But I’ll tell you this, I would love to have Willis, Zizi and Poppy with us. Hell, I’ll even take that skinny, miserable bitch Lisa.”

      “Yeah, I know what you mean. But you know how things have gotten between everyone; and bringing Poppy to this, well…”

      “You still haven’t told her about Kushim?”

      “What do you think?”

      Fae chuckled. “Aw, the joys of married life.”

      “The only reason I’m going to this meeting is because there have been sightings of Kushim in the borough. While we wait for this meeting to happen, I plan to grab my son, knock some sense into him, and lock him in a room. Then I’ll listen to whatever bullshit this Abdullah Aly wants to talk to me about, tell him I’ll think his offer over, and return to the peaceful normal life that I’ve enjoyed for the last couple of decades.”

      “Quinton, you think that’s how it’ll play out? Have you learnt nothing, young grasshopper? We’ll be lucky to get out of this with our lives. But don’t worry, I’ve brought along toys for us to play with.”

      She pulled out a duffle bag that was under her seat and smiled at me.

      “This is just a meeting. I don’t want to go in heavily armed.”

      “Don’t worry, you won’t. But if there is one lesson you should have taken from the opponents you defeated, it’s always prepare for the worst. You’ll be a fool to think this Abdullah Aly lunatic wants to just talk to you or wants to do anything peaceful.”

      “How much do we know about him?”

      She ran her finger along the glass on her wristwatch and projected a rap sheet without a profile picture.

      “Not much is known about him, to be honest. He’s worked for both the World Government and the Mercenary Bloc. Has many political connections throughout the galaxy and appears to be a man who gets shit done.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Like I said, there isn’t much to go on and it took all of my manpower to find this much, but he’s been in a number of black ops missions toppling governments and sabotaging political careers. From what I can tell, it runs in the family. He is from a line of generational soldiers who did things in the dark. One of his ancestors even fought in WW3 against Alvis Boman.”

      “So we are fighting a man whose bloodline has always fought in wars. Great. Nothing better than being up against a man who has a military cousin he can count on if he needs to drop a nuke on some off-world planet that not even the World Government recognises.”

      Fae wagged her finger in the air. “Ah, ah, nukes are illegal to produce and keep, don’t forget.”

      I gave her a look that told her how much I believed that bullshit.

      “Alright, fair point. So while we are all freezing our asses off in shitty rooms and on rooftops, what will you be doing?”

      “Diving headfirst into this cesspit to find my son before he gets himself killed.”
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      My unwashed body stunk so badly that every time I brought my nose to my armpit, my eyes watered.

      I knew getting rid of the smell was easy. I could do nothing about the regret and self-doubt that followed me like my body odour. Every minute, I questioned if I was doing the right thing or not. From the moment I followed Mariya through the jungle, there had been nothing but one drama-filled moment after the next. Passing through my border involved crawling through a disused waste pipe, restraining Mariya from using violence against my people until we finally met up with a passing vehicle she bribed to give us a lift. Where she got the money and where she kept it, I didn’t ask.

      Now, we walked the streets of Paradise Lost and I was… bewildered.

      Never had I seen so many different faces. So many styles—attitudes—tattoos; just… just the amount of people around me I found overwhelming. My head twisted left and right until my chest felt tight and Mariya had to pull me to one side.

      I felt the walls closing in. What was happening?

      “Breathe. Breathe. Breathe.”

      I tried, but I couldn’t get enough oxygen to my lungs. The more I tried, the harder I found it. It felt like someone had a vice around my ribcage.

      “Relax.”

      My head span as I tried to take a step forward but stumbled. Hands caught me under the armpits. They guided me down and allowed me to rest my back against a cold wall. I felt fingertips closing my eyelids and two hands rested on either side of my temples. They massaged them until I finally got my breathing under control.

      I don’t know how long had passed, but when I reopened my eyes, I saw another set staring into mine.

      I would love to say they were soft and gentle. But they reminded me of a big cat. Yes, they were captivating to behold, but deep down, you knew what terrifying things they could do. You saw the lack of mercy they gave their victims.

      “Thank you,” I said softly. “I don’t know what came over me.”

      “Simple. You are a small-town boy visiting the big city.”

      “The Jungle has a city as well.”

      “The difference is space. Everyone lives on top of everyone else here. It doesn’t give you a chance to breathe or think. This borough moves fast. You stay still and you’ll be robbed, murdered and raped, all in that order. Pay attention, Monarch. City be cray cray.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Your lack of grammar sometimes…” I looked at my surroundings and found myself sitting on a front step that smelled like urine. Cigarette butts, empty bottles, and used condoms littered the ground around me. “As nice as this location is, I think we need to find somewhere to wash and eat. Then you can tell me what your master plan is.”

      “Why you want to know?”

      “Because so far all I have learnt is that you are trying to kill someone, and that is not a good enough reason for me not to call my father and let him know where we are.”

      She drew closer to me. “Then call your daddy, Monarch. What’s stopped you?”

      I opened my mouth, but I couldn’t answer. I had the means to. I had wanted to. But as I followed her through one close call after the next, thoughts of calling my father were pushed back. The sights and sounds only quietened that voice. Although none of them compared to the beauty of the jungle, they were still new. My life back home had become routine. I knew what my day would entail before I opened my eyes and my feet touched my bedroom floor.

      It had all become mind-numbingly boring.

      “Why is my business and my business alone. But as you have caused more destruction than I thought humanly possible, I felt it was my responsibility to—”

      “Blah. Blah. Blaaah! You are here because you like it.” She wiggled her eyebrows up and down. “You are like me, Monarch. You love the uncertainty of life.”

      “What is the play?”

      “What’s the play?” she said mockingly. “Stop trying to sound cool. The play is you sit and wait here, while I go into that place across the street and see if they have a room to rent.”

      “Don’t you mean rooms?”

      “Why would newlyweds who have eloped need separate rooms?”

      “I—what?”

      But she was already walking across the street, hips swaying from side to side. I tried not to stare, but she turned her head and winked over her shoulder as she caught me. Cheeks turning red, I lowered my eyes until she was gone before I took in my surroundings proper.

      Although I smelled bad, it didn’t compare to what was around me.

      People passed me by like zombies staring into space, feet shuffling or dragging behind them. More than one had some deformity or scar and the ones with bare arms showed needle marks, while others carried brown paper bags they hugged like newborn babies. These poor souls addicted to god knew what needed help. I just didn’t know what to do.

      A sharp voice called to me. “Oi, what you doing?”

      Startled, I looked up to see a woman dressed in a red string vest with a matching red bra and underwear stomp toward me. Her clear-heeled knee-high boots showed dirty toes where at least one was green and infected.

      “Just waiting for a friend.”

      “Well, this be my corner that I fuck in, so unless you want to fuck, you best be moving on.”

      “She won’t be a minute. I just don’t want to move in case she can’t find me.”

      “Motherfucker, are you hard of hearing?”

      “No, madam, I—”

      “Then get your ass out of my area before I have to call Maurice on your bitch ass.”

      “Look, you don’t need to do that. I’ll only be a few minutes—”

      “Maurice! Maurice! This motherfucker won’t move and I can’t fuck if he don’t want to move.”

      I hadn’t noticed the blacked-out purple car parked on the street opposite, but the occupant inside must have been watching the whole time because the interior light of the car turned on before the driver’s door opened.

      The first thing I saw was purple leather boots followed by a full-length matching purple fur coat. Long legs continued to extract themselves out of the car as a white male with shaven hair and a purple goatee stood tall. Shirtless, he lit a cigarette and took a long pull before he made his way toward us. He stopped just short of us as grey, lifeless eyes looked between us.

      “What you got me out here for, Crystal?”

      “Maurice, tell this motherfucker that he can’t be here. This is where I work, baby. You know I can’t make you no money if I can’t work.”

      “Your stinking ass don’t make me no money, anyway.”

      “That ain’t true. I made you some money yesterday.”

      “No. You made me some money two days ago.”

      “I’m sorr—”

      “Shut up, bitch! You got me out here in this dirty street when what you should be doing is making me money. I bet you ain’t even asked this fool if he wants some pussy.”

      “I did—”

      “Then why is his dick not out?”

      “Because he said he don’t want any. I can only do what I can—”

      The backhand he delivered knocked her off her feet and onto the ground. One high-heeled shoe flew off her foot, bouncing down the street, while her legs went askew. She looked up to the sky, eyes trying to focus as Maurice took a step towards her. He lifted his leg to kick, but I darted forward and pushed him away.

      “Leave her alone.”

      He looked at me as if I was crazy. “Bitch! Don’t tell me what to do with my property.”

      I shook my head in disbelief. “People are not things. They are no one’s property. Now I suggest you leave her alone.”

      “Or what?”

      “Or I shall have to use appropriate force.”

      Maurice looked me dead in the eye before sucking his cigarette down to the butt. He flicked it to the ground and walked towards me, columns of smoke pouring from his nostrils like heavy mist on a rainy day.

      “Do you know who I am?”

      “No, I do not. But, from your actions, I can surmise you are not a nice person.”

      “I can surmise. Who the fuck are you and where did you come from?”

      “I am from—” but I stopped. The fewer people knew I was here, the better. I couldn’t risk my father finding out about my whereabouts, because the moment he did, he would swoop in and take over. I needed to sort this out myself, whatever it was. “Where I am from does not matter, but what I will not stand here and do is allow you to hit that woman anymore.”

      “Is that so?”

      The switchblade from his hand came up to my face in such a smooth practiced motion that he must have done the movement thousands of times. Luckily, my reflexes were honed to such a degree that I saw the attack coming and I could step out of the way. It also helped being a New Human.

      I watched the blade slide past my face and I stepped in with a punch to his floating rib that dropped him to one knee.

      He tried to sweep his arm back around, but I caught the arm and held it in place.

      “Drop it.”

      “Go fuck your—”

      I slammed my forearm against his at the same time as I bent the arm backwards, snapping it in half. I expected a scream, but instead he snarled at me and dropped his knife and caught it in the other hand. His second attack would have gutted anyone else, but a back step from me allowed it to pass by. Anger turned to shock that I turned to pain as the sole of my boot slammed into his face, throwing him back. He rolled head over ass until he came to a stop in a brown pool.

      Shoe print still visible on his face, he tried to get up but slumped back down unconscious.

      Making sure he wasn’t about to get up, I walked over to Crystal. “Are you okay?”

      She looked at me in disbelief before shaking herself off and reaching for me. I lifted her up to her feet and she swayed unsteadily before I caught her. “Are you sure you are okay?”

      “I’m fine, sugar. Can’t say the same for Maurice though.”

      I looked over to his unconscious form. “Yes, well, I did warn him.”

      “That you did, baby. That you did.

      “I best be getting home. Do you mind walking me there?”

      I looked back to where Mariya had gone. She still hadn’t come back out. I wonder what was taking her so long. Crystal tugged on my arm. Her bottom lip was cut and bleeding and there was a trickle of blood running out of her left nostril. I couldn’t let her walk home like that, and I didn’t know how much longer Mariya would be.

      I knew what I was going to do even before Crystal asked. “Come on,” I said to her. “Let’s get you home. I just hope I don’t get lost on the way back.”
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      We had been walking for a good ten minutes and the more we walked, the more concerned I become.

      The sidewalks became less paved and less cluttered with bodies. The buildings more dilapidated. The handful of people we passed wore threadbare clothes with hoods.

      No one made eye contact.

      I looked over my shoulder from time to time as I had the feeling of being watched. I couldn’t pinpoint where or who the watcher was, but my senses knew I was being watched.

      “How long have you lived in this borough?”

      “All my life.”

      “Have you never wanted to go anywhere else? Travel? Do something different?”

      She gave me a hacking cough. “You ain’t from around here, are you? This planet is a land of fugitive outlaws—gangsters—murderers—pimps and whores. My mama was a whore and her mama was a whore before her. My daughter, bless her soul, will be a whore. This place offers freedom like none other. You can pay your way out of prison no matter the crime, but if you get stuck in its cracks, there ain’t a lot of ways out.”

      “Nonsense. There is always a way out. You just have to believe you can find one.”

      She gave me the same laugh. “Aww, you’re sweet. Really sweet. But things don’t change for people like me. I thought they would when I was younger. After Quinton Blake killed The Lady and freed us from her iron rule, I thought things would be different. A lot of us did. She taxed this borough and took what she wanted, building her empire on nothing but fear and murder. After she was gone, things were better for a time. But it was only the honeymoon period.

      “Like any lawless place, the smaller predators wanted their piece of the pie. Things turned more violent than ever. Home invasions—public executions—public torture. The list goes on and on. People left. And all the while, where was the great saviour Quinton Blake?

      “Nowhere! That’s where. Fucker hasn’t made an appearance in this borough in decades. Instead, the asshole sits on his wooden throne in The Jungle, protected by his goons while the rest of us struggle.

      “Heard he gets his prick sucked by a different woman every night.”

      I did my best to hide my blushing cheeks as she continued ranting.

      “Those fuckers in The Jungle have it good. All the food and drink they want. No violence. Some of my family tried to enter but their border guards turned us away. Some even got killed.”

      “No. No one from The Jungle would actively harm anyone. Especially not people seeking shelter. They are a peaceful people.”

      She stopped dead and turned to me finger stabbing me in the chest. “You calling me a liar?”

      “No. Just maybe some of your facts may not be as accurate—”

      “I went to their funerals. I saw the coffins. I hugged the grieving.”

      “Just… I have never heard of The Jungle killing innocent—” I stopped myself. What was I saying? Hadn’t the patrol guards tried to kill me? Hadn’t Jason and his goons killed his own people? All because he wanted to make sure Mariya was dead? All because of ego. How many Jasons, Mikes and Sindhus were there? All employed by my father to keep the peace, but at what cost? Did my father know of the innocent people his guards were killing just so the problems of the other boroughs didn’t seep into ours?

      When was the last time my father was involved in the running of his borough? Hell. In the running of anything?

      For as long as I had known him, he always put things like that to the side and I was thankful to him for that, always thankful. The time we had together as a family I would never change, but at what cost did that come?

      How many lives had been ruined? How many people had been killed all for the sake of my happiness?

      I didn’t want the thought to taint those memories, but now I knew the aftertaste was just too strong.

      A car with blacked-out windows and smoke coming out of the gaps in the top of them slowed down as they passed us before speeding off again. A sound like a gunshot rang out in the distance, causing me to tense up. We had been walking for longer than I thought we would have and there was no sign of any residential properties.

      “How… how far is your place?”

      She looked at me under heavily mascaraed eyelashes. “Not far, honey. We are nearly there. It’s just down this alleyway.”

      I stopped as she nodded to a darkened alleyway with broken glass littered outside its entrance. No lights illuminated the alleyway, but using my night vision, I could see the alleyway snaked for a hundred feet or more before taking a sharp right.

      “A big strong man like you wouldn’t want a girl like me to walk down a dark alley by myself, now would you?”

      I looked at the alley again before making up my mind. “No, of course not. Lead the way.”

      She took the lead and I followed her down the straight, doing my best to hold my breath against the smell of human waste. It stung my eyes. How anyone could live in this borough was beyond me. Everywhere I went, the faint smell of human waste lingered on everything.

      She walked faster and I did my best to catch up, but she took the right corner and vanished from my sight momentarily.

      I hurried after her and swallowed the lump of betrayal in my throat as I stopped dead in my tracks.

      “What’s wrong, honey?” asked Crystal, who stood in front of five men, each more muscular than the next.

      “Why? After everything I have done for you?”

      She smiled. “This is Paradise Lost honey. It’s killed or be killed. Kindness doesn’t exist in these streets. Now, I think we’ll be taking everything you’ve got. Get him, boys!”
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      Kushim

      

      I watched them come and couldn’t make sense of it.

      Why would she do this? After saving her from being beaten up by her abusive pimp. A pimp who looked like he was ready to kill her. Why would she want to hurt me? That was the question rattling through my head as the first fist slammed into my cheek and knocked me back.

      I saw it coming from a mile off. I could have easily dodged out of the way, but I was still wrestling with the emotions running through my mind to do anything about it. The punch should have hurt, but my body naturally rolled with the punch, taking the edge of its blow.

      Another punch came and I back-stepped out of the way in time.

      Other footsteps came from behind me and I turned to see two more goons waiting to square off with me.

      I kept on backing up until I gave myself enough space to move. “Whoa! Whoa. Whoa.” I said, holding up my hands. “Can’t we talk about this?”

      “What’s there to talk about?” said Crystal.

      “One, I saved your life—”

      “Maurice wouldn’t have killed me, baby. I’m his best working girl. He just likes to act up in front of company.”

      “And two, by the state of me, you can clearly see I have nothing of value on me.”

      She gave me a smile full of broken dreams and missing teeth. “Oh, but you do, baby. You have plenty of value.” The men chuckled as they grew closer. Confusion rattled me as I patted myself down to see if I carried anything of value.

      “You.”

      I stopped moving.

      “You,” said Crystal, “are valuable. After we cut you up for parts and sell you on the black market, we’ll make a fortune.”

      My heart sank further as I put two and two together.

      “New Humans fetch a pretty penny now. Everyone from the World Government to a hundred different planetary governmental agencies wants what’s inside you. Not to mention crime syndicates. People just want to know how you lot tick. They want that tech inside your bodies. It’s created a new market for people like me, given us a chance to get out of a hellhole like this for a better life.”

      I finally found my voice. “What are you talking about? I’m not a New Human.”

      “Yes. Yes, you are. It’s the way you lot walk, the way you look at everything around you. Like predators. Never lowering your head. Like you’re better than us.”

      “I assure you, I am not a New Human. Even if I was, why would you want to do something so... inhumane?”

      “The way you talk—you ain’t from around here. Whoever you are, you’re a long way from home. It doesn’t matter if we’re wrong anyway, the black market for human organs is just as good. Although we won’t make as much.”

      They got closer and I knew no matter what I said, it would fall on deaf ears, but I had to try. I didn’t want to harm these people. They were just hungry and desperate, trying to do whatever they could to survive.

      “What about Maurice?”

      “Fuck Maurice! The money I make from you, I can have him killed twice over. Now, baby, we can make this as painless as you allow it to be. You don’t need to fight. A little cut on the neck and it’ll be all over, sweetness.”

      The circle was closing in around me. Damn. There was nothing I could do. If I wanted to survive, I would have to attack. I hated violence.

      I shifted my body low and shot forward with a blast of speed. It took them by surprise as my fist connected with a cheek, snapping the owner’s head around. Before he had time to fall to the floor, I had elbowed another in the throat and popped someone else’s knee out of its socket. Screams bounced from wall to wall as I moved and ducked wild punches.

      They fought like hungry Jungle wolves, with no fear and nothing to lose.

      Another fell to a blow to the throat as Crystal screamed for them to get me. Wherever I looked more limbs and weapons were trying their best to do damage. They had planned their attack well, using an enclosed space to limit my movement.

      A knife swept past my face and I slapped the arm away, causing the knife to embed itself into the person’s chest next to me. Blood squirted out of the wound landing on my face.

      I gritted my teeth. I hoped he survived.

      Another two muscle-bound fools rushed me and I hip-tossed one onto the concrete on his head. A dull thud sounded as his head bounced on the ground twice. He didn’t get back up. Blood dribbled out of the corner of his mouth. The other tried to tackle me, but he should have known the strength of a New Human made normal men look like children. I shrugged him off and wrapped my hands around his head, driving my knee into his solar plexus. Winded, he clutched his stomach as I dropped my elbow on the back of his head.

      They may have been able to kill a normal New Human with superior numbers, but I was no normal New Human. Normal weapons wouldn’t work against me. They would need blades created with new-vibranium that carried the blue electric charge—

      I leapt back as a light blue flash skimmed the top of my head.

      Mouth open, I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Crystal wielded a knife that faintly resembled the weapon technology from Niko’s designs. The knife was crudely made and had the similar tell-tell signs of blue electricity coursing along its edge, but even I could tell it for the fake it was. The energy it tried to contain flickered and splattered making me more concerned for the wielder than myself.

      If it housed a similar energy core to the original design, then it was highly explosive. Only after years of trial and error did Niko install something of a safety feature to give the wielder enough of a warning if the core became too unstable.

      “Where did you get that?”

      Crystal looked at me and gave me another unhinged smile. “Don’t you know, baby, the black market is full of anti-New Human weapons. Us normals have to protect ourselves any way we can. What with you wired freaks trying to take over.”

      “No one is trying to take over. It is the World Government that is pushing this agenda of you vs us. Can’t you see? We all want peace. If we come together then things can be better. But we need to stop doing this. We need to stop fighting.”

      Her smile was gone, replaced by a faraway look tainted with sadness. “I’m tired of sucking dick. I’m just tired of it. Do you know what a sore-covered cock looks like?”

      I wanted to answer, but I didn’t know the right thing to say. So I spoke from the heart. “I just want the violence to stop.”

      “The universe, Holy One, is nothing but violence. I’m sorry, you seem like a nice boy, but you must die so I can have what I want.”

      She came towards me screaming at the top of her lungs, knife held above her head. The other members of her party gave her space as she hacked at me left and right.

      I evaded the strikes as best as I could, fearful of what the knife would do if it connected. The light flickered along its edge as it swept past my head and slammed against the wall behind me. Sparks illuminated the darkness, showing bloody footprints.

      She came at me again and missed, hitting the wall once more.

      I winced. “Listen to me! Stop and listen, will you. That weapon is not stable. The real thing took years of trial and error to stabilise so it did not explode. I’m no expert, but that thing is going to blow any minute. Get rid of it.”

      Worry overrode the look of greed on the faces of the men she was with as she looked at it closely. “Maybe he’s right Cris. I don’t want to die for—”

      “Shut the fuck up, Darell. I ain’t come this far to pussy out. I’m getting what’s mine one way or another, and you bitches can either help me or fuck off.”

      “You don’t have to be like that Cris. I was only—”

      Her hand shot forward and the knife sank up to the hilt in Darell's chest. Eyes filled with pain, he tried to grab the weapon but she had already pulled it out. He took a step forward but his legs gave out and he collapsed at her feet.

      “Any other fucker have anything to say? No? Good. Then, let’s finish this shit and….” The light along the edge of the knife flickered on and off twice before finally dying.

      Crystal brought the weapon up to her face and slapped it. “What is wrong with this—”

      She never got to finish her sentence as the explosion the knife created blew her to pieces, lifting me off my feet and throwing me backwards into darkness.
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      The dark streets of Paradise Lost were how I always remembered them.

      Bloodstained. Desperate. Hungry. Venomous.

      One wrong move and you could end up dead or worse. These people, no matter how hard I tried, just didn’t want to improve their lot in life. They had become accustomed to a life of crime and they saw no other way out of it than to keep on stepping on their neighbours until they got out of the shit that they were in.

      Jacket filled with holes, hood covering my head, scarf around my neck and mouth, I kept my head low and my shoulders slumped as I manoeuvred my way through Paradise’s streets.

      The smell of human decay either through drugs or bad hygiene filled the air. It was a smell I had gotten used to when I lived here, but now the very scent triggered my immune system into overdrive. How had I lived here for so long and never noticed it before?

      Shaking my head, I kept it low and it wasn’t long before my feet brought me to a place I hadn’t visited since Kushim was a baby. It still looked the same, apart from a few key details. Rubble covered with graffiti took up a space that once housed the greatest hotel in the borough. I continued to walk up to it and read the messages.

      The Witch is Dead!

      May her ashes forever burn in the pits of hell.

      It couldn’t have happened to a nicer person.

      And my personal favourite. Call this number for sex.

      I walked over the rubble, being careful where I placed my feet as it shifted under me, until I found the spot I was looking for. I couldn’t be sure as I looked around me for some point of reference, as everything was flattened until you got to new buildings that hadn’t been there the last time I was here.

      Closing my eyes I took it in.

      I remembered his face as if I had seen it yesterday. Dark skin glistening with sweat, gun target just above his temple and tinted shades no matter what time of the day and never the same colour two days in a row. I sighed; how I missed my friend, captain and mentor.

      If he were here now, then I could ask for his advice, ask what I should do with a wayward son who didn’t want to listen, a wife who had become a queen to be feared and a people crying for action and violence when it wasn’t too long ago I was burying people I loved.

      “What would you do, my friend? What would you do…”

      I knew the answer even before the last words left my mouth. José Battle would do what he always did. Do what paid the best and meant the least risk for him and his crew. Life was simple when you only had four crew members to deal with and worry about, a lot harder when a nation—empire—listened to your every word and watched your every action.

      Repeatedly over the years, I asked myself the same question time and time again. How did I get here?

      An office worker who just wanted a family who were safe and happy. That was all I wanted over the years. A peaceful place to live and watch my son grow up and maybe one day play with my grandkids. I didn’t have dreams of ruling an empire or conquering nations, yet fate’s tricky hand kept on placing me in situations that—

      I frowned.

      Four. Coming towards me in a box-like formation so they cut off all means of escape. From their stealthy approach they were hired hitmen or elite soldiers.

      I’d wondered when the predators of this borough would show their teeth.

      Coming away from the spot I stood on, I walked casually away with my hands in my pockets. I whistled a tuneless song as they grew closer. They were good. Even with my advanced hearing, I could barely detect their movements. They timed their footsteps in time with mine so they were harder to detect.

      I didn’t want to make the first move and attack. They could just want to talk.

      Still walking at a leisurely pace, I spotted the first one out of the corner of my eye but kept on moving. The others had now worked their way behind me. I paid them no attention as their leader closed the distance between us. I came to a gradual stop and took in the young man before me, who was a handful of years older than Kushim.

      Of Asian descent, his dyed golden hair flickered back and forth in the breeze as he pulled on the sleeves of his tailored black suit. Golden tie matched the hair along with two golden canines that caught the light of the fading sun.

      Hands placed one on top of the other in front of him, he watched me like a dog trying to size up my position in the pack.

      “Name’s John Lee.”

      Why does that last name sound so familiar?

      “You dealt with my uncle some time back. He went by Mr Lee.”

      A mouth full of diamonds blinded me as the memory of Mr Lee’s face came to the surface. Mr Lee. That slimy, double-crossing asshole. A man who was responsible in a roundabout way for José’s death. I didn’t have time for this.

      “What do you want?”

      “Direct. Straight to the point. I like that. A man who knows what he wants. Maybe that is why you achieved so much in such a short amount of time. I, like yourself, am a direct man, so let me come out and say what I want. I want you out of my borough and—”

      “Fuck off.”

      His face twitched, but he kept his emotions under control. “I shall ignore your lack of disrespect—”

      “Listen, you little shit. I don’t have time for your silly games. I don’t have time for whatever silly gangster shakedown you think this is. This isn’t like the movies. You don’t get to make a grand speech, puff out your chest and we go back and forth in some witty—macho dialogue—banter—bullshit that you think looks and sounds cool.

      “No. This is how this goes. You act like you never saw me or know I even exist and you turn around and walk the other way. That way, we can both go about our day trouble-free.”

      His left eyebrow tried to jump off his forehead as his face swept through a variety of emotions.

      I walked forward and was about to pass him by when he placed a hand on my shoulder. His voice quivered with anger. “If you weren’t who you are, old man, then you would already be dead. I am not my foolish uncle. I—”

      “Your uncle would not attempt to bully or murder me with so few people at his back. He was many things, but a fool was not one of them. Only a foolish child with dreams of grandeur would attempt to do what you are doing here today.”

      “You think yourself so special, don’t you? Quinton Blake. The man who defeated some old dirty legends. But let me tell you this, old man, things were easier back in your day. Simpler. Now, because of you killing The Lady this borough is crazier than ever. I killed a man by the age of ten all because I had to survive. People think your word is law, but you only really control The Jungle and at a push The Floating City.

      “Everything else is… well, let’s just say it’s up for grabs.”

      I thought my days of dealing with petty gangster dickheads were over, but yet here I was again, dealing with a prick who wouldn’t get hard if I were the woman of his dreams.

      I turned the full weight of my attention on him. He took a few steps back. “So you’re the man to get shit done, are you?”

      “Yes, I am. I am the person who will control this borough and stop wired freaks like you pushing us out of our rightful home.”

      “Wired freaks?”

      “New Human scum.”

      “Ah.”

      “You see, I have to thank you for turning me into the monster—”

      My knee shot up and his stomach wrapped around my kneecap, causing a gush of wind to jet out of his mouth. He tried to move but my fist delivered an uppercut that took him off his feet and planted him on the ground.

      He rolled along the ground holding his broken nose as I stared down at him like a disappointed parent.

      His men stared at me, then back at him, unsure of what to do. “Kill—kill, Kill him!”

      They looked at each other unsure and it was all the time I needed to deliver blows to necks, stomachs and legs, dropping them next to their boss. One tried to pull out a handgun, but I stomped on his hand, crushing his fingers under my heel. The scream he let out forced the others to back up.

      Pulling the gun from mangled fingers, I held it before their eyes and twisted the metal until it became useless. I looked at each face holding eye contact. They were just kids. Stupid punks who might be killers, but they were still kids.

      “I want you dickheads to listen and I want you dickheads to listen well. If I see any of your faces again I’ll kill you, your friends, your family, even your fucking pets. I am a kind and passionate man, a man who turns away from violence, a man who gives someone as many chances as I can so they can get their shit together.

      “But that man is slowly being buried as he has to place his friends in the ground, because assholes like you never know when to walk away.

      “All I want is to live a peaceful life. That’s all I ever wanted. But fucking cunts like you keep on pushing me and pushing me until I allow the other guy from the basement to surface and he doesn’t care who he hurts or how many people he kills. He will destroy entire boroughs if he can. And do you want to know why?” I asked, crouching down so we were face to face.

      “It’s because he’s realised the secret to unlocking true peace is making sure anyone who’s ever opposed you is no longer around. Peace only comes to the last person standing with the biggest sword. So that is why, my little friends, I will not hesitate to turn this piece of shit borough into a wasteland if you ever step up to me again.”

      I walked through their ranks like the leader of a pack, not caring where my feet stepped. I had only been here a day and I was already hating this place more than ever.
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      I woke up coughing regret and smoke.

      My lungs burnt as they tried to suck in lungful after lungful of putrid air. The smell of my surroundings was worse now that everything was on fire. I tried to move and groaned as my body protested in pain.

      Everything hurt.

      I opened my eyes to see nothing but black smoke around me. Thick like a blackout curtain, it moved like the cloak of death.

      I laid my head back down. The ground was nice and cold. Comfortable.

      Why did I have to move?

      I felt my muscles relaxing as my breathing slowed and my eyes closed again. Ahh, bliss. Why did I try so hard to leave The Jungle? It was where I belonged. It was my home. I grew up there. People knew my actions better than I knew myself. I had tried to leave and look where it got me.

      On my back in human waste, covered in bruises and wounds.

      If I just lay down and waited all this would be over soon. Someone would find me, I would get taken back home and all would be forgiven. I just needed to close my eyes and...

      “Wake up, Monarch!”

      A familiar voice pulled me back from the land of sleep, but I didn’t want to know.

      “Wake your bitch ass up. No sleeping. Not yet. So much to do. So little time.”

      I mumbled something inaudible and was rewarded with a slap around the face that shook me to the core. I shot up to a seated position and got another slap to the face for my troubles.

      “I’m up. I’m up.”

      “Good. Because we need to get going. Scavengers will be here looking for scraps. And we all know what tasty scraps monarchs have.”

      I got up to my feet and grabbed her for support. Everything hurt. “Well, thanks to you I am penniless.”

      “Whose fault is that? Not coming prepared.”

      “Your fault! If it wasn’t for you running into the jungle then I wouldn’t be in this place, weaponless without food or money. Having to worry about—”

      She pulled me close and placed her finger on my lips. As I was about to argue she gave me a wide-eyed look.

      I paid attention.

      In the distance, I heard footsteps approaching. There were many people. Some dragged weapons on the ground. Others whispered amongst themselves.

      “Here come the vermin. Unless you want to become an exterminator I suggest we leave.”

      She pulled me along through the smoke and brick dust and as I looked over my shoulder, I thought I saw eyes peering at me through the darkness. They were red. They were unwavering. But most of all they focused on me and only me. I stumbled and Mariya caught me. When I looked back, the eyes had vanished, but the chill they sent down my spine remained.

      “I have a feeling that there are more than just scavengers roaming these streets.”

      “You felt it too,” was all she said, as we escaped to safety.
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      The journey back was filled with taking back alleys, doubling back on ourselves and crawling under fences and through holes until we found ourselves at the back of a building that looked like it needed to be knocked down and rebuilt.

      “This is where we shall stay for a few nights.”

      The stale smell of alcohol tickled my nostrils. “Is this...is this some kind of drinking establishment?”

      Mariya looked at me like I had spoken gibberish.

      “Is this a bar—pub—drinking hole?”

      “Somewhere to get so drunk you piss on yourself? Yes. Yes, it is. Now shut up and follow me.”

      The room, if you could call it that, had one bed with springs no doubt waiting to impale soft bodies, a bathroom with a bathtub ringed with limescale and mould and a toilet that gave off a smell that made me want to gag.

      I looked at the scene before me and shuddered.

      “You know, back home, we could wash in any spring or lake we wanted. The water was that clean.”

      “It ain’t here. Word of advice, shut your eyes, mouth and ringpiece when you take a shower.”

      I looked at her lost for words as she got undressed. My eyes followed the curves of her body and I only remembered what I was doing when she turned around and looked at me with a coy smile over her shoulder. Spinning on my heel, I faced the other way.

      “Aww, don’t be shy, Monarch. I was just about to put on a show.”

      Cheeks going red I was about to inspect the rest of the room when I realised there wasn’t much to inspect. I could take ten steps in any direction and I would hit a wall. The faint sound of a band playing filtered through the wooden floorboards.

      “What is this place, anyway?” I asked, trying to make small talk.

      “It’s a bar.”

      “Why did you pick here to stay of all places? Surely a hotel would be better.”

      “For sentimental reasons. This place is historic. It’s a place the famous Junk Yard Dogs used to drink at. It’s been destroyed more times than I can count, but it keeps on being rebuilt because it is as old as the borough itself.”

      Panic gripped my chest. “If this place is such a historic landmark, then my parents are bound to come here. We can’t be here. This will be one of the first places they look.”

      “Wrong!”

      “Keep your voice down.”

      “Stop being a pussy. No one will hear us, that’s why I got this room. If you know what I mean. Wink. Wink.”

      I bit back a sigh and threw my hands up in defeat.

      “Have you not heard the saying, hiding in plain sight? Well, that is what we are doing here. Hiding in plain sight. No one would think to look for us here. They would think us both stupid and mad.”

      “Stupid and mad,” I muttered. “I am not sure they’re wrong.”

      “I don’t see you doing anything to help. Apart from getting your ass kicked.”

      “I was helping someone. A woman. I offered to walk her back home and, well… things took a turn for the worse. It was a setup. She and her friends planned to kill me and harvest my body like they were dismantling a car. I… I did not know things like that happened.”

      “People have always harvested others for organs and sold them on the black market. But now it’s become a real problem for New Humans. Second and third generation New Humans born are being hunted and killed for their organs, just so people can see how they work. There are reports of the World Government placing bounties on New Human heads. Like bringing animal skins to market,” she spat.

      I didn’t know what to say. Hidden away in The Jungle, such things had never reached my ears. If my father knew about it, then he kept it a secret from all of us. Did Willis and Zizi know? Was that why there was so much tension between everyone? It made sense. I saw their point.

      If I was the figurehead for my people and I did nothing but hide away, I would be angry too. Angry enough to take the fight to them?

      “How long has this been going on for?”

      “As soon as the government became aware of us. The fears of WW3 still linger in their minds. They remember what AI humanoids did to billions. How helpless they were against those machines. So because of that, they are looking to wipe us out before we get a foothold in society. Spreading lies and propaganda about us.”

      “Wired freaks?”

      “Cute nickname the fleshbags call us.”

      “Maybe we shouldn’t call them fleshbags if we want them to understand us.”

      “Whose side you on, Monarch?”

      “The side of compassion and justice. If we want both sides to understand each other, then we can’t go down this route of ignorance. We must learn to—”

      Back still turned to her, I could hear the frustration in her voice. “Blah. Blah. Blah. Always with the pretty words.”

      “Words are the only way we can truly understand each other! Why am I the only one who can see that? When has violence ever solved anything? They fear us because of WW3, because of the actions of AI humanoids. If this thing continues, we are placing the burden of murder upon countless generations.”

      “Pretty words and things like compassion are only for those with full stomachs. I want to see how pretty your words are after three days of no food, with your enemy at your back wanting to kill you and skin you alive. All because you have a price on your head like some vermin they want to kill.”

      “If you want your enemy to understand you, then you must be better than they are, in all things.”

      I heard footsteps behind me and I couldn’t react in time as she grabbed my shoulders and span me around. She stood naked before me, but I didn’t lower my gaze as her eyes pinned my soul to the wall.

      “Sometimes, Monarch… you only understand someone after you see the colour of their blood. Sometimes you only respect someone after you both have tried to take each other’s lives. You see what people are really made of then—when their backs are against the wall and their piss and blood is running down their leg.

      “All the words in the universe can never give you that understanding.”

      I opened my mouth but found myself speechless. Giving me a nod, she walked towards the bathroom, hips swinging back and forth before stopping at its door and looking over her shoulder. “Now, how about you come and wash my back?”

      I opened my mouth again but still words failed me.

      “See. Sometimes words ain’t enough.”

      She walked into the bathroom and closed the door, leaving me feeling more of a fool than I ever had before.
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      The search for my son had proven fruitless.

      The only thing one of my men heard about was an explosion in one of the more troubled neighbourhoods of the borough, where a gang tried to attack a New Human. Puzzled by this, I asked why and was told it was for their body. Not only were the World Government and everyone in-between attacking us, but now it appeared New Humans were being hunted like animals to be killed and butchered, so they could be experimented on.

      Fae told me the news with a passive face, but I could see the rage boiling inside her all the same.

      I was thankful she had the foresight to tell me the news in confidence and not in front of our men. Morale was low and the last thing I needed was news of this spreading amongst my people. I knew it would only be a matter of time before it did, but that problem was for another day.

      I took a sip of my drink and lifted my head to the ceiling. The warmth of the rum trickled its way down, but it did little to calm my nerves. Sitting in the only back section of the bar I was in, dirty walls and creaking floorboards were the only things to keep me company. A handful of tables and chairs were spread out around me, but I occupied the only one, with Fae standing to attention at my back. Doors to the kitchens were positioned to my left, where serving staff came and topped up my drink.

      I ran my hands over the rough, chipped wood table in front of me that had seen better days. But then again, when was this building ever in pristine condition?

      I took another sip from my drink as footsteps bounced off the walls.

      The chair opposite scraped against the floor as someone took a seat. The floorboards under the chair groaned with the added weight as the sitter got themselves comfortable.

      I fixed my eyes on the man in front of me.

      Black face shaven smooth matched an equally shaved head that sat on top of a muscled neck. Wrinkles at the corner of his eyes spoke of someone of a similar age to me, the only difference being my body had stopped ageing as his continued. I expected to see scars on a man such as himself, but none were present. What gave away his experience in combat were the eyes.

      They spoke of horrors seen and horrors done.

      Hands calloused and worn with knuckles deformed from hitting things picked up the bottle of rum in front of us and he poured himself a drink. The gold signet ring he wore with the letter A stamped on the metal flashed in the light.

      He lifted his glass and I did the same, knocking them together.

      My hand was still aloft when another person walked through the doorway. I could feel Fae stiffen and I didn’t need to see her to know her hands had gone to her weapons.

      “My apologies. My apologies,” said a deep voice. “This is my…protector. He wanted to scout the area before he made his presence known.”

      “I am shocked a man of your background, Abdullah Aly, would need protecting.”

      “Time makes weak men of us all, Quinton Blake. Unless of course, you have a helping hand.”

      I smiled and looked at Abdullah’s protector. He oozed menace and bloodlust. He was covered from head to toe in a black protective body suit; I could see nothing of his skin, as black gloves also covered his hands. A black balaclava covered the head and face and form-fitting goggles with red lenses covered the eyes.

      He came to a stop behind Abdullah and took a posture similar to Fae’s. I couldn’t take my eyes off the man. I didn’t know why, but the feeling of bloodlust he gave off was overpowering. Like a trained attack dog begging to be let off its leash.

      “Helping hand,” I finally said, giving Abdullah my attention. “I guess you could call it that, although it wasn’t a helping hand I chose by choice. It was one forced upon me because of survival.”

      “Yes. Yes. I know your story well. It’s truly remarkable how a nobody like yourself turned it all around and became a somebody. The things you have achieved in your short life are truly amazing. That is why I wanted to meet you. To see for myself what I am facing.”

      “Facing?”

      “Yes, facing. Because eventually, our paths would cross.”

      “I am here to prevent that.”

      Abdullah chuckled. “Some things you can’t prevent. Like the passing of time or the inevitable rise of the sun.”

      “Most of my life I have been told what I can’t achieve. Never being able to walk again. Never seeing my son. Being too stupid or weak to defeat monsters that the World Government feared. Yet here I am. Defying all the odds.”

      “Yet here you are… indeed.”

      I took another drink and took in our current location. “You have done your research on me if you wanted to meet at this location. I haven’t been in The Office for decades. Not since the old crew were together. It still hasn’t changed. Still the same rundown shithole it always was. Although it would sadden Jerry to see what it's become.”

      “How could I not come and meet you at such a historic place? The Office. Plus, I wanted to see it with my own two eyes before it was gone.”

      “Oh. I didn’t know it was closing down.”

      He smiled. “Everything vanishes sooner or later, Mr Blake.”

      I sipped my drink but said nothing.

      “In regard to doing my research on you, it took little work on my part. Many governmental agencies have databases on you that would take weeks to review. You have become something of a folk hero amongst rebels and freedom fighters. They see you as an example of what they can achieve.”

      “I feel honoured,” I said sarcastically.

      “You should. Not many people get on my radar. And even less make the World Government ban any mention of you on public forums. Do you know you need a security clearance higher than mine to access your files? Even Alvis Bowman’s files were available to me.”

      “Again… I feel honoured.”

      “So I wanted to take this opportunity to see for myself who the great man is.”

      “I am nothing but a peaceful family man. A peaceful family man who desires nothing but peace.”

      He knocked back his drink and poured us both another. “And there lies the problem. The most dangerous people alive have been peaceful family men. I, myself, am a peaceful man.”

      I snorted.

      “Oh, don’t believe me? Only men of peace would go through what we have gone through to achieve it. Only men of peace know the blood and sacrifice it takes to truly bring a nation to peace. To stop the fighting—to stop the bloodshed. To bring happiness to people’s lives. This liberal nonsense about love and hugging each other only works if both parties respect and fear each other. If both parties are on a level playing field.

      “When one party has superior weaponry over the other, then there is this unspoken feeling of jealousy—mistrust—dread. Then you get fake smiles and lukewarm hugs and it isn’t long before that turns to underhanded tactics and assassinations.”

      “Bullshit!”

      We both turned to Fae, whose face had gone red. “What a fucking load of bullshit. Do you tell yourself all that shit in the mirror at night, so you can sleep? So the deaths of the innocent New Humans you hunt and murder don’t haunt you in your dreams? You are not a man of peace. Neither of you pricks are! You are blood merchants who have killed more people than I have taken shits, because it is what you two do. It is who you are. So stop trying to pretend this is anything but what it is.”

      I raised my eyebrow at Fae, but she wasn’t looking at me. Turning back to Abdullah, who had a mischievous smile on his face, I said. “I’m sorry for my… colleague’s outburst… I don’t run a tight enough ship, it appears.”

      “Oh, by no means .”He waved a hand. “She is right. Sometimes it takes a frustrated woman to talk about the elephant in the room.”

      “She is right though,” I said; “neither of us is as peaceful as we would like to believe, so let’s get down to business.”

      “There isn’t much to get down to, Mr Blake. What I said previously still stands. Peace can’t function when one party has superiority over the other. To put it bluntly, the New Humans are vastly superior to humans. They are faster—stronger—have better vision—hearing, and don’t appear to age. They are, in a lot of ways, the evolved version of us.

      “My job is to stop humans from becoming the next neanderthals.”

      I opened my mouth and closed it again.

      “Come now, Mr Blake—”

      “It’s Quinton.”

      “I prefer to keep business business. It makes it less personal.”

      “No matter how business you kept it, Mr Aly, a lot of people would still take a bullet to the head personally.”

      He shrugged. “As you wish,” he said.

      “As I was saying. What would you do if you were in my shoes? If your species were facing this threat?. If your family and future generations would have to deal with this New Human problem? Would you deal with it now and cut it off at the root before it grew unmanageable? Or would you allow it to grow wild and unchecked?”

      “But you are talking about a problem that isn’t there. New Humans are no threat to—”

      He pulled out a palm reader and slide it across the table. I turned it on to be greeted by the front page of a newspaper reporting on an assassination. The more I read of the report, the thinner my lips became, as an unwelcome weight grew in my stomach.

      “As you can see, Mr Blake, a president being killed on live television in front of billions is no small threat. I was told the person in question took out four teams of trained elite soldiers and the president’s bodyguards. Now it didn’t make galactic news because it’s a small nation on some backwater planet, but the right or, in your case, wrong people took notice.”

      “That is just one incident. You can’t—”

      “Oh no, please keep on scrolling.”

      I did as he asked and felt the weight in my stomach threaten to pull me down as I read one report after the next about political coups, bank robberies, space fleet thefts—and the list went on and on until I stopped at a picture I recognised.

      “Ah yes, I saved the best for last.”

      I stared at a blurry picture of Willis and Zizi, both standing in front of a burning compound. The compound had the initials of the World Government engraved on it as well as its flag, which was also aflame. In the background, lines of shackled people were being evacuated out of the building.

      I felt my teeth grind together as I held up the image for Fae to see. She said nothing as the look on my face said it all.

      “You speak of peace, Mr Blake, but your people made the first move.”

      “The actions of others are not mine to control.”

      “Yet it is the burden of every leader to try to. Most of what you saw at the beginning we could ignore, but the last image was the final straw. Even the great José Battle knew to keep away from the World Government’s property.”

      “That he did. That he did. So, where does this leave us now?”

      Abdullah went for the rum bottle on the table but found it empty. “Like I said, this was just a courtesy call. A courtesy call to a great opponent who I shall soon face on the battlefield. It is an old tradition where the two opposing warrior leaders would meet on the battlefield before the battle and share a drink. I am a man of tradition. Of the old ways.

      “So take this as me paying homage to the old ways.”

      I shook my head as a server walked in through the kitchen door with another bottle of rum on a tray.

      “There is no battlefield,” I said, irritated. “There is no war. We can discuss this—”

      “From what I can see, it is only you who believes there is no war. The actions of everyone else prove otherwise.”

      The server refilled both our glasses. With her hair down and her face lowered, I couldn’t see her face. Abdullah picked up his glass and smiled my way.

      This was not how this meeting was meant to go. I was meant to find my son, show this fool I was no threat and get back to my life of peace, but here I was facing an opponent who was all but readying the battleships to fire upon my land. The faces of José and Tuari lingered in my mind’s eye as my hand hovered before my glass. Take a deep breath. Control your emotions. Remember what you lost last time war came knocking on your door?

      “Can we not resolve this—”

      “There is nothing to resolve, father of Monarch,” said the serving woman as she pulled a pistol from her clothes. “The devil is not to be negotiated with.”

      She pulled the trigger causing smoke and chaos to fill the air.
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      I woke to find myself handcuffed to the bed by my hands and feet.

      To say I was surprised would be a lie. I had been waiting for her to do something like this. I just didn’t know when. With a laboured sigh, I scanned the room to see if any of her belongings were around. They weren’t. Which told me she wasn’t returning. I looked for anything of use by which I could free myself, but the longer I searched the room, the further my hopes were dashed.

      I gritted my teeth in frustration as panic set in. I tried to shake myself free, but couldn’t. I felt helpless.

      Helpless and stupid.

      Why did I trust her? Why would I fall asleep? Idiot. I hadn’t meant to, but I was so tired and beat up after dealing with Crystal and her goons and the explosion that followed, that I just needed to rest. So despite my best efforts, I showered and lay on the bed while I watched Mariya comb her hair.

      I found it peaceful, just watching her untangle her locks.

      We didn’t talk, we just allowed the peace to embrace us and before I knew it, I had fallen asleep like an idiot.

      Now I was handcuffed to the bed for my troubles.

      I pulled and yanked my limbs as hard as I could, but the links of the cuffs wouldn’t break. I strained with everything I had until I exhausted myself. As exhaustion crept in so did the panic. What the fuck was I going to do? What if I stayed here forever and no one found me?

      What if? What if? What if—

      I gave myself a mental slap and calmed my breathing down.

      First things first. What was securing me to the bed?

      I knew being a New Human I could bend bars like they were made out of putty, but whatever these handcuffs were made of I just couldn’t bend them.

      Giving it one more try, I remained where I was.

      There was only one thing for it. As embarrassing as it was going to be, I needed to make as much noise as possible and call for help.

      Twenty minutes later, my door finally opened and a cleaner poked her head through the door. She took one look at me, rolled her eyes, and went to close the door.

      “Wait. Wait. Wait!”

      The door opened back up and she leaned against the doorframe and pulled a cigarette from a packet hidden in her bra. Placing the packet back, she placed the cigarette between lips that looked like they had soaked in the bath for a hundred years and lit it.

      The cherry red end burnt bright and true as she sucked on the other end until it was halfway burnt through.

      A cloud of smoke obstructed her head while eyes the colour of steel pierced the smoke and looked through me.

      “Err. Hello, my good lady—”

      “I ain’t no lady.”

      “Madam?”

      “I ain’t one of those neither.”

      I looked at her lost for words.

      “Name’s Brenda.”

      “Brenda, as you can clearly see, I have been... shackled against my will by one of my friends as a joke. A practical joke, but a joke nevertheless. If you would be so kind as to unshackle me, then I shall forever be in your debt.”

      “You ain’t from around here, are you?”

      “Why does everyone say that?”

      “It’s the voice. Too clean. Too proper. No grit or dirt on it.”

      “I see. Anyway, as interesting as that may be, could you see it in your heart to help me?”

      “What’s in it for me?”

      “Err...”

      “Do you know how many fucktards like yourself I have to unshackle, unglue, or in one case, defeather?”

      “Common occurrence, is it?”

      “More than you think. Especially when fine fellows such as yourself owe someone money.”

      “I can assure you I owe no one money. My friend did this prank because she thought it was funny.”

      “A regular joker is she?”

      “You have no idea.”

      “As I said—” she began to say, but a hacking cough that sounded like a bone rattle made her pound her chest. “As I said, what’s in it for me?”

      “Look, I have no money on me, but I always pay my debts and I can guarantee I shall be in your debt once I am free.”

      “Why should I care if you are in my debt or not? What makes you so special? What makes you different compared to all the other asswipes I see pass through here?”

      I closed my eyes and gritted my teeth. If I wanted to get out of here and get out of here soon, then I would need to sell myself. It was something I hated. I always preferred going under the radar, but as my father always told me, that wasn’t a luxury people born in my position had.

      “Brenda, my name is Kushim Blake and I assure you on my name that I always pay my debts in full. This tale will be something you tell your children and grandchildren on your deathbed. The day you found the great Kushim Blake at your mercy and you and only you could save him.”

      She looked at me sideways and blew smoke out the corner of her mouth. “Not bad, kid. Not bad. The delivery and speech needs work, but the sentiment was there. If you are even half the person you think you are, then I’m looking forward to the day I can come and collect.”

      She walked over to me and looked at the handcuff that secured my right ankle to the bed. Twisting the cuff this way and that, she pulled a hairpin from her hair.

      “Thank you. I don’t think that will work. You may have to find the keys. If they are not here, then I’m afraid you’ll have to resort to cutting through the—”

      My foot dropped on the bed forcing my mouth to hang open. She span the handcuff around her finger and gave me a smirk. “You were saying?”

      “How—how did you do that?”

      “You ain’t from around here, are you? If you were, you’d know that you learn to pick a lock before you can run.” She unlocked the one connected to my right hand and allowed me to bring it to my face. “These are like no handcuffs I’ve ever seen. The metal they’re made from isn’t common. But the lock isn’t worth a piece of shit.”

      I brought the handcuff to my face and couldn’t believe what I was seeing. They were made of new-vibranium. The same metal Niko used for her weapons. No wonder I couldn’t break out of them. If there were weapons on the market you could buy like Crystal used against me, as well as things like these handcuffs, then the danger to New Humans was greater than I thought.

      But it made sense, didn’t it?

      If humanity saw something as a threat, their first response was to create weapons to keep that perceived threat at bay.

      “You’re all free to go.”

      I rubbed some feeling back into my wrists and got up off the bed. “Thank you again for—”

      The unmistakable sound of a gunshot echoed below us, causing both of us to stare at each other frozen. She wouldn’t? Of course, she would, you idiot! Why do you think she chose this room in the first place?

      Spinning on my heel, I ran for the door but a shout from behind me stopped me.

      “You’ve got no clothes on! You damn fool.”

      I looked down at myself and wanted to blush, but there wasn’t enough time. I did a brief scan for my clothes and clenched my fist. The little bit— she’d gotten rid of all my clothes. Throwing my hands up in the air in frustration, I grabbed the only thing I could find, the gone-off grey bed sheet, that was once white, and wrapped it around me like a toga.

      The noise downstairs only amplified as the seconds ticked past. “Again, thank you for everything and I’ll remember this!” I said as I rushed down the stairs, hoping I’d live long enough to repay my debt.
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      Fae pulled me back from the table but my eyes never left Abdullah or more precisely his bodyguard.

      The man looked like he shifted through time. Like a video editor deleting frames from a video shoot. One minute he was behind Abdullah, the next he was in front of him, sword sliding out of the back of his hand deflecting the bullet meant for his boss’s heart.

      It was amazing to see. The only person I had seen move that fast was Poppy and maybe Kushim. It was otherworldly, but it told me one very important fact: Abdullah used New Humans to protect him.

      The serving girl cursed and leapt back as she fired again and again, each time bullets being deflected by Abdullah’s Protector.

      As her hair came away from her face, it was only then that I realised who the attacker was, Mariya. The wild woman who my son had run after. If she was here then my son wouldn’t be far behind. She would know where he was.

      Abdullah’s Protector leapt towards her, swords dancing for her neck.

      I needed to take her in alive otherwise I would never find out where my son was.

      I was looking to jump into the fray, but Fae held me back as Mariya pulled out a spear. The spear was one of ours.

      She attacked high and low as Abdullah’s Protector defended himself. It was beautiful to behold. The man fought like he was dancing as he span—pivoted—and blocked each of her attacks with a love and passion I had rarely seen in combat. One could get lost in his movements just watching him. Sparks flew as he deflected a strike aimed for his head and span in the air, delivering a kick to Mariya’s midsection.

      The strike doubled her over and a knee aimed for her face missed her by inches.

      Straightening back up, she grunted in annoyance and went on the attack again.

      Fae tugged on my arm. “Come on, let’s get the fuck out of here.”

      But I wasn’t listening, I was watching Abdullah. The man hadn’t left his seat since the attack began. Still sitting where we left him, he pulled a hip flask from his breast pocket and took a drink from it. Legs crossed one over the other, he looked like he was waiting for a play to start, instead of witnessing a fight. There was no concern on his face, his body held no tension. He sipped his flask and caught my eye with a wink as his attention returned to the scene in front of him.

      Here was a man who trusted in the ability of his bodyguard.

      Mariya cried out again as she was struck with a kick to the legs that nearly took her off her feet. She went in again for another attack, but Abdullah’s Protector blocked her spear thrust with both his blades in an X formation. More sparks flew as metal ground on metal, but the spear point stopped just short of the tip of his nose.

      Mariya grunted in frustration as she tried to drive the spear forward but it didn’t move.

      With a flick of his hands, Abdullah’s Protector threw the spear into the air, wrenching it from her hands. The spear clattered to the floor, but Mariya’s eyes were only on one thing. Her target. With a feral growl, her nails extended like metal claws and she rushed in low.

      Hands slicing from left to right, she tried to cut her opponent but he was always one move ahead of her.

      Her problem was simple. She fought with emotion.

      Anger clouded her every decision and made her movements clear to see. Her body was rigid. There was no fluidity to her attacks. Her opponent could see them coming and it took no effort for him to dodge them. Because she fought with emotion and wasn’t relaxed, the toll of the fight was affecting her quicker. Her chest rose and fell as fatigue set in.

      Everyone thought New Humans were immune to things like fatigue, but they weren’t humanoid AIs like Poppy.

      They were only part machine.

      Things like fatigue still played a part, although it took a lot more work to get them to tire themselves out.

      Mariya took another blow to the face and I could see the writing on the wall. This would be over in the next set of moves.

      Abdullah’s Protector elbowed her in the nose causing it to leak blood. The blow staggered her back. She tried to take a step forward, but two calf kicks had her limping backwards.

      She looked over his shoulder at Abdullah, who raised his flask at her. Scowl descending upon her face, she rushed forward.

      It would be the last mistake she would make.

      Abdullah’s Protector blocked the two strikes she sent for his face and stabbed her just below the collarbone. Blade sinking deep, she didn’t cry out in pain, instead she gritted her teeth and latched onto his arm with her metal nails. The move took him by surprise and he tried to pull his arm away but couldn’t.

      Her nails sank deeper into his forearm causing blood to splatter on the wood floor.

      “Your move, pussy,” she snarled.

      He made a tutting sound and placed his boot on her stomach, kicking her away like she was an unwanted gift. The blow lifted her off her feet, where she landed in a heap on the floor, but not before ripping off the sleeve of his combat uniform.

      She looked up and gasped as she pointed a shaking finger at the exposed arm. It was something horrific to behold. The skin of the forearm looked like scarred warped old leather. I had never seen skin like it but Mariya must have recognised its owner because she gasped, “You.”

      Abdullah’s Protector looked over his shoulder to his master, who gave him a single nod.

      It was all he needed as he turned his attention to Mariya and charged.

      Shit. I needed this woman. I needed her alive.

      Mariya tried to get up but her leg gave out on her and she fell back down. Seeing his opportunity, her opponent leapt into the air and went in for the kill.

      Everything happened in slow motion as I shrugged Fae’s hold off me and went to engage. I needed her alive. I needed her alive. I needed her al—one of the far doors exploded off its hinges, causing bits of rotten wood to fly into the room.

      Everyone’s attention turned to the new intrusion.

      I felt my mouth drop open as I saw who came towards us. I couldn’t believe my eyes. What the hell was he wearing?

      Kushim thundered towards Abdullah’s Protector, eyes narrowed. Picking up Mariya’s dropped spear, he did a forward roll and blocked the Protector’s downward strike. Sparks flew into the air as he pressed his advantage but the spear didn’t move.

      Kushim looked down at Mariya’s bleeding form and his demeanour changed. Fuck I knew that look. I perfected that look. The little shit was going to do something heroic and stupid.

      Face set, Kushim flicked his spear up into the air and went on the attack.

      He moved with a speed I never knew he had. Spear darting in and out he probed his opponent with attacks trying to find any weakness he could. His opponent took unwilling step after unwilling step back, as the Protector tried his best to stand his ground.

      It was a losing battle.

      Kushim attacked high and low twirling the spear around his body like an extra limb. The spear whistled as it skimmed past its target’s head.

      Abdullah’s expression had changed. He tried to hide it, but I could see the concern on his face appear underneath the cracks of his mask. Bringing his wrist to his mouth, he spoke into the computer attached to it. Shit. Whoever he was speaking to could only mean trouble for us.

      I wasn’t the only one who noticed his change of demeanour. A smile belonging to a predator emerged on Mariya’s lips as she got to her feet. Abdullah noticed her too and got up from the table and walked to the exit. I needed to end this now. I needed to talk to him so he could see that we were no threat to him and we could resolve this peacefully.

      Mariya walked past me and Fae grabbed her, reading my mind. I gave Fae a nod of thanks as Mariya struggled in her grip.

      “Get off me!”

      “Not on your life, darling,” purred Fae.

      The fighting continued in earnest until Kushim knocked the Protector’s hands askew and went for his neck. It was going to be a killing blow, but he wouldn’t come out of the exchange without taking damage himself.

      “Kushim. Enough!”

      The blade of Kushim’s spear stopped at the Protector’s neck, halting all movement in the room. Kushim looked at me shocked, but I pointed down to his stomach. He looked down and his eyes went wide as he saw his opponent’s blade resting on his stomach. Kushim would have killed the man, but not before taking in a gut full of metal himself.

      “I suggest you call off your attack dog, Mr Aly, before he gets put down,” I said.

      “By your son?”

      “By me.”

      Abdullah Aly emptied his flask down his throat before putting it away. “I’m afraid I can’t do that, Mr Blake. You see, Miss Mariya here is wanted for multiple crimes against the World Government. Crimes such as murder and arson. I—”

      “I’ve done nothing but kill monsters who murder innocent people because of who they are. Helpless victims who never had a say in how they were born. You are nothing—”

      “I! I am a servant of the World Government. A servant of peace. Like I’ve already told you, Mr Blake, they have tasked me to get rid of this threat that will soon plague humanity. New Humans are no different from viruses. The plague. They are not natural. Created. They are a slap in the face to Mother Nature.”

      I shook my head. “You can’t surely believe that?”

      “For a man who lives in a place called The Jungle, with people who believe in the ways of Mother Nature and everything natural, how can you not believe that?”

      I opened my mouth and then closed it again. He had a point. I hated to admit it to myself after everything I’ve been through, but he was right. If I hadn’t released Alvis from his prison, New Humans wouldn’t exist. The loss of life that happened since then weighed heavy on my soul. I couldn’t shake it. I knew the millions whose lives it had affected either by being turned into New Humans or being affected by New Humans was my fault.

      Millions—billions of lives all changed because of my actions.

      And here we were again on the verge of a catastrophic series of events that could very well spill into the lives of trillions.

      Part of that was why I was so against this war.

      “No. New Humans are not here because of natural selection. You are right. But technology and innovation have always been part of humanity. From cavemen hunting with sticks to the invention of the internet. It was only a matter of time till we incorporated technology inside our bodies.

      “To stop that process... maybe is a crime against nature itself.”

      Abdullah regarded me as he allowed my words to sink in, about to say something himself, I heard noises outside.

      Voices raised. The sound of boots on the ground.

      Fae placed a finger to her ear while our men told her what was happening. She looked at me and mouthed, “Time to go.”

      More shouting came from outside, then the sound of gunfire. I don’t know who fired first, but it was the match needed on the kindling outside.

      A chorus of gunfire sounded as Abdullah Aly’s men rushed through the open door, guns drawn.

      Fae let go of Mariya and stepped in front of me, spear extended.

      “We can still resolve—”

      “Mr Blake—Quinton. You and I both know how this was ever going to go. Why fool ourselves that it would have gone any differently?”

      “Because... because... because my past—our past—has been one of blood. One of violence. And it would be nice to leave a legacy where it was more than that. Where we left the next generation with more than just the best ways to kill a person.

      “My debts, Mr Aly, are heavy enough as it is. I don’t know about you but I don’t think I can carry any more.”

      “That is the curse we must bear. We are destructive forces. I have accepted that. Why haven’t you?”

      I sighed. “So that’s it?”

      “Yes. I only came here to talk, but how lucky am I that I have stumbled upon two wanted New Human criminals.”

      My brow furrowed until realisation dawned on me. I looked at Kushim, who was still stalemated with his opponent.

      “Not only am I able to take the great Mariya into custody, but also Kushim Blake. The prince many see as the heir to the New Human throne. What a shame he assaulted one of my—“

      I laughed. I couldn’t help it. It came up from my stomach and rolled out of my mouth like thunder.

      Abdullah looked at me like I was crazy.

      “You think... you think...” I rested my hands on my knees laughing, while the room watched me. I slapped my palms against my knees as it came out of me in waves. Finally subsiding, I rose back to my feet and wiped my eyes.

      My voice turned to steel. Hard and sharp. “You think you can come to my planet and take my only son?” I walked towards him, my feet echoing on the floorboards.

      “It’s not something I think. It’s something I—”

      I stopped in front of him and backhanded him in the face. The sound echoed around the room quickly followed by the sound of guns being raised and pointed toward me.

      They were all in shock, but none more so than Abdullah.

      The cheek I had hit darkened as he slowly narrowed his eyes my way. He went to speak but I spoke over him.

      “Listen to me, you pissant. I am Quinton Blake. A man who killed Alvis Bowman when it took the whole might of the World Government to just imprison him. A man who conquered this planet when the most ruthless thugs could barely keep their own borough under control. I freed a people. Made the most dangerous woman whoever existed fall in love with me; created my son, the first of his kind. I did all that and so much more and you stand here before me and dictate to me—to me! What you are going to do?”

      I covered the distance so we were nose to nose. “Let me tell you what is going to happen. You’re going to take your little toy soldiers and you’re going to get the fuck out of my face. You’re going to leave this borough and this planet because if I ever see you again, I am going to kill you and everyone with you. I do not care who you work for, the World Government—Mercenary Bloc—Buddha himself. If I see you again, I will kill you.

      “Do I make myself clear?”

      Abdullah cleared his throat then chuckled. “And what if I don’t? Leave, that is?”

      Another set of footsteps sounded throughout the room, causing us all to turn our heads. “Because if you don’t,” said Poppy, “you’ll find out how truly fearsome a mother can be.”
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      Quinton

      

      Fuck a duck!

      My stomach dropped as I saw my wife thunder into the room. Why was she here? How did she find out about this?

      I made eye contact with Kushim, who had the same expression on his face as I did. We both knew how much trouble we were in, but now wasn’t the time to acknowledge it. We had bigger things to deal with.

      Abdullah turned to Poppy and took a step back. Even he could sense the danger he was in.

      “Ah, Miss Poppy Palmer, or is it Poppy Blake now?” said Abdullah.

      Poppy ignored him and walked up to me, head held high, shoulders back. All eyes were on her but she acted like they didn’t exist. Coming to a stop in front of me, she looked me over before doing the same to Kushim. “Are you both OK?”

      We gave her a nod.

      “Good. We’ll discuss this later.”

      Both my son and I withheld a groan. We hated one of her talks.

      She looked over her shoulder at Abdullah. “I thought my husband told you to leave?”

      Abdullah smiled. “You both are making a mistake. If you simply give me Mariya now, then I will overlook the issue with your son. I may even be able to talk to the World Government and inform them that this little planet is of no risk to them and they should ignore it. It’s the best offer you’ll ever get.”

      “And all we’ll have to do,” said Poppy, “is give her to you?”

      “Her and a few other members of your party. Willis, Zizi…”

      “That’s it?”

      “Plus, you may need to sign a contract or agreement saying that you shall take no action against the World Government or any of its allies—”

      I had heard enough.

      I took out the concealed spear I had on my person and extended it to its full length and took centre stage in the room. I twirled the weapon slowly and span it faster and faster. All eyes were on it as my smile grew wider with each passing second.

      Abdullah’s jaw tensed as he looked me in the eye and saw no fear held there. Turning to his men behind him, then to his Protector, he gave me a curt nod and said. “So be it.”

      They walked out the same way they came, but Abdullah stopped at the doorway and looked back at me.

      “I had my doubts. I had my doubts. But I can see why so many people fear you. It shall be my greatest pride and joy toppling your empire. Until we meet again on the battlefield.”

      “Be careful what you wish for.”
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      Quinton

      

      The atmosphere onboard the ship was frosty. Hell, that was like saying below zero was cold.

      We all sat onboard a small ship that was taking us back to The Jungle.

      The only sound heard was the rumble from the ship’s engines. I watched a loose bolt shake back and forth.

      Kushim sat next to me with Poppy sat opposite us. She hadn’t said a word to either of us. Kushim caught my attention out of the corner of his eye and I tried my best to communicate to him to not say a word. He bit his lip as his eyes darted to his mother.

      I knew Poppy. I knew Poppy better than anyone alive. She was the love and joy of my life, yet there was a slight possibility that if either of us said anything, she would torture me slowly while telling me everything I had done wrong as only a wife could, before finally putting me out of my misery.

      She was angrier than I had seen her in a long time. Her eyes bored into the both of us while she clenched and unclenched her hands. She muttered under her breath and every so often I would catch the odd, idiot, stupid, like having two children, before she would go back to muttering again.

      I saw Kushim open his mouth and my hand flew to his knee and squeezed as Poppy’s head snapped to him. Her nostrils flared as her eyes narrowed. Kushim slowly closed his mouth and smiled at her.

      She gave a dismissive snort.

      “Well, how fun is this? Reminds me how lucky I am to not have family.”

      I turned my head to Mariya, who sat away from us with her hands and feet shackled. Fae sat in the seat next to her, pretending to sleep. Fae snorted loudly and made ridiculous sleeping noises as I looked her way.

      Mariya winked at me and continued. “Gotta thank you again for saving my behind. Thought I had that Abdullah bastard, but how wrong I was. Didn’t know he employed him.

      “Thought I had seen the last of him when I left that place,” she said in a small voice.

      “Do you know him? The masked guy all covered up?” asked Kushim, which got him a stare from his mother.

      “Yeah. Memory long past. Things I tried to forget.”

      No one said anything as she looked to her feet lost in thought.

      I thought back to our encounter with Abdullah and tapped my chin. For a man who wanted to wipe New Humans off the map, it was interesting that he employed them in his service. But maybe... maybe he didn’t have a choice. Maybe it was the World Government that wanted to bring New Humans into their ranks.

      What was the saying? Set a thief to catch a thief.

      If the World Government were using New Humans against us, then we had a greater problem than I first thought.

      Not only did we have to protect our own, but we also had to fight them too. I know during the war with Alvis, New Human fought New Human, but our opponents did not have a choice in the matter. They were helpless slaves. Now though, our wired brothers and sisters fought against us for profit or whatever promises the World Government offered them.

      “What do we do now?” Kushim asked.

      I looked at the boy like he was stupid as his mother stared at me. He never knew when to keep his mouth shut. He always had an inquisitive mind.

      I said nothing as I closed my eyes against Poppy’s gaze. But Kushim continued. “We should discuss the current attacks on the New Humans. They are being hunted—”

      “Kushim! Not now,” I snapped.

      “But—”

      “Not. Now.”

      “Then when? I have as much right to discuss what is happening to our people as you and Mum.”

      “You may do, but it seems you still haven’t learnt the right time to do so. As a leader, you must learn the right time and place to discuss things, and right now isn’t one of those times. Reading the room is as great a strength as any other quality a leader must have.”

      “That’s—I know what that means. Once we land, you are going to hide me away again because you don’t think I know about the outside world, but I do. I’ve seen and experienced things—”

      My eyes snapped open and I stared at him. “You have? Oh, great and travelled wise man. Tell me what you know then. Tell me the things you’ve seen.”

      “I know our people need us. I know they are being hunted for their organs and limbs like animals. I know you don’t care about them.”

      “That’s not—”

      “You only care about yourself!”

      “Do I! Really, Kushim? Do you know what I’ve been through to make sure you're alive? To make sure your mother could hold you in your arms? The things I’ve done as a person, the blood I’ve spilt all in the name of keeping you safe. Nightmares that I can’t shake no matter how many years have passed and you—you of all people think I only care about myself!”

      “Then why aren’t we helping? Why aren’t we doing something? Why aren’t—”

      “Because not every issue is our fight.”

      “Then what is the point of all this power?”

      “To keep you safe!”

      “I don’t need you to do that. I am a grown man.”

      “That’s enough. Both of you,” said Poppy.

      “No, Poppy. Let the big man speak. He and his crazy bitch girlfriend have all the answers, so let them enlighten us on how best to handle this situation. Since they did such a great job back at The Office.”

      “Hey,” said Mariya in a hurt voice, but we both ignored her.

      Kushim’s hands shook as he tried to get his words out. “We need to… we need to… we need to get our people together, rally them for our cause—their cause. Show them we need them as much as they need us, that what is happening to the New Humans off-world on other planets will soon happen here.

      “Hell, it is already happening here. People in Paradise Lost are hunting New Humans because they can sell their organs on the black market and get rich. It doesn’t take a genius to see that it won’t be long before humans from other boroughs come to The Jungle and The Floating City, the two boroughs with the largest New Human population. They will not attack and kidnap you or me, they will attack the old and young. The people who cannot defend themselves.

      “You can bury your head in the sand, father, and play happy families all you want, but this issue is on our doorstep now. We need to do something now. This isn’t going away. We have a duty to uphold, and if you won’t, then I will.”

      Part of me was furious with him, but a larger part was proud.

      Here was my flesh and blood thinking ten steps ahead. Thinking about the issue on a grander scale than I had yet to do. My thoughts were still small, still selfish. I was only thinking about how this would affect my family, not the countless others who I was in charge of, who looked to me as their protector.

      I looked at Poppy and saw that the same thoughts ran through her head.

      In the years to come, our son will become a leader that they speak about for generations, that will change the course of history as few others had. He is what the New Humans need. He and only he will bring them to the forefront of society. To get them accepted on the wider political stage. The World Government won’t know what hit them. I shared an initial smile with my wife as we both realised how proud we were of who our son had become, but we both knew he wasn’t ready yet. He wasn’t ready for the horrors he would face. The things he would have to overcome would change him forever.

      Would change him into someone I would no longer recognise. Once that happened, he would no longer be my baby boy, he would be someone different. A man who had faced his demons and overcome them, and I wasn’t ready for that to happen.

      He was still my boy and I would keep him safe and trauma-free for as long as possible. No matter what I would need to do.

      “Kushim—”

      “Don’t. Don’t say it.”

      “I love you, my boy. I love you and your mother like every father and husband should. We understand where you’re coming from, but it’s my duty to keep you safe and—”

      The ship lurched hard right.

      Everyone apart from Mariya, who was secured to her seat, fell forward. My head slammed into the metal edge of the chair in front of me, causing me to see stars.

      I tasted metal. I smelled acidic smoke.

      Head still spinning, I got Kushim to his chair and secured him in. He looked at me wide-eyed, but I didn’t have time to assure him as I went to check on Poppy. She shooed me away as she got to her feet.

      “What the fuck’s happened?” I asked Fae, who was securing herself to her chair.

      She placed a finger to her ear and tried to radio the pilots, but she gave me a shrug as she got no response.

      The ship shuddered again but this time my stomach lurched as it descended.

      Mariya tried to fight out of her restraints. “We’re going to crash. We’re going to crash. We’re going to—”

      “Shut up,” Poppy and I said, as we looked at each other and made our way toward the cockpit. What we saw filled our stomachs with dread.

      Both pilots were slumped over their controls

      The view out of the cockpit window was one of horror. We were slowly dipping downwards as smoke and flames poured from the left ship wing where one of the engines was.

      We rushed to the pilots and checked their pulses. Poppy gave me a shake of the head while I checked mine. They were both dead. Being human, the blows they had sustained from banging their heads on the consoles in front of them had caved in their skulls.

      The ship shuddered. I gripped the console in front of me as we dropped fast.

      “This is a two-person operated ship. I’ll need your help with landing it,” said Poppy.

      “You know how good my piloting skills are. Can’t you manage on your own? I may just make things worse.”

      “I’ll see what I can do. Luckily we still have the other engine so it shouldn’t—”

      We were thrown off our feet; I pulled myself up as the right engine under the wing exploded into flames. Poppy looked at me and gave me a hopeless shrug as she manoeuvred herself into one of the pilots’ seats. I did the same and turned on the intercom so my voice would travel throughout the ship.

      “Alright, ladies and gents, we’ve got good news and we’ve got bad news. The bad news is we are crashing.” I heard a wail from Mariya, but I continued on. “The good news is we have the best pilot on the planet onboard and me. So sit tight and enjoy the ride because as long as we get no other complications, everything should be—”

      “Quinton! We have company. Ship attacking us on our six.”

      “Fuck. This is bad,” I said and cussed when I realised everyone could see and hear me through the intercom. Switching it off, I gripped my controls and did as Poppy told me.

      We were free falling at a rapid rate. The ship wanted to twist and spin out of control, but we held it under control the best we could. I switched on the viewing cameras for the rear of the ship and saw a black ship following us. It fired sporadically as it tried to target us. Luckily for us, the free-falling nature of our ship made it next to impossible to predict our movements.

      Our ship shuddered as we dropped faster and faster.

      All I could see was green as trees from the jungle came into view. Laser fire from our enemies zipped past my window, causing me to jerk my controls away.

      “Keep it steady,” snapped Poppy.

      “There’s no need to take that tone.”

      She gave me a long sideways look. “You really want to do this now?”

      “Well, you’ve not spoken to me since—”

      “And why do you think that is, Quinton?”

      “I know how it looks but—”

      “So you didn’t lie to me about our son being in danger? Or the meeting you had with Abdullah? Or who knows how many other secrets and things you could be hiding from me?”

      Anger surging from my gut, I opened my mouth but jerked forward in my seat as it felt like someone had punched me in the back. I looked at the readings in front of me. “Shit. We’ve taken another hit. If we take another, we’ll be toast.”

      “Fire back.”

      “This thing is a luxury liner. The most it has is flares and smoke field deterrents.”

      “Why are we flying on this again?”

      “Because I sent our men ahead of us to The Jungle in fear of an attack from the World Government. I wanted to travel light and inconspicuous so we didn't draw attention.”

      “Great job on that.”

      I gave her the stink eye while my brain tried to work out a plan. We were now only a few thousand feet above the trees, but in no time at all, we would crash into green vegetation that could rip the ship in half.

      “Slow down our descent as best as you can,” I said. “I want the fuckers right up our asses. When I say now, I want you to pull us out of this dive and keep us as straight as you can.”

      She looked at me as if I was crazy, but did as I asked as the trees grew larger by the microsecond. I watched my rear cameras and held my nerve as our enemy got closer and closer and—“Now!”

      I released all flares and our smoke shields and watched as our pursuing enemy flew through a smoke shield that would belong in a nightclub. As the mini flares went off inside the smoke, our enemy didn’t know what hit them.

      We pulled up at the last minute and I watched as our pursuers kept on diving toward the ground. They tried to pull up at the last second, but their ship tore into trees that shredded their wings and ground them to a halt.

      Turning my attention back to our mess, I gulped as Poppy wrestled with the controls as we were about to smash into trees that were the size of buildings.

      “Everyone hold on! We’re—” was all I heard before all the lights went out and my body was thrown from side to side.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            28

          

        

      

    

    
      Kushim

      

      The seat harness kept me in my chair as I was tossed from side to side.

      I smelt blood. I tasted smoke. The vibrations through my chair rattled my bones as our ship came crashing down. It felt like the world’s unsafest ride as my organs shook against my insides, causing me to feel sick and nauseous. Someone cried out in the dark over the shaking of metal, but I couldn’t tell who.

      This was bad. Was this my fault? Did the World Government attack us because of my fight? If the people I loved died because of me—

      The world around me was lifted and slammed back down like we were inside a bouncy ball.

      I blacked in and out of consciousness.

      I felt helpless as the G force threatened to rip my head from my neck. Nearly biting off my tongue caused me to clamp my mouth shut as the ship bounced again and again until everything stopped.

      It happened so abruptly that it took me by surprise.

      One second there was chaos all around me, the next peace. I looked at the scene around me through blurry eyes and saw nothing but smoke and exposed wires. Waiting for my vision to focus, I tried my best to unbuckle myself from my chair, but my fingers wouldn’t work. The feeling was akin to trying to button up a shirt with numb fingers.

      Relax. Breathe. Relax.

      I took in a lungful of air and regretted it instantly as I inhaled smoke and coughed. Slapping my chest, eyes watering, I finally found the clasp to unclip myself from my seat. Flopping forward, I caught myself and rested my hands on my knees as I got my heartbeat under control. Wiping my eyes clear, I took in the surrounding scene properly.

      Metal panels had popped out of fittings. Wires hung exposed from ceiling tiles. I looked to my left and saw a gaping hole where part of the ship had been torn away. The jungle and its cries greeted me.

      I got to my feet and walked toward Fae and Mariya.

      Mariya groaned as I tapped her lightly on the cheek. Her eyes snapped open and she looked around her in panic. “It’s alright,” I said, holding my hands out to calm her down. “It’s alright. We crash landed, but you’re safe.”

      “Where are we?”

      “Not sure, somewhere in The Jungle.”

      “What happened?”

      “Someone attacked us. I’ll see what I can find out later. But first, we’ve got to get out of here.”

      I was unshackling her when Fae’s faint voice said, “No, don’t worry about me, you ungrateful fucker. I’m just the person who’s looked after you, your whole life. Taught you how to fight, so you stopped getting bullied. Taught you how to stop wetting the bed. Taught you how to kiss. Taught you how to treat a woman—”

      “Fae!”

      I looked over to see her sprawled dramatically over her chair. One eye open, she gave me a soft whimper that I wasn’t buying.

      She draped the back of her hand over her forehead and sighed. “Oh, oh, I can see the light. The white embrace of it is welcoming me to the great beyond. If only there was someone who cared enough to see to my injuries first, but alas, no such noble hero is forthcoming. Maybe if my breasts were perky and round like others, I wouldn’t be forgotten about. But I see now, my fate is to be left on the trash heap like so many older women before me.” She reached out a shaking arm. “Kushim? Dear Kushim? Where art thou? My vision is fading and—”

      “Alright. Alright,” I said, as I finished unbuckling Mariya from her chair and went to help Fae. She gave me a wink and a kiss on the cheek as I checked she was OK.

      After helping her up I went to check on my folks.

      The path to get to them through the ship was littered with overturned food trolleys and exposed wiring. Looking at the newly formed hole in the side of the ship, I went through it. The jungle heat pounded on my shoulder as I made my way along the ship. Bits of debris from the ship littered the terrain for a good mile behind me. You could follow our track through the jungle from the ugly scar that looked like a giant plough had raked through the earth.

      Climbing on the ship, I walked my way along its outside shell until I made my way to the outside of the cockpit and looked through the window.

      I swallowed the bout of panic trying to overwhelm me as I saw both my parents slumped forward in their seats.

      They weren’t moving. I couldn’t tell if they were breathing or not.

      Pressing my face against the windshield, I slammed my palm against the glass. My hand didn’t have time to lift off the glass before I had a sawn-off shotgun and a spear ready to discharge its electric load pointing at my face.

      I lifted my hands slowly off the windscreen. “Glad to see you’re both okay,” I mouthed.
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      We all gathered some distance away from the wreckage after gathering everything useful from the ship.

      I wiped the sweat from my brow as I twirled my spear in my hand. It was one of the few weapons found on the ship, along with some food rations and water, to keep us going.

      My father holstered his shotgun and looked around the group. “Right. I’m not too sure how far we are from the city but—”

      “We’re about a two-three days’ walk, maybe less if we jog.”

      Father looked at me in disbelief. “How do you—”

      “I’ve travelled through these parts when I was...”

      My mother looked at me with her hands on her hips.

      I sighed. “Remember all those sleepover nights—weekends — where I would stay with friends when I was younger?”

      They both looked at each other then me but said nothing.

      Fae burst out laughing. “You two never believed this little weirdo had friends, did you?”

      I gave Fae the stink eye and continued.

      “Well, I spent it travelling the jungle. Exploring our lands and getting to know it better.”

      “You had your first sleepover at twelve!” shouted Mum, as she looked at Dad as if it were his fault.

      “Yeah... that first trip was difficult. I remember getting lost, hiding from jungle wolves and nearly being eaten alive by a lost tribe.”

      My mother’s mouth dropped wider and wider with each passing second as Fae’s laughter caused animals in the underneath to scatter.

      I waved my mum’s concerns away. “Ah, don’t worry about the Guo-guo tribe. They used to be man-eaters but they’ve come around to my way of thinking and no longer eat strangers. Only their enemies. I know it doesn’t seem like much, but any progress is better than none.”

      My father face-palmed himself and spoke through his hand. “And you still go on these hiking trips?”

      “I have not been for a good couple of months. I find it helps clear my mind.”

      Fae snorted. “Yeah, more like you jerk yourself off in the brushes. You creep.”

      “What—I don’t—I wouldn’t—” I protected, but Fae’s laughter drowned me out.

      My father and mother looked at each other and withheld what they truly wanted to say and my father said, “Right. If Kushim is correct, we are less than a handful of days away from the city. All we know at this point is someone attacked us. We don’t know who. We don’t know why.”

      “Probably those World Government fuckers,” said Fae.

      “Probably,” continued my father, “but one thing I’ve learnt through all those years is that two and two don’t always equal four.”

      “Who else would attack us?” I asked.

      My father looked to the ground and tried to decide how much he wanted to say. But in the end he gave a noncommittal answer. “We have more enemies lurking in the shadows than you could know.”

      “Who—”

      “Power creates enemies,” said my mother, cutting me off.

      “Yeah, not to mention all my ex-lovers who I cut off from the good-good, who can’t take no for an answer and will kill me because in their own words, if they can’t have me, then no one can.”

      We all looked to Fae. I tried not to laugh.

      “Anyway,” said Dad with an eye-roll, “we need to get moving. No one knows we’ve crashed and we can’t wait for help. Plus, the other ship that was pursuing us didn’t crash far from here.”

      “You think they survived?” I asked.

      “Didn’t we?”

      Everyone allowed his statement to sink in as we looked behind us at the jungle. I know it was my imagination, but the trees now appeared darker, more brooding and menacing. A flock of birds in the distance leapt into the air, as alarm calls echoed through the leaves.

      A predator was on the move.

      I just hoped it wasn’t after us.
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      “These shackles are killing me,” Mariya complained.

      She dragged her feet behind her as the restraints on her hands and feet limited the speed of her walk. I looked over to my mother, who gave me a look that said I’d better not even say a word. I looked at my father and tried him instead. “Look, this is ridiculous. If someone is after us, and there is a very high possibility that they are, then we need to move at speed. And having her shackled like she is will only hinder us.”

      My mother stared at the back of my father’s head as he looked to the sky. I could see the veins along his jaw flex before he took a deep breath.

      “You can unshackle her feet. If she makes a run for it, does something I dislike, even breathes in a weird way, then I will allow your mother to have her way and hunt her down like an animal. Are we clear?” asked my father, who looked into Mariya’s eyes.

      “Crystal,” she replied.

      I unshackled her feet with my mother hovering next to us like I was handling the world’s most expensive jewel. Mariya wiggled her feet and did some flashy high kicks next to my head that made my mother stiffen. Letting her leg drop onto my shoulder, she gave me a wink and a smile.

      “Alright. Alright,” said my mother, knocking Mariya’s leg off my shoulder and standing in between us. “I’ll walk with Mariya. Kushim, you walk ahead with your father. You’ll take turns who covers our front and who covers our rear.”

      “Aww, but I wanted to walk next to cutie pie,” said Mariya, which made my mother’s fist curl into a ball.

      I held up my hands trying to calm the situation. “It’s fine. I’ll walk up ahead with Dad. Fae can walk with Mariya in the middle and Mum, you cover our rear? Deal?”

      They both looked at each other and went their separate way without a word, as Fae came to stand next to me. Fae covered her mouth and come in close like she wanted to tell me a secret. “When the wife and mother don’t get along, it makes your life a living hell.”

      I groaned as both Mariya and my mother snapped their heads my way.

      “Why would you even?” I said to a giggling Fae, who skipped away.
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      I walked next to my father, who hadn’t said a word to me during my time next to him.

      He was annoyed at me for leaving, for trying to do my own thing, but why couldn’t he understand I didn’t want to be in his shadow forever? There were things that needed to be done that I had to do if he was unwilling to.

      Safe Haven had always been a planet made by criminals for criminals. But that was generations ago, when families fled from wars and persecution and criminals fled from the law. Parts of it, like Paradise Lost, had stayed in that criminal mindset, when it would flourish more if its people sought to improve themselves.

      I could not stand by and watch The Jungle and Floating City continue to grow and flourish as other areas like Paradise were filled with people who would do anything just to survive. If New Humans helped the people of Paradise and showed the population that New Humans were more valuable to them alive than dead, then it would foster peace.

      It would be a peace built on dependence, but it would be peace nonetheless.

      “When you get that look on your face I get worried,” said Dad.

      I jerked from my thoughts and looked at him.

      “Since you were a child, you always got that look. It meant you were out to change the world and to hell with anyone who got in your way. I remember the trouble you caused when you stopped the older kids from buying all the treats from Reyansh’s street stall because they would resell them for triple the price to the younger kids. “

      I laughed. “I got my ass kicked for that one.”

      “Some people would say you were stopping the older kids from being entrepreneurs.”

      I rolled my eyes. “People think I am some tree-hugging hippie, who does not want anyone to become rich and wants to give the wealth to the people and thinks everything about profit is bad.

      “But I’m not. I’m against unfairness. I’m against someone having a monopoly—stranglehold—on something and not letting everyone else get a chance. Yes, those older kids were getting up early to buy all the sweets, but when the younger ones tried to do the same thing, the older kids beat them up for trying and kept them away. Everyone deserves a shot. No matter how big or small. The market will always decide who has the best product. But first, there must be more than one product on offer to buy.”

      My father nodded his head and the corners of his mouth lifted as he said, “Sometimes a monopoly is needed when the public doesn’t know better. When they don’t know what’s right for them.”

      “Then as a leader, it is your job to educate them on such matters.”

      “If only it were so easy.”

      “It is.”

      My father cocked an eyebrow in my direction. “People,” I said, “are lazy. Rulers are people. When rulers get to a certain stage in their career, for lack of a better term, they stop trying to connect with their people. They expect their population to follow them blindly. There is a lack of communication, a lack of thought in regard to their actions. This breeds discontent. This breeds hate.

      “Education and communication are the keys to all things.”

      “We shall see. We shall see,” said my father.
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      The journey had been pleasant thus far, with me enjoying the time spent with my parents.

      I had missed being in their company. I didn’t realise how much we had spent time together as a family. Although I knew what my father sacrificed to make those years happen, it still made me happy in a guilty sort of way.

      “What’s on your mind?” asked my mum.

      I was now walking at the back of the party with her, while my father took point in front.

      “Just how nice this is, of us spending time together. We’ve been so busy lately, we haven’t had time to just be in each other’s company.”

      My mum smiled. “I’m afraid, darling, that until this whole mess gets sorted then those times will become fewer and fewer.”

      “You think it’s that bad?”

      She went to answer but hesitated. “You’re too old for me to lie to you anymore. Yes, yes, this is bad. We are at war with the World Government and more than likely its allies.”

      “But can’t we discuss the matter and come to some sort of agreement?”

      She stroked my cheek. “I love you. Your innocence—your selflessness—your heart. But this has gone beyond talking. This went beyond talking a long time ago.

      “People will die. People you love. People you have grown up with and care about. This will make the war with Alvis look like child’s play.”

      My head dropped. “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I didn’t mean for any of this to happen. I didn’t—”

      She stopped in front of me and lifted my chin so I looked her in the eye. “This isn’t your fault. One little fight in some dive bar doesn’t lead to war. No,” her eyes flicked to Mariya. “Other people’s actions have caused this. They didn’t know when to lie low and not be seen, instead they poked the bear.”

      “The same could be said for Willis and Zizi.”

      “That is true. But they didn’t kill a politician live on national TV.”

      “No. They just set a World Government compound on fire while they freed a bunch of their prisoners.”

      “Willis and Zizi were freeing people from a compound that was no better than a concentration camp. A camp that held children as young as two. You do not want to know what they do with the babies.”

      I felt sick to my stomach, but I would not back down. “That may be so, but Mariya killed the politician who gave the go-ahead on the plans to build that concentration camp. He profited from the building and running of that place.”

      “Sounds like you know a lot about this issue. Spoke to her long and hard on it, have you?”

      “I could say the same to you. Sounds like Dad knew nothing about the compound, yet you have a lot of insight into the matter.”

      Her head jerked in the direction of my father as she grabbed my arm, forcing me to stop while she allowed the party to continue. Still not happy about the distance from them, she pulled me off the beaten track until we were hidden by overhanging branches and thick brushes.

      “Listen,” she hissed, voice low. “What I’m about to tell you stays between us. I love your father and I would never betray his trust, although his recent actions have made me question how much to trust him, and I can’t believe he didn’t—” she shook her head. “That’s beside the point. What I need to discuss with you stays between us. Do you understand?”

      “Y-yeah,” I said, nerves lacing my voice.

      “Good. I’m trusting you with this.”

      “I get it, Mum. I get it.”

      “Alright. Your father, bless his soul, is a man… who would do anything for this family. His dream has always been to have a family he can love and cherish. He’s always just wanted peace. A peaceful life with the people he loves. So that’s why when this whole thing started with the World Government, he didn’t want to get involved or have any dealings with it.

      “But other members loyal to him did.”

      “People like my aunt and uncle?”

      “Yes, but also others.”

      “People like you?”

      She bit her lip and nodded. “I have been alive long enough to see history repeat itself time and time again. Humans are a shortsighted—short-lived—species. A father’s actions can have repercussions for his grandchildren’s life. But they do not see it like that. They only see one, at the most two, steps ahead of them. I saw how this would play out before it started.

      “I tried to stop it. I went undercover with Willis and Zizi and we did our best to stop the war from getting started. But other New Humans, like your girlfriend, had other ideas.”

      “She’s not my girlfriend.”

      “But you like her.”

      “That’s beside the point. The point is, you went behind Dad’s back on this. When he finds out he’s going to be heartbroken.”

      Mother waved my accusation away like an annoying fly. “He’ll live. We’ve been through worse. No, what I’m scared about is not him finding out about my involvement, it’s about him getting involved himself.”

      Confusion crossed my face.

      “Your father, Kushim, is a man to be feared. He has a will to get anything he sets his mind to, done. Both of you have. There is a reason he was single-handedly able to defeat Alvis. There is a reason he controls most of Safe Haven. It’s because he will die a thousand times to protect the ones he loves. More than that, he will sacrifice his soul to make sure the people he loves come to no harm. I’ve seen the things he will do to protect you—me. It scares me.

      “It scares me because I love your father, but I don’t want him to suffer for this. I don’t want him to suffer for you and me. Suffer for peace.”

      “Mum. You’re overreacting. Dad would never do anything evil—”

      “He would destroy the human race and every planet they live on to keep us safe. They would pray for the days of Alvis Bowman to return. They don’t know it, but he is the single largest threat to humanity. That is why I—we—need to keep you safe. Because if anything happens to you, I… I don’t know what he would do.

      “I need you to promise me you won’t take anymore of these risks, that you won’t get involved with this Mariya girl.”

      “Mum, that’s not fair. You can’t—”

      “If you care about peace like you say you do, and do not want billions of deaths to be on your father’s hands, then you will do this. Rightly or wrongly, we were put in this position of power and we all have a part to play.

      “So play yours well, my son, and we may get out of this alive.”
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      I walked next to Mariya and took her in.

      She was a beautiful woman. Full of fire and wildness that would make any man stop and stare. She wasn’t a natural beauty, but there was something wild and unmanageable about her. Like how the ocean during a storm was more captivating to behold.

      I understood all too well how a young naïve man like my son would fall for her. I smiled and thought back to the first time I meet Poppy.

      I wasn’t as young, but I sure as hell was naïve. Awestruck by her beauty, her confidence, by how she handled herself, if I was honest. I understood then why people kept dangerous pets or were adrenaline junkies. The thrill of being near a person who was alive like the flickering of a flame, who took you out of your shell, who made you want to simply do things was intoxicating.

      I nearly laughed out loud. Listen to me, going on like a lovesick poet. My son was rubbing off on me more than I knew.

      Maybe he just liked her because of her great ass.

      Mariya caught my eye. “What you looking at, father of Monarch?”

      “Why do you call him that?”

      “Monarch?”

      I nodded.

      “Because he reminds me of royalty. Of a noble benevolent king like the legend of King Arthur. Not like you. You... are like the criminals of this world. Ruthless. Dangerous. Determined.”

      Her assessment of me took me back. Did people see me like that? I thought back to my early days of being on this planet. Yes, I was more... unaccustomed to doing and seeing violence, but that didn’t mean I was any less different from who I was now.

      I shook my head sadly. Of course, it did.

      I had changed, for better or worse, I had changed into someone who I would turn tail and run from if I ever meet them in a dark alley when I was younger.

      “Nothing stays the same, wild girl. Nothing stays the same. My son, bless his heart, believes he won’t change. Evolve. But the more people like you come into his life, the more his reality will be—”

      I grabbed her shoulder and got low. I raised my hand so everyone behind me got low as well. Slowing my breathing down, I scanned my surroundings as I tried to pinpoint what I just heard.

      They were quiet. More so because they knew how advanced our hearing was. I smiled. They were trying to hunt us? Us? A handful of New Humans who had seen more combat than the World Government’s most elite troopers.

      Fae crab-walked until she was at my side. “How many?” she whispered.

      I held up ten fingers. “Maybe more,” I mouthed.

      “What you wanna do?” she mouthed back.

      I looked over my shoulder and made eye contact with Poppy. She gave me a nod. I looked at Kushim and pointed to him to stay put. He wanted to argue, but I shook my head and doubled down.

      He threw his hands up in the air and turned away from me.

      His time would come to swim in the chaos and madness. But while I was here, I would dive headfirst into its depths in his place.

      I tapped Fae on the shoulder and we took off.

      We didn’t make our way directly towards the threat, instead we travelled in a wide semicircle until we reached their rear. I saw a group of about ten idiots huddled in a circle. All wore tailored black suits with golden ties.

      Fae looked at me and gave me a look like she wanted to be shot and put out of her misery. “Who are these dickheads?” she mouthed.

      “Their leader is related to Mr Lee from The Floating City. Can’t remember the idiot’s name now.”

      “Made an impression, did you?”

      “Just another idiot looking to make a name for himself.”

      She pointed to their side, wanting us to flank them on either side. I nodded as I took the left side and she took the right. The closer I got, the better I could hear their conversation.

      “Everyone know the drill?”

      “Yeah, kill as many of the wired freaks as we can and get the hell out of here.”

      “No,” said the first speaker. “All we have to do is keep them busy until John Lee does his thing.”

      Alarm bells rang through my head.

      Fae lifted her spear and there was nothing I could do to stop her. I needed to know more. I needed to know what John Lee was up to before she fired.

      “Oi!” said someone, pointing to Fae.

      It was the trigger she was waiting for as she let loose, firing electric bolt after electric bolt into their ranks.

      Bodies jerked and smoked as they fired back. I leapt out of the way as a blue bolt came toward me. At first I thought it was one of Fae’s, but on closer inspection I saw John Lee’s men were equipped with a tech similar to our weapons.

      Didn’t Kushim say something about this? About humans using New Human weaponry against New Humans?

      “Quinton, what the fuck are you doing?” yelled Fae, as she dived for cover.

      Snapping out of my daze, I unleashed The Peacemaker and fired. I blew chunks out of bodies and sent men scrambling for cover. Shell after shell, I unloaded into their ranks until I was empty and had to dive for cover myself.

      The smell of burning bark hit my nostrils as the fallen tree trunk I hid behind took all the incoming fire. I loaded more shells into my gun as I kept hidden.

      Was my back getting warm?

      Fuck. I needed to move. Rolling out from my cover, I fired blindly and was lucky enough to blow someone’s leg off from the knee joint. He screamed in pain clutching his leg as blood squirted out of the limb like a fountain.

      A shadow came up behind me and I turned in slow motion. I knew I would not react to the threat in time. A blur flew towards me and zipped past my ear, striking the opponent behind me. I completed my turn to see a spear pinning my attacker through his chest and sticking him to the tree behind him. He kept on trying to pull the spear, but he was already dead.

      His body was acting on autopilot. Like a chicken after its head had been cut off.

      “Scatter. Scatter!” someone screamed.

      Bodies rushed in all directions forcing my head to snap left to right. I shot two more men who were fleeing, but a handful still got away. I looked to go after them but my attention was on the man on the ground whose leg I had blown off.

      I looked at Fae . “Go after them. I’ll be along shortly.”

      She looked at my wounded opponent before giving me a knowing nod as she took off after our fleeing opponents. Her voice rang out amongst the trees mockingly. “Come out, come out, wherever you are, my pretties.”

      The chaos of the battle grew dimmer and dimmer as they moved away from our location.

      I took a step toward the man on the ground and stopped as his blood formed a puddle around him. I got to the puddle’s edge and bent down. His feverish eyes ping-ponged around his head. He didn’t have long to live. I had to make this quick.

      “Hey. Hey!” I threw a small stone at his head, getting his attention. Sweat poured down his brow. “What is this master plan John Lee has?”

      “Hel—help. Please. I’m—”

      “First, answer my question and I’ll give you all the help you need.”

      “Please. I don’t—”

      “What’s this big plan John Lee has?”

      “He... I don’t know much. Just he’s got something big up his sleeve. Something to do with the World Government, something to do with you. He met with some big shot who works for the World Government a few days ago and they struck some deal.”

      “Who did he meet?”

      “My leg hurts so bad, please—”

      “Who did he meet?”

      “I don’t know! Some black guy.”

      Abdullah Aly. It could only be. But what was he doing talking to a lowlife like John Lee?

      “What was the deal?”

      He shook his head furiously causing sweat to flick off his hair. “I told you! I don’t know. Only it was something big. Something that would make him the top dog in Safe Haven. The deal would give him the strength for him to take what was his.”

      “You mean to take what is mine?”

      I tried to place the jigsaw pieces in my head but none of it made sense. Why would someone like Abdullah need the help of John Lee? Someone who I had heard nothing about until he approached me back at Paradise Lost? He wasn’t a large player in the grand scheme of things, yet Abdullah sought him for help. Or was it the other way around? Did John Lee offer to help Abdullah in exchange for taking over Safe Haven?

      My eyes shifted to the gun at the injured man’s feet.

      It appeared to be made of the same metal as our weapons made by Niko, but it wasn’t designed as a typical gun. A glowing ball of energy whirled around like a spinning marble in the gun’s handle, while the rest of the weapon had a hollow see-through look to it, where you could see all the parts that made up the weapon. Blue energy flowed through it like it was alive.

      It looked more like an art project than a weapon.

      I nodded to it. “Where did you get those?”

      “I’m not telling you... I’m not telling you one more thing until you help me.”

      I looked into his eyes and I could see I would get nowhere further with this. Shouts and screams filled the air. Fae would need my help. As I got up to my feet, the realisation of what was going to happen slowly dawned on his face.

      “Please. I’m begging you, help me.”

      “Look where you are. We are too far away from any medical facilities. You’ve lost too much blood.” I pointed my shotgun toward him. “Be thankful. I’m choosing to be merciful.”

      “I don’t want to die—”

      “You should have thought of that before you come after me and mine.”

      “Please! Don’t—”

      The sound of my gun drowned out his cries.

      I put my gun away and looked up to see my son looking at me, eyes wide, filled with fear. I took a step towards him, hand raised, but he turned and fled before a sound left my mouth.

      Fuck.
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      Fae and I hunted down every last one of our enemies in brutal fashion. I wanted to ask more questions of John Lee’s men, but things didn’t work out as I planned.

      None of his men went down easy. They fought to the bitter end.

      Now back trekking through the forest, I pushed the pace as worry twisted in my guts making me feel nauseous. Something was off. I didn’t know what it was, but something was definitely off.

      The one question I couldn’t escape was where was John Lee?

      He came across as the type of man who would want to see his opponent’s downfall close up. He wasn’t the type to allow his men to take the glory. He would want to see the light from my eyes fade so he could boast about it afterwards.

      “What’s the rush?” Mariya complained.

      “You can’t be tired,” said Fae, “one of the joys of being a New Human is we can go longer if you know what I mean. Wink, wink.”

      “Why would I want to rush any faster to my death?”

      “We won’t kill you.” I could feel Kushim’s eyes on me. “I will not allow pointless murder to take place for the sake of it.”

      “Easy there, Monarch, princes who do not know their place don’t live for long.”

      “I do not fear death. I fear living a cowardly life.”

      Poppy looked at me and I could tell she wanted to ask what was going on, but I gave her a slight shake of the head. Now wasn’t the time to discuss such matters. I had other things on my mind, other things to deal with.

      If Kushim wanted to come into this world, then he would need to learn real quick how brutal you needed to be to survive.

      Maybe I had pampered the boy too much, making him soft.

      The fairy lights of the city in the distance welcomed us. Dusk had settled and night was slowly approaching. I would have stopped the group and camped in the jungle for the night, so we were fresh as we entered the city, but I knew I wouldn’t have been able to sleep with this worry.

      Poppy jogged next to me and gave me a worried look. “Nothing will happen to the city. It’s the most well-protected city on the whole planet.”

      “That’s what I’m worried about. For John Lee to even think of attacking us must mean he has the means to do so. Why take the risk?”

      “Because desperate men do desperate things.”

      I still wasn’t convinced. He couldn’t be that much of an idiot to think that he and his band of merry men could take The Jungle. A few had tried during the first few years of my leadership of the borough. They thought me weak. They thought me an easy target. Word had spread about the loss the Junk Yard Dogs had taken, the members who were well known throughout the boroughs but now were no more.

      They thought my victories over my opponents were flukes.

      Until I showed them how ruthless I could truly be. Look at the things I had done—acts of violence so great that only The Lady would approve. I should have been ashamed, but I had a young family to take care of and protect. And a father’s fury should never be underestimated.

      I looked over at Poppy and gave her a smile. Maybe I was being an idiot. Maybe John Lee’s men were talking out of their asses and I was just being a paranoid—

      A rumble through the earth under my feet had me turning my body to look behind me.

      I watched in shock as five medium-sized ships shot forward with speed. Burnt fuel snaked behind them like they were erasing the blue out of the sky. My head snapped towards the city.

      Poppy grabbed my shoulder. “It’s fine. It’s fine. Our anti-aircraft missiles will take them down. We have nothing to worry—”

      They were getting closer by the second, and we had fired no defensive missiles. “What the fuck is going on? What are they waiting for? Fire. Fire. Fire!”

      I walked forward. Every step felt like I was stuck in treacle. I couldn’t move fast enough. My vision narrowed down to the spots where our anti-aircraft missiles were and I knew something was wrong as I couldn’t see any movement.

      “They’re not going to fire. They’re not going to fire. They’re not going to—”

      Missiles under the approaching ships rocketed out from underneath them and targeted where the anti-aircraft missiles were. Explosions lit the twilight sky as flames shot up into the sky. Someone gasped, but it could have well been me.

      I watched in stunned horror as the ships continued towards the city and opened fire.

      My city was defenceless and I was not there to protect her.
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      We ran flat out.

      I had never seen my parents so… determined—so—so—horrifying. The looks plastered on their faces spoke of a level of violence to be dealt to their opponents that I couldn’t comprehend. The first thing to reach us was the smell of burning bodies. The second was the screams.

      They carried on the night air like prayers to the heavens.

      Before we even got into the city, a stampede of people fled past us. They didn’t even notice us, as their fear-filled eyes were locked on the horizon and the prospect of escape.

      We entered the city. I had never seen so many dead bodies littering the ground. Young—old—middle-aged, it didn’t matter. Death came for them all.

      A man wearing a suit of flexible body armour with blue swirling circles embedded in the metal at his shoulder came for my father. He moved like a New Human. The sword he carried had a blue energy tracing along the outside of the sword like our weapons, but the designs were different. Yet more weapons made by humans to kill us.

      The man moved with a speed that shocked my father at first, nearly taking his head off his shoulders, but my father quickly adjusted to it and caught his wrist as his opponent looked to bury his sword in my father’s head. My father brought him in close. “Where is your leader?”

      The man tried to shake my father’s grip off, but his hand remained where it was. “I asked you a question!”

      “Go fuck yourself. You wired—”

      My father’s shotgun smoked, leaving nothing but a headless corpse before him. He allowed the body to drop to the ground.

      Four more suited opponents rushed towards my father, but a silver dart that was my mother intercepted their path. Her Damascus knives flashed out before her, burying themselves in exposed necks and under armpits. Two dropped to the ground, eyes still opened wondering what had happened. Another was blasted off his feet, smoking hole dead centre in his chest. The last one skidded to a halt, looked at his fallen colleagues and turned to flee.

      He didn’t get far as a spear punched through his chest and pinned him to the ground.

      Fae walked up to him and yanked her spear out of his back. He rolled onto his back facing her and held up his hands begging for mercy. She buried the point of her spear between his eyes. I looked at her in disbelief, but she gave me a look that made me shiver. “There is no mercy for fools who come to our lands looking for an easy meal.”

      “Fae, see what happened to the anti-aircraft guns and get them back online. Poppy, message our forces along the border as well as our allies and let them know of the situation here.” Fae nodded to my father, then took off.

      My mother turned to me and grabbed me by the face. “I want you to find somewhere safe and—”

      “Mum! I can do this. I can be of help.”

      “It’s far too dangerous.”

      “Our people are dying!”

      My mother threw up her hands and looked at my father. “Pop, go,” he said, “I’ll handle this.”

      She gave me one last look before kissing me on both cheeks. “Listen to your father.” She took off running towards the communication tower, leaving a trail of dead bodies in her wake.

      I turned to Dad, but he was busy unlocking Mariya from her shackles. He dropped the shackles to the ground and took a step back as Mariya rubbed her wrists. Rolling her shoulders like a fighter getting ready for their bout, she bent down and picked up an enemy’s sword. She gave it a few slashes and nodded her head in approval.

      “I want you to find somewhere safe.” I opened my mouth to protest, but he held up his hand. “You are my heir. If they kill both of us, then the blow to our people’s morale will be devastating. It may be something New Humans never recover from. So please, find somewhere safe and wait this out.”

      He looked at Mariya. “Protect my son, and all will be forgiven.”

      Grabbing me in a bear hug, he squeezed me tight and kissed me on the forehead before taking off, leaving me feeling more useless than ever.
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        * * *

      

      I looked to Mariya, who stood with her hands on her hips.

      “What?” I asked sullenly.

      She said nothing as she dug one finger into her ear. “What?” I asked again. She blew her finger clean and give me a shrug.

      I looked around me at the chaos raging and felt… felt lost. It was like I was in a bubble, separate from everything happening. A spectator watching a gory documentary. I felt apart from it all. Why couldn’t they see I had value? Why were they so hellbent on protecting me? I wasn’t a child anymore. I had seen things. Done things. I—

      “We going to stand here all fucking day? Come on, Monarch, show me those big balls I fell in love with. What’re you going to do?”

      I opened my mouth, but no words came out. What exactly was I going to do? What could I do? I didn’t control the respect of the people like my father. They still saw me as a child, as he did. Maybe I should hide and—a slap rocked my head and made me take a step backwards. Mariya stood before me, hand raised.

      I looked at her in shock. “Cut that shit out! You are a monarch. Act like one. What has everyone forgotten that still needs to be done?”

      Tearing my gaze away from her, I looked at the horrific scenes around me. I couldn’t stop staring at the mutilated corpses before me. Corpses of people I knew. People who’d watched me grow up. People whose children I had played with, fought with, laughed with.

      A shrill scream made me jump.

      Cowering in fear, a mother shielded her little girl on the ground, while one of John Lee’s men stood over her, sword in hand. The ground at her feet was soaked in blood. I didn’t know if it was hers or not, but if nothing was done, then neither would see the morning sun.

      I rushed forward, spear extended, and something in the mother’s eyes must have alerted her attacker because he turned round and faced me.

      Helmeted head watched me coming with an air of smugness that told me something was wrong. I increased my speed but there was nothing I could do as he pulled his sidearm out of its holster.

      No. No. No. No!!

      He fired two shots.

      My feet failed me. It was like I forgot how to run. How to move. It felt like I had two left feet. Tripping over myself, I fell to my hands and knees. My body shook.

      Why?

      The word repeated itself round and round in my head. Why? These people were innocent. They weren’t soldiers. They weren’t actively attacking our enemies. They were just looking to escape.

      Why?

      Tears dropped between my splayed-out fingers. I heard footsteps come toward me and stop in front of me. Two metal boots edged into my vision.

      A muffled chuckle through a helmet came from the heavens. “Wired freaks like you shouldn’t exist. It’s against the very law of—”

      He continued to speak, but my eyes weren’t on him. They took in the two dead forms lying on the ground in the distance. They had fallen in an embrace. They looked peaceful. I hoped they found each other in the afterlife.

      “Be gone, wired freak.”

      I moved on instinct as the shot fired impacted the ground I had been kneeling on seconds before.

      A cloud of dirt puffed in the air as I knocked his legs out from underneath him and got up in one fluid motion. He tried to bring his gun up, but I stomped on his hand, crushing his fingers inside his glove.

      I didn’t think. I didn’t hesitate. I stabbed my spear down without giving him a second look.

      I felt the spear hit bone. There was resistance, then it gave away followed by a wet sucking sound. Brain matter splattered on my shoes.

      I was—

      My eyes were still focused on the deceased.

      I wish I could make them move. Make them come back to life. It wasn’t fair. The little girl had so much to live for, but he took all that away from her. Snuffed out because she was born different than your average human. It just wasn’t fair.

      She had done nothing wrong.

      “The universe ain’t fair, Monarch. She’s a cruel twisted bitch, who’ll whisper how much she loves you in one ear while stabbing you with a rusty knife in the other.”

      I turned to Mariya, tears making her blurry. She wiped them away and leaned in close so her lips brushed mine. I could smell the scent of her, see the different hues of her iris, felt the softness of her lips.

      “She is all that and so much more, but all you have to do, Monarch, is survive. Survive and not allow her to break you and you’ll be a god amongst men.”

      I nodded my head.

      “You know what to do?” she asked.

      “We protect the helpless. Gather as many as you can and we’ll shelter them as best we can. It’s not much, but for the ones we save, it’ll be enough.”
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      I moved and ducked while more and more opponents came my way.

      Each opponent wore full body armour with twirling blue lines on the shoulders. The only thing different between them was that some wore helmets with their suits and others didn’t. The ones with the helmets fought better. They could detect movement like New Humans, so overpowering them with speed didn’t work as well.

      Simply put, it felt like we were fighting New Humans.

      I guess that was the point of the suits. It took away the advantages we had and levelled the playing field. I had wondered during my years in The Jungle how soon the World Government would make something to combat us. We were the biggest threat to their way of life, so it was only a matter of time before they came up with a solution. The ideas for how to deal with AI humanoids must have been percolating since WW3 in some secret government lab for years. The arrival of New Humans must have given them the green light they wanted to go ahead with it.

      In truth, I didn’t think they would act so quickly.

      I thought this problem would be my son’s or grandchildren’s to inherit. How wrong I was.

      Three blades descended towards my head. I dropped to one knee and took all of them on the shaft of my spear. The vibration travelled down my forearm into my chest. With my free hand I shot three legs off, causing blood to spray over my head like a three-jet fountain.

      I rose to my feet and saw through a mask of blood.

      My opponents hesitated. “Where is your leader?”

      Their eyes frozen on my face, I snorted in anger and rushed them. My spear punched through metal and exploded out of backs before I pulled it free and cut down any who engaged me. A sword nicked my shoulder causing me to grit my teeth but I didn’t care. Rage filled my veins giving me the strength to go on.

      I laughed as I cut another fool down. They didn’t have the experience or skill to wield their newfound power. They overshot their strikes, causing them to become unbalanced or lose their footing.

      Like a child playing with their father’s sword.

      I knocked the last idiot’s weapons from his hands and grabbed him by his throat, lifting him off his feet. “If I have to ask one of you dickheads one more time, I’m going to start cutting things off slowly while I ask my questions. Now, where is your leader?”

      “Go fu—”

      His hand dropped to the ground.

      He opened his mouth to scream, but my grip coughed the sound out of him. “You’ve got another hand. Now, let’s try this again, shall we? Where is your leader?”

      “John Lee didn’t say where he was going. Our only instructions were to kill as many of you as we could.”

      “Why? Why now?”

      “Because we have the backing of the World Government. They have given us the power needed to take what is rightfully ours.”

      “The fancy suits?”

      He nodded. “Them and so much more. Your time is over, Quinton Blake! You freaks shall be nothing but—”

      I saw who I wanted out of the corner of my eye. Like his men, the idiot wore full body armour, but whereas everyone else’s was silver, his was gold. I had to give it to Abdullah. He knew how to massage the ego of the person he wanted to manipulate so they did his bidding.

      I turned to the foe I was holding by the neck. He was still speaking. I crushed his windpipe and dropped him.

      John Lee turned and saw me, but I was already moving at speed toward him. He pointed his men my way to intercept me.

      Two came forward. Both met their end by my gun.

      Another two ran towards me in a zig-zag pattern so I couldn’t target them. Holstering my shotgun, I gripped my spear in both hands and smiled as they came at me in a straight line. Their suits made them overconfident.

      I ran through them and left their decapitated heads lying in the dirt.

      John Lee backpedalled as I closed the gap between us. He sent more men my way. They all met their ends swiftly. He fired shots at me but I deflected them with a flick of my spear. I could sense his fear increasing. He took a step back but didn’t look where he was going and tripped over one of his fallen men. My boot followed him on the way down and smashed into his ribs, causing him to roll along the ground.

      I walked toward him like an executioner making his way to an appointment.

      “I’ll ask the same question I asked your men: why?”

      He got to his hands and knees but I kicked him down again.

      Coughing and sputtering, a rattling laugh came through his helmet speakers. “Because why not?”

      “Surely you knew you didn’t have the numbers to defeat me? Your small band of idiots would be like a mosquito on an elephant’s back.”

      He got to his feet. “Mosquitoes have killed more humans in history than any known animal.”

      I rushed him and delivered a punch to his solar plexus, cracking the metal that protected it. He fell to one knee and an uppercut from me lifted him off his feet and placed him on his back.

      “What were you trying to accomplish? Did you think you would take what I’ve built so easily? I told you what would happen if I ever saw you again. I warned you! Why do people like you never listen?”

      He tried to get up but I slammed my heel down on his stomach, causing the already damaged metal to shatter. I ground my heel into his stomach, causing him to cough up blood.

      He laughed, causing speckles of blood to land on my leg. “You don’t understand, do you? When you show gods can bleed, then you take away their power. People fear you, Quinton. They fear old legends and myths. They fear the man who destroyed a borough and defeated The Lady. But those days are long gone and all I see before me is a scared old man who wants nothing but peace.”

      I rested all my weight on my heel as I leaned down towards him. “You foolish boy. The most dangerous person is someone who is fighting for peace.”

      He smiled at me, teeth coated in blood. “You call me a fool, but you don’t see the bigger picture. By coming here and doing this, I’ve shown the other crews and gangs that if they come together, you can be defeated.”

      I closed my eyes.

      I understood now why Abdullah had made his deal with John Lee. Why he got John Lee to go on what appeared to be a suicide mission. It was to soften me up. Have me fighting on multiple fronts. If he was lucky, then he wouldn’t have to do any of the heavy lifting himself.

      It was the tried and tested divide and conquer.

      All he had to do was sit back and watch from afar while Safe Haven tore itself apart, then come in later if I survived and attack me while I was at my weakest.

      It was so… so fucking simple. I was expecting some grand plan, some master scheme, but Abdullah did his research on the planet, the people who lived there, and knew that on a planet filled with criminals the bigger and more lucrative you made the prize the harder it would be for them to resist.

      And that prize was me.

      I shook my head as I pulled out my shotgun. Numb fury coursed through my veins. Hadn’t The Lady warned me of this? Didn’t she tell me how Safe Haven ran? How only the strongest survived and you had to keep reminding the wolves at the door who was the alpha?

      Well, the big bad wolf had come home and he would show all how big his teeth truly were.

      “Thank you for this, John Lee. Thank you. You’ve taught me something today I had forgotten.”

      “What’s that?”

      I pointed my shotgun at his head. “How to truly be a cunt.”

      He went to say something else, but more ships were flying towards the city. They were smaller than the first set of ships that had originally attacked, but that didn’t mean they were any less dangerous. Laser fire shot out from their cannons, causing buildings and trees to burst into flame.

      John Lee used the distraction to knock my foot off and get to his feet. He sprinted away shouting, “Drop them now! Now,” into his wrist.

      Panicked, I turned my attention back to the approaching ships and watched in horror as their cargo doors slowly opened. “Everyone get down!” I screamed at the top of my lungs as the first bomb dropped from the sky.
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      “Come on, it isn’t far now.”

      I carried two siblings in my arms while Mariya carried their father across her back. He was badly injured; shin bone poking out of his leg, it flopped around uselessly. The injury was severe and at first I thought he would lose the leg, but Mariya assured me he wouldn’t if he was seen to in time. Still, the injury was bad enough to cause anyone to scream and cry in pain, but he did neither.

      His eyes looked back to where we had collected him from.

      “Mummy! Mummy! Please. We have to go back. We have to go back.”

      The children screamed and fought every step of the way. Their tears coated my shoulders as I did my best to hold them tightly but not injure them. I opened my mouth. I thought about lying, about telling them everything was alright, but I caught Mariya’s eye.

      Instead, I turned my attention to their father. “Sir, are you okay?”

      I got no response. “Do your injuries hurt?”

      Mariya give me a look that said. How stupid can you be? But I didn’t know what else to say. I had never been in this situation before.

      “We are nearly—”

      “It will be her birthday a week from today. She didn’t want a big fuss to be made of it—never did. But I have something special planned. She won’t see it coming. She’s never been off-world and I have the tickets all booked and we’re going to take a little cruise to some of the nicer worlds. The P2V region has a collection of planets that stay tropical all year round. I can’t wait for us to just unwind and relax. Just the two of us. She’ll love—she’ll love—” He was quiet for a moment as the words caught in his chest. “She’ll love it.”

      We kept on running until Makenna came into view. Dressed in a medical lab coat that was splattered with blood, she directed her staff, who dealt with the injured on stretchers on the ground.

      “I want the most severely injured taken down below. If you think they won’t survive the trip, do what you have to up here before you take them down.”

      Mariya handed the father to one of Makenna’s staff, who administered drugs to his system.

      “Do you think it’s wise taking the injured down below? What with them targeting all buildings?” I asked Makenna.

      “What choice do we have? If we leave them up here, they’ll die. If we take them down below our building could be destroyed and they’ll die. All roads lead to death.”

      I bit off the swear word about to erupt out of my mouth and looked at the chaos surrounding us. The injured lay dying, moaning to whatever gods they believed in. The stench of vomit and faeces was so overpowering it felt like it wrapped me in a thick blanket.

      The children in my arms cried in earnest as the staff carried their father off to the hospital.

      Makenna looked my way. “What do you want to do with them?”

      “We’ve been chaperoning the uninjured to team leaders who will escort them to the outskirts of the city, where they will hide out until all this blows off.”

      “The Jungle hides all.”

      I grabbed her shoulder. “The Jungle hides all.”

      “Is there anything else we can do—”

      A rumble through my chest caused the children to stop crying. My head snapped to the horizon. Five ships jetted towards us at speed. Everyone was quiet as we watched the ships come towards us. No one spoke.

      “Get away from these buildings now!” No one moved. “Now!!”

      I pushed everyone away from the hospital entrance as ships lowered towards us. Like waking up from a dream, bodies scrambled away. People pushed each other over as they ran for safety. I watched in horror as one man fell under the wave of bodies and got trampled to death. Like prey chased by predators everyone tried to find the quickest way to safety.

      Some ran back into the hospital. Some climbed nearby trees.

      I looked for Mariya and Makenna, but I couldn’t see them in the sea of people around me. I shouted for them but my voice was like a swimmer drowning in a storm.

      I held onto the children in my arm as my body was carried away. I looked up and saw the cargo bay doors of the ship slowly open.

      Oh no. Please, no.

      As the first bomb dropped, all I could do was bury my head in my chest and sprint to safety as a heatwave washed over me, lifting me off my feet.
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      I woke up to flames.

      Flames and silence.

      I opened my eyes and looked through a blurry mirror. Wiping my face clean, I saw nothing but charred bodies. Charred bodies and smoke.

      The wind rustled the clothes of a body next to me, making it sound like a kite caught in the wind. The inside of my mouth felt like it was covered in soot. I spat out what I could before looking to either side of me. I wished I hadn’t. Innocent unblinking eyes stared my way. My throat caught in my chest as the children I had been carrying looked at me with unblinking eyes.

      My hand reached tentatively towards them but stopped halfway.

      I held back a sob as I stroked them on both cheeks. They were too young to die. Yet again, here was a life that had not yet lived but was snatched away before they even got to the fullness of their prime.

      Life I couldn’t protect. Life that it was my duty to protect.

      I got to my hands and knees and closed their eyes as I brought my forehead to theirs and said a few prayers.

      Getting up to my feet, I saw the ships were circling back round. They were coming in for another run.

      I didn’t think but sprinted in their direction. I didn’t know what I was going to do, but I would be damned if they would claim any more lives without paying a price.

      My eyes darted to the left and I saw Jason and Sindhu exit from the building that housed the controls to the aircraft defence missiles. Both were wounded.

      What were they doing here?

      I couldn’t stop. I would deal with that problem another time, but right now, I had to deal with the threat heading toward us.

      Flames licked buildings on either side of me as my gaze locked onto my target. I needed a plan. I needed a plan. Running headlong towards ships dropping bombs would only get me killed and wouldn’t—

      Was that my father?

      He lay on the ground face down. I ran to him and shook his shoulders. He shoved me away weakly, but I rolled him onto his back and tapped him lightly on the face.

      “Dad! Get up. They are coming back.”

      “Huh? What?”

      “The ships! The ships!”

      His eyes snapped open and we made eye contact. I didn’t know what he saw in my face, but he rolled unsteadily to his knees and faced the oncoming threat. He looked for his shotgun. I grabbed it from the ground and handed it to him. Giving me a nod of thanks, he pressed a red button at its side and planted his feet.

      I watched in amazement as the shotgun disassembled and transformed into a four-foot-long cannon, with the mouth of a snarling dog.

      “I don’t know how many I’ll be able to shoot down but—”

      “Monarch!”

      We turned our heads to see Mariya sprinting our way. She slid to a stop and handed me a rocket launcher that she held in her hands. She had another strapped to her back.

      She took up a position next to my father. “On three. We fuck these assholes with no lube.”

      My father smiled at her and gave me a wink. “On three.”

      I took a position on the other side of my father and buried the weapon in my shoulder. It wasn’t one I was familiar with, but now wasn’t the time to read the instructions.

      “Make sure you brace for the kick.”

      They were nearly upon us.

      “One.”

      They were almost invisible in the dark apart from the lights blinking underneath them.

      “Two.”

      The cargo bays started to open again. If it weren’t for my advanced sight, I wouldn’t be able to see my approaching doom.

      “Three.”

      Images of unblinking eyes almost froze me on the spot, but two roaring animals next to me made me fire seconds after them. Three attacks. Three hits. The ships exploded in a red fiery ball that illuminated the sky far and wide. Another ship behind tried to divert but its wing caught the exploding wreckage, causing it to tailspin out of control.

      It came towards us, still spinning out of control, and I looked to the other two, who still tried to destroy it before it crash landed, but they couldn’t get a better lock on it.

      My body froze as it crashed into the ground and came barrelling towards us.

      “We need to run.”

      “Won’t outrun it. Blow it up.”

      Everything in my body told me to flee, but I listened to my father and fired missile after missile into it as the other two did the same. Missiles flew into the oncoming ball of death, stopping it two hundred feet from us, where it exploded outwards into fragments of flaming metal that did damage to everything around it.

      Chest heaving, I rested my hands on my knees.

      Sweat poured down my face. Breathe. Relax. Breathe. I turned to my father, who had a crazy look on his face. It was the one where you knew you were lucky to survive, but the adrenaline rush you got from it was like none other.

      “Fuck me,” said Mariya, pumping her fist. “Nothing like almost dying to get you hard in the morning.”

      “Err… I don’t think that saying works for…” I said, but something stopped me. It was a little voice that shouted at me to pay attention. Something was wrong. I was missing something. We all were. But what could it—

      “There were five ships!”

      No sooner had the words left my mouth than a ship flew towards us out of the flames and smoke. Laser fire scorched the earth around us kicking up dirt into the air. My father tackled me out of the way as the ground next to me bubbled up from the heat. We rolled along the ground and Mariya pulled us up to our feet as the ship bore down on us.

      She fired up at it, but its lasers destroyed her missiles before they got anywhere close.

      I pulled her away. There was no use fighting that thing now. We had to escape.

      The ship hammered down on us firing at anything that moved. I watched in horror as laser fire hit a crowd of people, causing them to combust. My father span round and fired at it again, causing it to pull up.

      We kept on ducking and diving but we all knew our fates. We were three lone figures against a ship that didn’t even need to hit us directly to kill us.

      The further we fled the more obvious it became that we were being toyed with. They could have killed us at any time, but they kept on missing their shots. firing just close enough to get us to move or injuring those around us.

      Smoke caused us to cough and made me stutter step. I fell forward, but Mariya grabbed me under the armpit and pulled me along. We kept on running but the ship leapfrogged us and spun around blocking our path.

      Coming to a stop my father grabbed my hand as he held his head high. I squeezed his as I did the same.

      If we were to be killed, then we would go out like warriors—leaders—kings.

      He turned to me. “I love you, son—”

      The side of the ship exploded causing it to tilt. Looking for the cause of the attack, it tried to rise but another missile smashed into it, blowing it apart and showering us with debris.

      I heard other ships approach, but they got a similar treatment as our anti-aircraft missiles came back online.

      A cheer roared through the city as our defences went on the attack. Missile after missile bombarded our enemies turning the night sky into a firework display.

      A small group emerged from the smoke and flames. My father’s grip tightened as he saw the group. One man wearing a golden body armour suit turned his head in our direction. Jason and Sindhu were with them.

      “John Lee,” was all my father said as he took off after them running.

      He rushed after them leaving me and Mariya behind.

      I looked at her and she gave me a crazy grin. “Was that those two assholes who tried to kill me when I was a prisoner?”

      I nodded.

      “I think I’d like to say hello.” And with that she was off, forcing me to chase after both of them.

      John Lee’s men poured out of buildings and hideaways like rats escaping a sinking ship. They fired at us but soon stopped as we sent missiles their way. Bodies blew apart and were tossed into the air as they concentrated on escaping. My father led the charge hell-bent on making our enemies pay for the atrocities they had committed.

      One ship landed ahead of the escaping group while another laid down covering fire from the air.

      I thought my father and Mariya would stop, but they both kept on running, ignoring all thought of self-preservation. The same thoughts screamed at me to stop and take cover. Mariya fired another missile at the fleeing group, causing their ranks to suffer further as my father pushed on.

      Gunfire from the hovering ship exploded next to him showering him with dirt. He was going to get himself killed. I had to do something.

      Sliding to a stop, I slowed my breathing and aimed for the ship that was firing at us. Getting a lock on it, I fired. It saw the attack coming and pivoted, but the missile still exploded along its flank. Straightening back, the ship aimed at me and fired.

      I leapt out of the way as heat hit the side of my face. Rolling along the ground I came back up to my knees to see the fleeing party boarding the grounded ship. It rose off the ground and slowly turned towards my father.

      Fear gripped my gut as the ship turned its attention to him. He’s going to get himself killed.

      I rose to my feet and fired a shot but it went wide and instead detonated against the other ship that was damaged, bringing it down. My aim was off. My hands were shaky. Someone else tried to fire at John Lee’s ship, but its shield took the hit causing no damage. The ship continued to rise before it fully turned its attention toward my father.

      Something blurred out of the corner of my eye making its way to Dad at the same time as the ship fired.

      Nothing but flaming dirt and smoke filled my sight as the ship finally took off. With shaking legs I made my way towards the attack site, scared of what I would see.

      Beating back the smoke with my hands, I finally came across a scene that brought relief to my soul.

      My mother and father held each other in a tender embrace. She was the blur I had seen tackle him. He brought his hands to her face and stroked her gently. “Once again, I’m reminded of why I love you so much. You keep saving me from the pits of hell.”

      “As long as I am alive, the devil himself couldn’t keep you from me.”

      “I love you,” he said, before bringing his lips to hers.
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      I looked at my assembled council and said nothing while they got seated.

      Half my face was bandaged and covered in dressing, while a sling supported my left arm. If I had been a normal human, then my injuries would have made me bedridden for weeks, but luckily my New Human body was working overtime so I could be clearheaded enough to hold this meeting. It still hurt when I coughed—sneezed—breathed—or moved suddenly, but at least I was alive. That was more than could be said for most of the population of this city.

      A city that, throughout its existence, was one of peace and harmony.

      Yet since my coming here, I had brought nothing but war and violence. The people here were kind-hearted souls, but I had turned them into weapons, fighting machines all because... all because... I wanted peace? I wanted a place to raise a family? I wanted... I wanted... I shook my head. What I wanted seemed so far away. Originally, I just wanted to be happy. I found that happiness with Poppy and we made a life for ourselves here. We raised a family, and had moments we would remember forever, but I had lost my way. Because of the loss of José and Tuari, I forgot I was a captain. I forgot I was a leader.

      Stop lying to yourself.

      You didn’t forget, you just didn’t want to remember. You didn’t want to feel that pain again, pain so harsh and heavy it made even breathing hurt.

      Everyone wanted to be King, but no one wanted to embrace the pain that came with it. The heavy burden you had to carry until you never woke up again. It was a burden that got heavier, as I not only had to keep my family safe but everyone else’s family who looked to me for protection.

      Shifting in my chair I winced.

      I looked around the room and saw most of my staff were in a similar state.

      Makenna had a broken arm and major bruising to her face, Niko’s leg was in a cast and Fae’s whole torso was wrapped like she was auditioning to play a mummy.

      The only two people injury free were Kushim and Poppy; no surprise there. Poppy walked past me, hand trailing along the back of my neck until she sat down next to me.

      I looked at her and smiled at her and squeezed her leg. I looked to Kushim, who was on my other side. He gave me a worried look, but I squeezed his shoulder. “Everything is going to be OK,” I whispered to him, leaning in close.

      He gave me a knowing look. “It’s not them I’m worried about.”

      “Are we all ready?” asked Poppy.

      “Almost,” I said, as the meeting room door banged open and Willis and Zizi walked through.

      I exchanged a look with Poppy as they took a seat around the table and settled in. Always the theatrics.

      “How bad is it?” I asked.

      Fae rubbed her face, bags under her eyes heavy and swollen. “Where do you want to start?”

      I turned my attention Makenna’s way. “Casualties?”

      “We are still counting the dead now, but on first estimates, I’d say we lost a good thirty percent of our population; injuries are double that. Luckily… I guess you could call it luck,” she spat. “Our fighting force didn’t suffer any major losses, the majority of the casualties were the elderly and young.”

      Kushim sat bolt upright. Voice tense. “How is that lucky?”

      “Because we can pay the cunts back,” said Willis.

      I nodded at Willis’s words. “As… heartless as it may seem, this was an attack to destroy morale and break us. To make us run for the hills so they could pick us off like animals.”

      “It was unfortunate that they attacked us during our festival season when the city would be at its busiest,” said Makenna. “Families who normally stay away from the cities and live outside of it also attended, making the chaos ten times worse.”

      “A coincidence?” asked Niko.

      Zizi snorted. “I would shit out my spear if it was.”

      Sadness overcome Fae, as she shook her head. “I wish it was. But no, they had inside knowledge of everything. The commands to switch off our anti-aircraft defences, when our busiest time would be in the city, all our weak points. They even sent out a distress signal, so our troops rushed to our borders to defend it.”

      “Who—” I began, but Kushim cut me off.

      “Jason and Sindhu?”

      Fae nodded.

      “I saw them running out of the command defence building,” said Kushim.

      “Who are these pricks?” asked Willis.

      Kushim explained to everyone what had happened between them and him as briefly as he could. Willis looked disgusted. “To think we now have traitorous bastards in our ranks. It didn’t use to be like that back in the day.”

      I chuckled. “There was only ever a handful of us. If someone farted and didn’t own up, we knew who it was. Things have gotten a little… crowded lately.”

      Fae frowned at Kushim. “Yeah, I caught Jason, Sindhu and Mike disabling our defences. They killed our men in there; I could only kill Mike before the other two escaped. I would have hunted all three down, but it was kill them or get the systems back up and running.”

      “You did the right thing,” I said. “You have nothing to feel guilty about. You saved more lives than you know. My life for one.”

      She gave me a nod of thanks, but I could see the comment meant little.

      “Let me get this straight,” said Zizi, getting up from her chair and pacing back and forth. “The World Government didn’t do this?”

      “No, it did.”

      “But this John Lee helped?”

      “He did.”

      “And these traitorous bastards, Jason and Sindhu, was it? They are working for who? The World Government? John Lee? Themselves?”

      I meet Zizi’s angry gaze. “The major player here is the World Government. They are the ones who hired Abdullah Aly to defeat us in this war. Abdullah Aly appears to have scouted this planet before or after meeting me and made a deal with my enemies.”

      “The enemy of my enemy is my friend,” said Kushim.

      “Exactly. The reason why Jason Lee is working with Abdullah is simple. Once I’m out of the way, Jason Lee believes he will rule over Safe Haven. He’s young and arrogant. He doesn’t know what it takes to rule a borough, much less a planet. In regard to Jason and Sindhu… they may have nowhere to go and they believe their best bet is to help my enemies for a free pardon.”

      Zizi stopped pacing and leaned her hands against the back of her chair. “This is worse than I fucking thought. We are facing multiple enemies. In other boroughs—amongst our ranks! I just—I just—” She sat back in her chair, the wind taken out of her sails. She looked defeated. Willis brought his mouth to her ear and whispered something to her before kissing her on the cheek. She returned the gesture with a smile. It was one of the most tender moments I had ever seen the two share in public.

      “As long as you lot have known me when haven’t assholes been trying to kill me?” I asked, getting a halfhearted chuckle from the room.

      “But still, Quinton,” said Makenna, “the losses they have dealt us… maybe it would be better to—”

      I held up my hand stopping her as I passed a glance around the table before steepling my fingers together. Taking a deep breath that caused me some pain, I gave the room my full attention. “I’m sorry.”

      Lowering my gaze on the desk, I collected my thoughts. “I’m sorry I allowed this to happen. I’m sorry for the pain I caused. I’m sorry for the injuries that you have sustained. I’m sorry for the losses we have had to endure. Losses that wouldn’t have happened if I acted faster.

      “I buried my head in the sand. Thought the best thing for us was to ignore the threat completely... but now I see how wrong I was. Now I see we should have acted first. We should have installed enough fear in our opponents that they would never dare to do something like this to us. That even the thought of us would cause them to look for a peaceful situation to their problem. They thought me weak!” I slammed my fist down on the table causing spiderweb cracks to run through it. “They thought us weak. They thought they could eradicate us like rats. I shall not allow that to happen.

      “I should have listened to advice someone gave me years ago. War is not won by making your opponent surrender, it is won by making sure they never want to fight you again.

      “After we are through with them, they shall never wish to fight us again.”
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      I walked with my father through the city.

      The aftermath was much worse than I had been expecting. Burnt husks of homes and shops greeted us wherever we went. Like unloved toys they stood crumbled on the ground or leaning to one side, while their owners refused to look at them. Ash danced on the breeze and the smell of smoke felt like it was buried in the soil. Where the ash coated the ground like snow, ghost footsteps came and went in all directions.

      I moved my neck in circles, massaging my shoulders as I did so.

      My father looked at me concerned. “You alright?”

      “It feels heavy.”

      He nodded as I continued. “The weight of everyone’s gazes, the unspoken accusations, the lingering looks, the anger inside everyone…anger…anger…so hateful that it makes my insides turn cold. I’ve never seen the people of this borough in so much pain. Can you hear that?”

      My father stopped and closed his eyes.

      “Morbid silence. No laughter. No raised voices. No cheerful tones. I hate it. I hate feeling like this is my fault. It feels like my skin is crawling with ants and there is nothing I can do to stop it.”

      We continued on as my father gave a soft word there or a helping hand here. Where he could he donated money or assured the heads of families that he would donate helping hands, so they could rebuild their homes faster.

      It still didn’t feel like it was enough. It felt fake.

      Like we were shaking hands and kissing babies just to save face.

      “You’ll get used to it. The weight. The stares. People just want someone to direct their anger and pain at. And being who we are, we fill that role. A leader’s role, son, isn’t a glamorous one. We get blamed for everything that goes wrong in people’s lives and we get none of the thanks when things get better.

      “Most times we are just a punching bag for people’s frustrations. Their daily struggles. They’re annoyed at their partner and they’re to scared of having an argument with them so they turn that frustration on us.

      “People are simple. They want to put food on their families’ tables, afford a nice thing or treat once in a while and know their children can play outside without the fear of violence.”

      “It sounds easy when you put it that way.”

      He nodded. “It should be. But humans are not an easy creature to live with. New Humans even less so.”

      I looked at him sharply. “What are you saying? Do you regret turning into a New Human?”

      He said nothing as we came across a family struggling to erect tents where their tree house had once been. He didn’t ask if he could help; instead he picked up a pole and started to embed it into the ground. The family looked shocked to see him and tried to take the work away from him, but he shook his head and continued to work.

      Sweaty and sore, we shook hands with the father of the family. My father made a joke and there was at least a hint of a smile on their lips as we parted ways.

      We continued on and my dad looked at me out of the corner of his eyes. “Do I regret turning into a New Human? I thought I would. I thought I would miss being me…but then I started to realise if I never underwent this change then I wouldn’t have you here now. I wouldn’t get to experience the precious moments of you growing up. I would go through a thousand years of torture, just so I could experience those handful of decades again.

      “No, what I meant earlier is that New Humans have all the faults of normal humans as well as superhuman advantages. We are living gods. You may not realise it now, but there will come a time when the enemy won’t be the World Government but New Humans. New Humans doing all the atrocities humans have done since they were birthed but on a grander scale.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “We age slower than turtles, Kushim. Hell, what am I saying, we don’t even know if we do age. That’s countless years for us to spread out amongst the stars like locusts. Humans have only scratched the surface of what is possible in regard to space travel. We, not them, shall populate the stars like none other. When that time comes I hope you’re ready for it.”

      “You make everything sound so grand. So epic.”

      “Because it is. My job is easy. I only need to get New Humans to the starting line, you need to complete the race.”

      I rolled my neck again as the weight I felt increased. I never thought about things on such a scale. I only wanted the attacks to stop, I only wanted my people to live their lives in peace. What my father was talking about had all the marks of a Julius Caesar or Genghis Khan. But I didn’t want be those people. I didn’t want my legacy to be one of blood and trauma.

      I just wanted to live in peace.

      I stopped and laughed. Hadn’t my father wanted the same thing? To simply live in peace. Look at where that had gotten him. Look at the things he had done, the things he was about to do all in the name of peace.

      My father looked at me, concerned, as I continued to laugh. “What’s so funny?”

      “Nothing,” I said, wiping my eyes, “nothing. I think I’ve just come to understand the saying, like father like son.”

      He slapped me on the back and smiled as we continued to walk. Our feet followed no certain path, but both pairs knew where to go as we ended up on top of a viewing platform high up in the jungle canopy. It was one of the few still standing and it offered a more sobering view of the destruction that had taken place.

      Our city looked like it had been through a forest fire.

      “Talking of like father like son, this woman. Mariya. How well do you know her?”

      I gave my dad a look “As well as you knew Mum.”

      He laughed. “Fair point. Fair point. But I didn’t have a whole kingdom resting on my back when I met her. I was just a simple office worker who hated his life and knew there was more to living than spreadsheets and pointless meetings.”

      “I…I don’t know her at all if I’m honest. I know she’s had a tough life. A life full of pain and torment. Her body’s full of scars, which tells me she had to fight just to survive growing up. I’ve asked questions and she tells me what I want to hear, but no, I don’t know her all that well. All I know is that she is in pain. Pain isn’t a strong enough word to describe it. It’s a darkness. She’s seen things that…I can’t imagine.”

      “I know. I’ve see that darkness before. From Willis, from other people I’ve met on my journey. If you’re not careful their darkness can swallow you whole and pull you in, while you’re trying to help them.”

      A butterfly landed on my hand. “I refuse to give up on someone because their transformation is more painful than mine. She’s saved my life during this whole thing, so the least I can do is try and return the favour.”

      My father went to say something but shook his head.

      “Go on. Say what you want to say.”

      He looked off into the distance. “OK. I’m going to talk to you man to man, not father to son, so take these words as if I was a friend.”

      I gave him a nod before he continued.

      “This girl is trouble. She’s like a wildfire you’re trying to contain but if you’re not careful she’ll burn everything down around you. You’re blinded by her beauty—the attention she gives you. I get that, we are all men at the end of the day, but I have a bad feeling about her. I wish I could express it better but...” He shrugged. “All I can say is be careful, because this may not end how you want it to.”

      I could have argued with him. I could have told him he was wrong and he didn’t know what he was talking about, but it wouldn’t be right. He spoke to me as a man. An equal. The least I could do was take what he said onboard and acknowledge it.

      “Thank you for your words of advice. I’ll keep  it in mind.”

      He chuckled. “Yeah, right. It’ll go in one ear and out the other. But that’s alright, you’re young, you’ll learn.”

      I smiled before looking at the city below us. “Everything is about to change. isn’t it?”

      “It already has, son. It already has.”
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      “You still here?”

      My father had left me on the viewing platform hours ago, but yet I remained staring at the jewels in the night sky. I turned to him as he made his way next to me, cigar and bottle of rum in his hand. Taking a seat he lowered himself down with a groan.

      “What are you still doing up?” he asked.

      He handed me a cigar and a lighter as he popped the cork on the bottle of rum. The flame from the lighter dazzled and blinded me as I lit both our cigars. Blinking away the spots in my vision, I took a pull and blew out a smoke ring.

      “Don’t tell your mother about this.”

      I laughed. “About the drinking or the smoking?”

      “You know what she’s like. If she could cover you in cotton wool, she would.” I nodded, as I could still feel his eyes on me. Saying nothing, I allowed my eyes to readjust to the night.

      He offered me the bottle but I declined.

      “Not in the mood?”

      I shrugged my shoulders. “I…” Lost for words, I didn’t know what to say. Everything was just so… so… “I am scared of falling asleep. The things waiting for me there, I do not believe I have the strength to face them.”

      He nodded and took a sip from the bottle.

      “I mean, we are meant to be these people’s protectors—saviours—yet I have failed so miserably at that, what right do I have to sleep?”

      “We have failed so miserably.”

      Waving his comment away in irritation I continued. “You didn’t see their eyes. The unblinking eyes of those two children I had in my arms. Their mother was killed, and it was only their father left. The ships came overheard—I saw them first—shouted for people to flee—they were slow in reacting. Everyone could see the ships but they wouldn’t move. Then when they did, it was like a stampede.

      “People pushing—people fighting each other—no one helping. If they only helped each other, we could have saved so many more, but like animals everyone just fought for their own survival.

      “I saw a man trampled to death! They—they—”

      The words caught in my throat as I shook my head, tears flying from my eyes.

      The rum sloshed around the bottle as my father brought it to his lips. He held it out to me. I went to take it but hesitated.

      “It’ll help.”

      Taking it from his hand I brought it to my lips slowly and nearly choked as he lifted the bottom up. Rum poured down my throat and chin. I pulled it away and coughed, slapping my chest as the liquid burned on the way down.

      “I may not have seen those particular sets of eyes, but I have seen enough in my time that they have all blended into one.”

      I said nothing as I let his words sink in.

      “I could lie to you and say that you’ll forget them, but I wouldn’t be much of a father if I lied to you now, would I?”

      Grabbing the bottle I knocked it back, the burning less severe this time. “Their eyes, maybe in time… I could forget. Rationalise their death wasn’t my fault, I didn’t kill them. In time it would get better, but the ones I killed… the men and women who died by my hand… I am a murderer. A killer. All my life, I listened to the stories Uncle Willis told me, and I promised myself I wouldn’t go down the same path as you or him.

      “I would not be a killer. There was no need for it. Times had changed. Those things you did because Safe Haven was unsafe—cruel—things were different now. What I liar I ended up being.”

      My father took the bottle from me and took a big gulp. “The thing is, son, there will always be the haves and have-nots. That’s just life. Life isn’t fair. It isn’t kind. It was wrong of me to shroud you from the realities of it. Because of who we are, we shall always have enemies. People looking to take what we have or kill us for simply existing.

      “So we have to fight. We have to kill. If we fought and let our enemies go, they would only come back. Death is the end of all things. I had to learn that the hard way. I prayed—wished—you never had to learn that lesson, but I was only being a fool. People in our position don’t get that choice.”

      The night sounds of the jungle soothed me as the tears from my tears continued to flow.

      An arm wrapped around my shoulders and brought me in close as my father hugged me tightly.

      “How do you do it?” I whispered. “How do you not go crazy? The faces—I kept seeing the faces.”

      “By remembering the faces of those I am trying to protect. That is the only way you will sleep at night. That is the only way I have been able to sleep, by thinking of your mother’s face and yours. When the times are at their toughest, remember who you are doing it all for.”
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      A week had passed and things were finally settling down and getting back to normal. Construction was in full swing and my father was making sure everyone was too busy to dwell on what had taken place. He used the same method on me, keeping me so busy that I didn’t have time to speak with Mariya. I hadn’t seen her in days. I didn’t know if she was keeping her distance or if my mum had spoken to her, but whatever the issue, things had taken a weird turn between us.

      Now, taking some time to myself and slipping away from the allocated work my father had tasked me with, I tried to find her.

      The hours passed slowly as I ducked and dodged people who were looking for me. They looked like regular civilians, but I could tell my father’s guards anywhere. He must have instructed them to keep a watchful eye on me and to intervene if I went looking for Mariya.

      Guru Roshan’s face, surrounded by white hair, came into my view like a full moon being revealed through the parting of the clouds. He sat in front of a stall that sold silks.

      I rushed to him and said, “No time to explain,” as I leapt over the stall shop counter and hid. Two small holes in the tent’s fabric allowed me to see my pursuers approach.

      They scanned the crowd for me, heads turning left to right, before spotting Guru and making their way to him. He gave them a wave as they stopped in front of him. “Hello, Guru, we are looking for Kushim. Have you seen him?”

      “Kushim?” he asked, puzzled.

      “Yes, you know,” said a voice that sounded like it gargled rocks for a living. “Quinton Blake’s son. The brat has run off ahead. Why he can’t just do as he’s told, I would never know. Everyone knows he’s unsuited to rule. Even if some people have started to call him Monarch. The boy hasn’t got a backbone. There’s no iron ore running through that soft sand.”

      My hands clenched and unclenched as the guard’s words washed over me. Was that how everyone saw me? Soft to the core. Not able to make my own decisions. Not believing I could rule because… because what? I had compassion and tolerance. Because I would rather save a life than take it?

      Hurt people hurt people.

      We were at war with the World Government because of what AI humanoids did in WW3. More bloodshed and conquering wouldn’t make the next two hundred years any different unless someone did something different.

      “Kushim. Kushim—Kushim? Yeah, I saw the boy a while ago, he was talking to a merchant who sells supplies for hiking in the jungle. You know how that boy loves to go hiking in the jungle.”

      “Nah, he wouldn’t,” said the guard.

      I heard the snap of fingers. “Now you mention it. He had a camping rucksack on his back. He only wears that when he goes hiking. I hope you fine gentlemen didn’t need him for anything, because my guess is, he’ll be a good way into the jungle by now.”

      “Fuck! That little shit.”

      “What are we supposed to do?” said a whiny new voice.

      “We fucking go after him. Get some more of the boys and tell them what happened. We’ll see if we can follow his tracks.”

      I waited till they faded away into the distance before getting up. “Thanks, Guru,” I said, hugging him. “You’re a lifesaver as always.”

      Guru Roshan looked at me under white eyebrows any mountain mystic would die for. “This is not like you, Monarch, hiding like you’ve impregnated someone’s daughter.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Don’t start with the Monarch thing as well. It started as a joke, but now it’s gotten out of hand.”

      He pulled out a pipe and filled it with something that smelt sweet. “This rumour, do you know who started it?”

      “She—” I cut myself off as he gave me a coy smile. “You can knock that off. It’s not what you think.”

      “But there is a woman involved, no?”

      I sighed.

      “A beautiful one at that. Fiery temper. Stubborn. Knows what to say and how to say it to get you all fired up like you’ve been chased by a Bengal tiger.”

      I said nothing as I rested my back against the tent.

      “Is she the first thing you think about when you wake up? The last thing on your mind? Do your parents disapprove?”

      I held my hands up in surrender. “Alright. Alright. There is a woman. She is beautiful—fiery—smart—wild, strong-willed. I think about her sometimes when I am doing the most mundane things, like washing my face. I just don’t know what to do about it. I… I…” I shook my head. “My parents disapprove. My mum hates her—”

      “It is what mums do.”

      “My father… says there is a darkness inside her. A darkness that will swallow me whole if I allow it to. But I…”

      “You don’t see it that way?”

      I threw my hands up in the air, at a loss for words. I didn’t know what way I saw it, I just knew that she was an important piece in the jigsaw puzzle of my life and until I fitted it in place, I would never know if I did the right thing or not.

      “I have known many women in my time.”

      I chuckled. “Of course you have. It must be the beard.”

      He ignored me and continued. “A great many women, each as different as the next. Some wild and untamed like a forest fire, some warm and gentle like a wood burner on a bitter winter’s night, and some as unassuming as a spark in a room filled with dried paper. What I’m trying to say, my boy, is people call me a guru—mystic—wise man, but since I came of age, women are the one thing I have yet to solve.

      “They are the universe’s most beautiful creation and its most complex.”

      “That doesn’t help me much, does it, Guru?”

      “Oh, you were looking for help. Then you came to the wrong place. Don’t you know the whole guru thing is a con? I only repeat back to people what they tell me in a mystic nonsense sort of way, never giving them the answers they’ve asked for, only the answers they need. I’ve been many things—pirate—prince—bounty hunter— intergalactic deliveryman… it was one of my most dangerous jobs… but being a guru has to be the easiest by far. Do you want to know why that is?”

      I gave him a shrug.

      “It’s because no matter who we are, we all know what to do. Deep down, we know. We may lie to ourselves, we may live in denial, we may run away from the fact or refuse to face it, but deep down, we all know the solution to our problems. Knowing is the easiest part. Doing something about it is where life happens.”

      “But what if—“

      He took a big pull on his pipe and blew the smoke in my face. I coughed and hacked, slapping my chest.

      “There will always be a but,” said a voice through the smoke; “it’s what you do despite those buts that matters. If you want my advice: follow your gut. It’s the only advice anyone ever needs.”

      The smoke faded away and with it, I saw Guru had disappeared. I came out of my hiding place and looked left to right. He had melted away in the crowd. I hated when he did that. Letting out a frustrated sigh, I knew what I had to do. I just wasn’t looking forward to it.
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      I saw her before she saw me.

      Back facing me, with a backpack slung over one shoulder, she tinkered with one of the ships in our shipyard. I crept up behind her and whispered, “And what are you doing?”

      Mariya almost jumped out of her skin as her head whipped round to face me, her metal fingernails extended like claws ready to slice me into pieces. I held up my hands and took a step back. “Hey, hey. I apologise, I apologise. No need to slash my throat.”

      Eyebrows coming together, she said nothing as she looked over my shoulder to see if anyone was with me. Satisfied, she turned back to the ship and pulled a screwdriver from her back pocket. Leaning into an open hatch on the side of the ship that showed nothing but wires, she tinkered with them. I tried to look over her shoulder to see what she was doing, but she closed the hatch before I got a good view and placed the screwdriver and something else in her pocket.

      “Err, what are you doing?” I asked again.

      She said nothing as she walked towards the ship’s cargo hold and typed in the code to unlock it. As the cargo door slid down, I looked at her in shock. “How do you know the code to this ship?”

      I followed her up the ramp and noticed more bags and weapon cases strapped along the walls. She double-checked everything quickly and I got a glimpse of dried food and enough ammunition to support a small army. I looked around, confusion giving me a headache. “I know I’ve asked this before, but what are you doing?”

      “Argh! All you do is talk—talk—talk and ask questions, Monarch. If you talked less and used senses more, the answers would be obvious.”

      About to open my mouth, I closed it and did as I was told. I took in where we were, the supplies around me and her constantly looking over her shoulder to see if anyone was coming, and it hit me.

      “You’re leaving.”

      She didn’t give me an answer as she went to the cockpit and started her preflight checks. I watched her stunned, unable to process my thoughts. Did I mean nothing? Had I overthought our relationship? Was she just using me to get what she wanted?

      I heard shouts coming from the shipyard as she started the engine. She turned on the cameras around the outside of the ship and I saw a group of engineers and guards rush toward our ship.

      “Look, I don’t know what’s going on, but I think this is a bad idea.”

      “How would you know? You haven’t even heard it.”

      “If it involves stealing one of our ships and making an escape, then it is a bad idea.”

      She got to her feet and grabbed me by the shoulders. “I’m not escaping, as I was never a prisoner. I’m borrowing this ship to help me with my plans. Which down the line is only going to help your family.”

      “If you’re talking about killing—”

      A laser bolt pinged off the ceiling above us. I looked over my shoulder to see the guards now armed.

      “Monarch—look .” She ruffled her hair as she tried to find the right words. “This thing between us can’t happen. I’m no good for you. I’ll only break your heart.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I don’t need saving.”

      “I—it’s not about that. If you know something that can help win this war, then I want to help. Plus, I still feel responsible about what happened in that bar.”

      She gave me a look as she saw through my lie. Grabbing me by the face, she kissed me hard. Everything went silent. It was only the two of us in a maelstrom of emotion. She broke away first and looked me dead in the eye as our noses touched. “I don’t want to change you and I’d rather you didn’t come. But if you want to come, then so be it. I warn you though, Monarch, don’t blame me if this doesn’t end how you—”

      I kissed her. “I aim to prove you wrong. But we can’t leave like this.”

      Mariya strode past me and dug into one of her weapons bags, taking out something that looked like a grenade. I grabbed her arm. “No violence.”

      She tried to shake me off. “Trust me.”

      I held on. “I will not repeat myself.”

      A devilish smile danced on her lips as she pushed herself against me. “I like this new Monarch, makes a girl tingle between the—”

      Another laser shot pinged against the wall. But my grip on her arm remained.

      “Relax. It’s just knockout gas. It’ll wear off in an hour,” she said.

      I finally released my grip and watched as she tossed the grenade toward my men. Heart in my throat, every fibre of my being wanted to jump on it, but as it detonated, nothing but gas escaped from it. Coughing sounded in the gas cloud and I saw the first man fall to his knees, before he face-planted on the floor. My eyes zoomed in on his face; he was still breathing.

      “O ye of little faith,” she said, as she dashed to the cockpit.

      I grabbed onto a nearby handrail as the ship moved. More shouts came from the shipyard as people rushed towards us. Confusion clouded my thoughts as people waved at me in panic and gestured for me to jump.

      “She’s taken Kushim hostage!”

      “Try to disable the ship.”

      “Don’t let her escape.”

      Oh no. I opened my mouth to shout to my father’s men that everything was alright, but the ship kicked into overdrive and picked up speed as it gunned towards the runway exit.

      Even in this building, trees still lined the far walls, moulding and twisting around the metal supports of the ceiling. Natural light filtered through glass panels along the ceiling, while holes in the corner of the glass panel connected to pipes feeding the vegetation water. Like everything in the jungle, nature blended seamlessly with its architecture.

      Even the runway we drove on was nothing but grass.

      The ship shook. “We’re taking fire. I’m going to fire back.“

      “Don’t! They are only trying to disable the ship from escaping. They think you’ve taken me hostage.”

      “Why would they think that?”

      “Maybe because you’re stealing a ship. Or maybe they don’t think I’m stupid enough to come on this… this… this adventure.”

      “Aww, you think this is an adventure? You’ve not seen anything yet.”

      I felt the ship take a sharp turn and I looked at a display showing the outside of the ship. One guard had taken control of an all-terrain vehicle with a gun turret on top of it. The turret followed us trying to lock us down.

      “That asshole doesn’t look like he’s trying to disable the ship.”

      Panic swirled in my stomach. “Some of my father’s men are—”

      An explosion detonated along the side of the ship.

      “Eager.”

      “Well, he can go fuck himself,” said Mariya. I saw the guns along the side of the ship pivot and move in the threat’s direction. The driver of the ATV must have seen the same thing because he leapt from the ATV as the ship’s guns kicked out hot lead, turning the ATV into flaming wreckage.

      “I said no violence.”

      “Is he still alive?”

      I looked at the screen and saw the guard get to his feet gingerly. I breathed a sigh of relief.

      “They’re trying to close the doors. We’re not going to make it out in time.”

      The screens showed the large shipyard doors sliding close. For as long as I’d lived, I couldn’t remember them being closed, but for as long as I’d lived, no one had tried to steal one of our ships either.

      “This is pointless,” I said, as the ship gained speed. “Power down the ship and everything will be forgiven.”

      “Nah, fuck that noise. I’ve got a plan.”

      “Is it as brilliant as this plan?”

      “Even better!”

      I redoubled my grip as the ship changed directions. I watched in horror as one of the ship’s wings scraped against the shipyard doors, causing sparks to fly. The noise and vibration rattled my organs. Now picking up speed at an uncomfortable level, we barrelled towards the people who were chasing us. Panic flashed on faces before bodies leapt out of the way.

      “What the f—what the hell are you doing?”

      “Ohhh! Was the goody two shoes Monarch about to swear?”

      The ship kept on gunning for the back end of the shipyard where nothing but ships and a wall were located. It was a dead end.

      “You need to stop. You need to stop. You need to—”

      “Relax, pussy. The only way is up!”

      With my stomach feeling like it was dropping through my bowels, the ship put on another burst of speed and shot up. The cargo door was still open; I looked down and regretted it.

      Making eye contact with my father down on the rapidly vanishing ground, all I could do was stare. His hardened jaw and stern expression I could take—understand. It was mother’s disappointed and hurt face next to him that chewed my insides and left me feeling like I had physically struck her.

      I wished I could go back and explain myself. But I had made my decision and it was one I would have to stand by until I next saw them. Until I could prove them wrong.

      All I had to do was survive and keep Mariya from hurting anyone. Easy, I thought. O what a fool I was.
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      Quinton

      

      A vein throbbed along my temple as I sat slumped in my office chair, one hand resting under my chin.

      I watched my wife pace back and forth, hands waving in the air like a pastor, while her mouth moved a thousand words a minute. I looked out of my window and took in the largest bird of prey that flew through these boroughs’ lands. Feathers green, talons brown, beak blooded from a fresh kill it rested on a branch while it tore into its meal.

      Freedom. Peace.

      How I envied the creature. It could go anywhere it wanted and do anything it wanted without the responsibilities that came with being—

      “Are you even listening to me?!”

      My focus came back to the room. Poppy stood in front of me hands on hips, lips non-existent, while she locked me on the spot with a look that could combust water. I didn’t dare move in case she attacked.

      “Err, of course I was listening, honey.”

      “What was I talking about then?”

      I held back a sigh. “Kushim.”

      “Well, of course it was about him. But what was I talking about exactly?”

      I tried to not let my eyes glaze over as I racked my brain for a suitable answer. “How disappointed you are—how upset you are—how—”

      “You haven’t been listening. You’re just repeating what you think I want to hear. If you’re not bothered about what happens to our son, then I might as well take the issue into my own hands. I’ve found him once, so I’ll find him again.”

      My hand slapped the table as I bolted upright. “That’s not fair! I damn well abandoned my humanity for you and that child. I lost my fucking legs. So don’t you dare get on your high horse and judge me because of how things have turned out lately. Kushim is—”

      “Our son.”

      “Kushim! Is a grown man. Yes, he is our son, but he is damn well old enough to know right from wrong. And it’s about time he learned there are consequences for his actions. He can’t continue being the baby prince his whole life. I am sick and tired of trying to keep that boy safe when he goes out of his way to disobey me at every turn. It’s like whatever I say to do, he’ll do the opposite. So I’m done with trying to fix his mistakes and cover his ass.

      “If you want to find him, then be my guest, but know this, he won’t thank you for it and his little girlfriend will more than likely turn him against you.”

      “He wouldn’t!”

      I threw my hands in the air. “I fell in love with you when I was still married to another woman. At least I had some life experience. The boy’s been sheltered his whole life. He’s soft. Green. Maybe this is the best thing for him. Knock some damn sense into him. Make him appreciate what he has. Get him out of my shadow. I don’t know. I just know us chasing after him and dragging him back will not solve anything. It will only make it worse.”

      Poppy gave me a helpless shrug. “Then we do what? Nothing?”

      “In regard to him… yes. He’ll find his way back to us. In the meantime, we have not got the luxury of doing nothing. The city needs rebuilding, our forces need to prepare for the upcoming war. Not only do we have to crush any opposition on this planet, but we also have to be prepared for what the World Government is going to throw against us next.”

      “You think they’ll try an attack us again so soon?”

      “No. Abdullah will wait for me to bring the fight to him.”

      “You wouldn’t. That’s just—”

      “Foolish. I know. But I will not turn this city or planet into a siege stronghold. The inhabitants deserve better than that. They have suffered enough. It’s about time their civilians feel the same fear we’ve had to live with for so long.”

      Poppy looked at me with fear in her eyes.

      “What?”

      “You sound,” she licked her lips nervously, “you sound like him.”

      “Alvis?”

      She nodded.

      “For a minute there, I thought you were going to say The Lady. But you’re right. I do sound like him. I won’t deny it, but unlike him, I was happy to stay in the shadows, happy to spend the remainder of my days with you, with our son. I was the voice against violence—against war—but things out of my control stirred me from my slumber.” Getting up from my chair and walking around to her, I held her hand. “I do not want to do this. The pain and suffering I am about to cause… I don’t know if I’ll have any soul left after I’m done. But I won’t stand by and watch everything I’ve built be destroyed.

      “I’m not only doing this for my children and grandchildren, but for every other New Human parent who cares about some World Government soldier storming their home and killing them. I remember what it was like when I was powerless. The feeling of hopelessness. I won’t allow the people who look to me for protection to feel what I did.”

      I kissed her and she pulled away from me, worry coursing through her soul.

      “I just don’t get what he sees in her. I mean… she reminds me of a stray dog more than anything.”

      I laughed and she hit me. “You’re forgetting the boy has always been a social outcast. People either wanted to be near him for what he could do for them or disliked him because of who he was—who he’d become. Mariya is the first person who treats him like he’s a nobody. Like he’s a regular person. When he’s around her, he feels normal and for that I wish them all the best.

      “Do I like the girl… I’m warming to her, but she has some sharp edges that need to be smoothed down and Kushim needs some edges of his own. So let’s hope they balance each other out.”
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      Kushim

      

      The ship we had acquired was big enough for five crew members, so it meant plenty of space for the two of us not to be under each other’s feet. A small pool of sweat surrounded me in the ship’s workout area. It wasn’t big enough to be called a gym and had the basics regarding exercise equipment, but it was enough for me. For an hour I moved through weapons forms with my spear, perfecting the movements. The motions I went through were more of an active meditation practice than a workout meant to sharpen my skills with the spear. That was earlier, where I fought imaginary opponent after imaginary opponent until my limbs grew heavy and my breathing ragged. That practice was to work the body and tire the lungs. This practice was to clear the mind.

      Eyes closed, I moved slower than a snail as I extended my arm into a thrusting position. Bringing the spear back around over my head, I felt a droplet of sweat fall from my wrist and drop past my ear. The sound reminded me of a raindrop falling off a leaf back home.

      The jungle filled my thoughts.

      The humid heaviness of a summer’s day. The fresh smell of rain in the morning. The cry of a newborn animal.

      Here, now, in this metal tin where nothing but silence surrounded me, I was reminded of how chaotic and loud home was. Space was… a different beast.

      I had travelled off world but never for this long. Plus, I had travelled with my father and mother and their guards. Being with a crowd of people kept one’s mind off the emptiness of what space was. Now, with just Mariya as company, I had more alone time than I truly wanted. A smile tugged on my lips.

      Hadn’t I always gone hiking to be alone, to try to find myself? Yet here I was with more alone time than ever before and I hated it. The vastness of space. The all-consuming emptiness of it all. There wasn’t another soul for—panic tried to swallow me and pull me under. I felt my breathing get shallower. My limbs heavier.

      I went to fight the feeling, but I knew the more I resisted the worse it would be.

      Opening up my lungs, I took a deep breath and allowed the emotions to hit me like a wave. The feeling was like the underwater river currents back home. The more you fought it, the worse it would be for you. As your mind panicked and made the body heavy and stiff, instead the best thing to do was relax and allow the current to carry you to a calm spot in the river where you could swim to safety.

      The panic hit me again and again and at one point I thought it would win, but I powered through and kept on going through my drills until it passed.

      Coming to a stop, face sleek with sweat, I opened my eyes to see Mariya looking at me.

      “You did good. I thought it was going to win.”

      I grabbed a towel and wiped myself down. “So did I for a minute.” She continued to watch me over a cup of steaming hot tea, like a farmer apprising his stock for the coming harvest.

      “So,” I said, happy now I wasn’t dripping sweat everywhere. “What’s the plan?”

      “What makes you think there’s a plan?”

      I felt irritation raise its ugly head, but I pushed it back down. She would not push my buttons today. “Why steal a ship?”

      “For the hell of it. Nothing like a joy ride to get the juices flowing.”

      I gave her a deadpan look.

      “OK. OK. Lighten up, Monarch. I have a plan. I have a great, almighty, galaxy-forming, mind-bending, can’t-believe-she’s-that-smart plan. Good plan. Smart plan. Plan-plan.”

      I gave her a deadpan stare.

      “I didn’t come to Safe Haven only to kill Abdullah, I came here for information.”

      “What sort of information?”

      “Information in regard to locations of detention centres.”

      “Detention centres?” I said, rolling the words around in my mouth.

      “They’re death camps. The media portray them as detention camps where the World Government sends New Humans to be rehabilitated, but that’s all bullshit. They lock our people up worse than animals. They experiment on them, torture, dissect, and when the sick bastards no longer have any use for us, they place us in chambers and burn us alive.”

      “They… they… burn—”

      “They call it smelting.”

      “Smelting?”

      “What do you do to machines and metal you no longer need?”

      I felt sick to my stomach as the words left my mouth. “You burn it down to its base metals so you can reuse the metal in the future.”

      She clicked her fingers and pointed my way. “Bingo! The metal ore running through our bodies is one of the rarest compounds in the universe. It’s the reason Alvis Boman wanted The Jungle and the metal ores in its caves so much. Part of why he came back was because of the hate for your father, but a larger part was because of the metal ore found in The Jungle. I can count the number of planets on one hand where they have found the metal ore on so far.”

      “You’re talking about new-vibranium?”

      She nodded. “Who would have thought New Humans are the most expensive thing in the galaxy?”

      I was speechless. Thoughts came to the surface one after the other, battling to be answered first. “OK. OK, one thing at a time,” I said to myself. “If what you say is true about these detention camps, then why hasn’t the public risen up? Not every human is a cruel person. That blanket statement allows dictators to rise to power. Surely someone has brought to light what is going on?”

      “They have. But the media label them terrorist sympathisers.”

      “Terrorist sympathisers?”

      “The World Government and its allies have labelled New Humans terrorist.”

      “Well, if you, Willis and Zizi didn’t burn down every World Government building you came across, then maybe they wouldn’t label us with that brush.”

      “Have you not heard what I’ve been saying to you?” she demanded. “They are experimenting on our people!”

      I held up my hands. “But look where this violence is getting us.”

      “It’s getting us free.”

      I shook my head. Going down this line of conversation would get us both nowhere. “If what you say is true about the new-vibranium then my home is in bigger danger than we all realise.”

      She looked at me confused.

      “This war isn’t about us. Not really.” I paced as my mind worked. “We pose a threat to the order of things not because of who we are but because of what we are. The World Government sees us as technology it must control. Advanced technology. So because of that, it must first learn how we operate, hence experimenting on us. Once that is done, then they shall move to acquire the resources to combat us. We are already seeing those weapons on the black market. Weapons similar to this spear that they can use against New Humans. But they need resources to build an army to combat us and the only way they can do that is by securing land they can find the ore in.”

      “The Jungle,” said Mariya.

      I nodded. “The Jungle.”

      We both looked at each other as what I was saying finally dawned on me. “We need to go back. The attack on my home was only the first of its kind, if we don’t—” She shook her head from side to side, stopping me in my tracks. “Why?”

      “Because we are on a deadline. I am meeting someone who is going to get me into the main detention centre. The first one built. If we destroy it and the records it holds, we shall strike a major blow. A blow that may halt the World Government’s efforts.”

      I ran my fingers through my hair pulling at the roots.

      “I told you not to come. You knew the risks.”

      “How long will this mission take?”

      “As long as it needs—” I gave her a look. “A couple of weeks at most. I don’t know.”

      “How long until we get to our rendezvous point?”

      “Rendezvous,” she said in a mocking tone before answering. “In the next couple of days. We are meeting her at a way station.” She turned to leave, then stopped and looked over her shoulder. “You can still go home, Monarch, you don’t have to do this. You don’t have to show me how big your balls are.”

      “No. I gave you my word that I would help you and that is what I shall do.”

      She gave me a pitying look before walking away as I tried to rack my brains over how I was going to send a message back home of what I had learnt. Even if I managed to, would they believe me? The looks on my parents’ faces still haunted me. They thought me a disappointment. I had to prove them wrong. This wasn’t about me or them anymore, it was about the millions of lives on Safe Haven that would be lost if I did nothing to stop what was about to happen.
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      Quinton

      

      I sat in my office re-watching the video of Kushim and Mariya.

      If I hadn’t been there in the flesh, then I wouldn’t believe the video I was seeing. Kushim had always been a good boy. I know every parent likes to think of their child like that, but when it came to him, my son was... too kind for his own good.

      Always giving selflessly to people less fortunate, nursing sick animals back to full life, fighting bullies and getting his ass kicked and speaking the truth when it would have been easier to tell a lie.

      He was an annoyingly good person.

      The light that shone in him bothered most. It blinded them. Highlighted their failures, their shortcomings. Made them try to be better.

      That’s why I wanted to protect him, because he was the leader the New Humans needed. The diplomat, the caregiver, the one to set them up on the intergalactic stage. I was the warmonger. The one tasked with the job that would tarnish souls and cause nightmares. My reign would be spoken about in hushed tones and muted words.

      His would be celebrated. Statues would be made of the boy and shrines would be built so they could pray to him.

      But now, I had no control over what he saw, what happened to him. I didn’t want to be a helicopter parent, nor did I want what happened to me to happen to him. I didn’t want his light to turn to darkness.

      The innocence I once had about violence was now… fuck. Sometimes I thought back to my old life and wondered if spreadsheets were really that bad.

      Leaning my head against the headrest of my chair, I stared out my window to the trees. I only wanted what every parent wanted for their children. I just wanted him to be safe. But unlike most parents, I could level cities. Argh! Who would have thought raising children would be so hard?

      The door to my office opened and Willis stepped through.

      Speaking of warmongering.

      “Oi, oi, cockface, how’s it hanging?”

      I got up and grabbed an apple from the table offering Willis his pick of the fruit bowl. He declined. “You know,” I said, “a man in my position who was less… understanding… would take your words as offensive. Even insulting. Luckily we are such good friends.”

      Willis snorted. “Please. Don’t give me your leader’s voice.”

      “Leader’s voice?”

      “Yeah, you know. The one you use to intimidate your underlings and staff.”

      “I do not intimidate my staff,” I said, offended. “I merely ask them to do their duties, and in return, I pay them handsomely.”

      “But that’s the thing. They do what you tell them because they get paid, but mostly they fear you. They don’t know how much of a dickweasel you used to be. Now, everyone gets taken in by the whole New Human warlord destroyer thing that they think you’ve become. If you were Kushim, then this would be different. People actually like the boy. I don’t know what heathen witchcraft the little shit casts, but people fall over themselves to help him. They love him. Can’t get enough of him.

      “Whereas with you…” His hands moved up and down as if they were weighing scales.

      I placed my hand on my heart and gave him a hurt look. “Well, I never. Here I thought people liked me for my sunny disposition.”

      We both looked at each other before we burst into laughter.

      I shook my head. “I would rather they love me, but that is not my path. Kushim’s, yes; mine… but if they won’t love me, then I will take the next best thing: fear.”

      “There is only one weakness with fear.” I gave him a confused look. “People forget. Love lasts longer. It is why the church asks its congregation to return every Sunday to hear where they shall end up if they sin. Fear is the constant foot on the neck everyone in power uses to keep their members in check, to keep them from disobeying.

      “But love, I realise, is so much stronger. It gives the rebels the strength to keep on fighting. It gives the mother strength to keep on going when the odds are against her. It gives people hope when all is lost.”

      “Touching words, my friend, and I wish love could be my path. But it isn’t. It’s fear. If I hadn’t disappeared from the public, then people would be reminded of what to fear. We wouldn’t have traitors working with our enemies. We wouldn’t have assholes like John Lee daring to think they could attack us. No. Fear is what I shall use to remind everyone of who we are and what we are.”

      Willis gave me a look of pity and went to speak, but I lifted my hand and stopped him. “I know, my friend. I know. It isn’t the right path. But sometimes we must choose the only path available to us.”

      “What’s the next play then?” he asked.

      I went to my desk, took some papers from the top and handed them to him. “Violence. These are all the known associates, family members, friends, and people John Lee went to school with. If he’s spoken to them in the last twenty years, their name is on this list. I want each and everyone of them spoken to.”

      “And after we do?”

      “We play judge, jury and executioner.”

      He bit his bottom lip. “Quinton, most of these are civilians.”

      “There are consequences to one’s actions.”

      I grabbed his shoulder. “There will be a lot harder times ahead than this, my friend. I need to know that I can count on you.”

      He took a deep breath and gave me a nod. “Always. Is there anything else?”

      “I don’t think—” I began as the door to my office opened.

      Two young men walked through my door. Michael, tall and lean with a dark oak skin tone, cast his brooding eyes around my office as Gabriel, his adopted brother, built like he ate weights for breakfast, followed close behind.

      “I’m nearly done, boys. I won’t be much—”

      “When was that video taken?” asked Gabriel.

      “What video?” Willis asked.

      Michael pointed to the floating holo-video playing above our heads. Willis did a double take. “Fuck me. I didn’t notice that. Must be getting senile in my old age.” He did another double take. “Is that Kushim stealing a ship with some hottie? Has the boy finally found some balls? That explains why Poppy has been in such a fool mood lately. I asked her a simple question and she nearly bit my—”

      “Dad!” shouted Gabriel, “when is this video from?”

      Willis gave him a shrug and looked at me. I answered. “About four days ago, Why?”

      “We know that person,” said Michael.

      Willis looked confused. “Who? The girl?”

      They nodded.

      “How?” I demanded.

      “We grew up with her. She’s our sister.”
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      Kushim

      

      The station where we were meeting Mariya’s contact loomed before us.

      It looked like a jumbled collection of small ships linked together in some weird jigsaw puzzle shape. Some ships looked ancient, with scratches covering metal panels and dents littering their outer hull. Others looked brand new with light from a distant sun reflecting off their panels and winking in our direction.

      “Why is the station built like that?”

      Mariya fiddled with the ship’s controls. “Quick escape. If law comes knocking, the ships go running. More ships, more confusion.”

      “Hmm, interesting. Then why are we here again? I thought you got all the information you needed from your contact on Safe Haven.

      “They gave me the information of who I need to see to get the location of the compound we want. We are seeing that person now. Hopefully, they shall provide what we need.”

      “Hopefully?” I said with a raised eyebrow. “Where was this hopefully when we started this journey? It was all a sure thing. Now, it sounds like we are on a wild goose chase.”

      Mariya gave me a blank look. “Your decisions are your own.”

      I bit back my reply and focused on the ever-growing station before us. A voice crackled over the intercom of the ship. “State your business.”

      “Information,” replied Mariya.

      “Duration of stay?”

      “Twenty-Four hours.”

      “Payment needs to be made of a thousand credits.”

      “Thousand! Last time, it was only five hundred.”

      “We have had to increase fees because of certain... incidents that happened over the last year.”

      “Those incidents had nothing to do with me.”

      “But yet the price remains the same.”

      “I can go as high as seven—”

      “Yesterday’s price! Is not today’s price!”

      Silence radiated through the cabin as Mariya looked at me and I gave her a shrug and pulled my pockets inside out. She rolled her eyes at me and muttered under her breath, “What’s the point of being with a monarch who’s broke?”

      “Payment. Shall. Be. Made,” she said in a robotic voice.

      “Good.”

      “But know this, I am not happy with this level of service and shall report—” An audible click sounded on the other line as the station hung up.

      She snorted as her jaw clicked from side to side and her finger hovered over the button to launch the ship’s missiles. I slowly placed my hand over hers and lowered it back down. “If you blow everyone up, then how are we going to find out where the detention centre is?”

      She gave another snort that made her sound like a dragon before shaking me off. “If any motherfucker looks at me even funny, I’m going to shoot them in the ass.”

      “Well, I doubt it’ll come to that. Let’s just make our way inside, get what we want, and get the hell out.”

      “I’m telling you, if anyone looks at me funny—”

      “Okay. Okay, whatever you say.”
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        * * *

      

      “Why the hell would you shoot him?”

      Alarm bells rang and people pointed and shouted in our direction as we sprinted through a metal corridor.

      “I told you I would shoot a motherfucker, didn’t I?”

      “I didn’t think it would be so literal.”

      We sprinted through the corridor and came out of a courtyard lined with stalls selling everything from weapons to fruit. A heaving mass of people shouted, bartered, laughed, and tried to speak over each other as we tried our best to make our way through the crowd. Mariya pulled me to one side and we ducked low behind a fruit vendor as the group chasing us came to a gradual halt. Their eyes flicked left to right as they searched for us.

      “Why did you have to react?” I whispered.

      “He slapped my ass. Who does he think he is, you?”

      I looked at her shocked as heat rose to my face. “I would—never—not in a million—”

      “What if I wanted you to?” she purred in my ear. I could feel the heat from her breath tingle the side of my neck as she drew close to me and pressed her body against my arm.

      “I—err—well—” I tried to think of something to say as my thoughts went blank: thankfully a diversion appeared. The group chasing us split up and filtered through the crowd. “Alright, it looks like we can get out of here.”

      “No, we need to take them out. The person we are meeting won’t see us if she knows we’re bringing trouble to her door. The easiest thing to do is kill these assholes and then move on.”

      “No killing.”

      “I didn’t ask you to come along with me on this. Nor do I need your help. If you want to survive out here, then you need to follow my rules.”

      “I will. I am not against violence when it is necessary, but it seems you are going out of your way to kill people. There is no need for violence here. We can just as easily slip away.”

      She clenched her fist and closed her eyes. “Has the destruction of your home taught you nothing? If you allow your enemies to escape, they shall return later on to do you harm. The universe is not peaceful, Monarch, it is filled with pain, full of hurt.” She pulled the neckline of her top down so I could see the scars crisscrossed her upper chest. “I should know.”

      I grabbed her by the shoulders. “I aim to change that.”

      Mariya shook her head sadly. “The task is too much for one man alone.”

      “Good thing I am more than a man.”

      She took a deep breath and reopened her eyes, looking deep into my soul. I knew she wasn’t happy but she gave me a nod anyway, which I returned. “OK, Monarch, we try your way.”

      I gave her a nod of thanks as the leader of the group stood centre stage. Skinhead tattooed with what appeared to be claw marks on either side of his head, his head shifted slowly as he tried to find us. One of his men came running towards him and pointed behind him animatedly. The leader grabbed him by the shirt and slapped him around the head before pushing him in the direction he was gesturing to.

      “Alright. It looks all clear. Let’s head out.”
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      I followed Mariya through deserted corridors and abandoned T-junctions, through corridors littered with trash and covered with patches of oil, until we got to an area where families hung up clothes on drying lines outside homes made of shipping containers. Flowers rested on window ledges cut out of metal and kids played games with old metal pipes and trash bin lids.

      I dodged out of the way as a ball flew past my face.

      A boy no older than ten sprinted past me and leapt into the air, snatching it in mid-flight. He threw it to one of his friends with power no child his age should have.

      I looked at Mariya. “What is this place?”

      “A safe haven for those who can’t reach the planet.”

      Eyes looked our way as small groups formed and mothers pulled their children towards them or told them to go inside. An itching developed between my shoulder blades. It was the feeling of being watched. We continued to make our way through the small housing estate and I turned to look over my shoulder, but Mariya stopped me.

      “Don’t. Yes, we are being followed, but if we act suspiciously now then all hell will break loose.”

      “Are you sure we are safe here?”

      “We are as long as you don’t make any sudden movements.”

      My eyes never stayed on one thing too long as I didn’t want to stare, but the faces we passed looked tired and worn. They showed a level of hardship that reminded me of Paradise Lost. Ill-fitting clothes covered bodies in need of a good meal.

      We continued walking and a woman carrying a bundle of clothes in front of us tripped, dropping what she carried. I rushed to help her, picking up what I could, but my sudden movement caused silence to descend around us. She looked at me panicked, unsure of what to do, as I could feel the stares harden.

      I offered her what I picked up, but her eyes darted to the people around her conscious of the stares. “It is alright. I will not bite. I am like you.”

      “I doubt that very much,” she said.

      “I too was born with wires in my body.”

      Confusion crossed her face as she slowly reached out to take what I held. “Thank—thank you.”

      “No need to thank me…”

      “Beste.”

      “Kushim.”

      Shock flashed on her face as she leaned in closer. “Kushim… Kushim Blake?”

      I nodded, causing grasps to sweep around us. I heard Mariya suck her teeth as she pulled me along. The silence was now broken by muttering and out-and-out pointing. The itching between my shoulder blades now turned to heat travelling up my neck and on my face, as the attention I got was such as I hadn’t experienced since being a child walking around The Jungle.

      I didn’t understand the attention then, but over time it had waned as people got used to my presence.

      Mariya continued to pull me through different alleyways formed by the shipping containers until we got to a large tent decorated with flowers and surrounded by grass. I looked at the tent like it was an undiscovered foreign object. Flags were erected by each side of the tent entrance that showed two hands in the act of prayer.

      One made of flesh, the other wires.

      I walked up to one and held it in my hand. I was so lost in thought, I didn’t hear the tent open. “What do you want? I thought I told you I never wanted to see your skinny behind again. Your face comes with too many memories. Memories I would rather forget.”

      Mariya walked up beside me and I looked up to see a grey-haired woman with her hair tied in a bun. Green eyes took us both in. The sundress she wore contrasted with the thunderstorm-moody expression on her face. Bare arms showed scars on both arms. They reminded me of Mariya’s.

      “Oracle,” said Mariya. The woman tapped her feet and crossed her arms. “You know why we are here?”

      The tapping continued until Oracle pointed my way. “This him?”

      Mariya said nothing, but I saw sadness sweep through her eyes. I looked between the pair as an unsettling feeling grew in the pit of my stomach.

      “Come in then.”

      We followed her inside the tent; a cloud of smoke greeted me. I sneezed at the aroma of scented herbs burned in thuribles placed in the corners of the tent. Cushions and rugs littered the floor. Spiritual paintings that overwhelmed the senses with vibrant colours appeared to glow in the gloom. I stopped and took them in. I saw something in them, something that spoke to my soul. They pulled at an emotion deep inside me that I couldn’t put my finger on. It was… it was as if these paintings spoke to my soul.

      I reached out to touch one but Oracle slapped my hand. “No touching.”

      “I can see where Mariya gets her manners from.”

      “Mariya is it? Wise name. Suits.”

      Mariya shrugged her shoulders. “Better than what I was called before.”

      “You had no name.”

      “Exactly.”

      I wanted to ask more but I could sense it wasn’t the time, so instead I pointed to a painting on the wall. “Who painted those?”

      “Me.”

      “You are very talented.”

      “No talent here, Monarch, just visions and dreams that pass through me onto the canvas. Sometimes painful. Sometimes happy. But always important.”

      “Why… why did you call me Monarch? Has Mariya spoken to you about me? Did you know we were coming here?”

      “We spoke about you in another life. A life filled with pain and torture. You are the garden, she is the rain.”

      “Oookay,” I said, looking for somewhere to sit.

      “Don’t make yourself comfortable. You two won’t be staying long. There is much to do and so little time.”

      “When you have guests, the least you can do is offer them somewhere to sit.”

      “But you are not guests.”

      Throwing my hands up in the air in frustration, I stood to one side of the tent while Mariya took in the tent properly. She lifted rugs and rifled through things on bookcases, all the while followed by the Oracle, who tutted loudly or slapped things out of her hand. They acted like a mother and daughter would or two people who had shared an emotional past.

      “Stop!” said Oracle, snatching a book out of Mariya’s hands and slamming it back on the table. “Ask what you need answering and then go. Your curious nature would put a cat to shame.”

      Mariya’s hands fidgeted while her eyes lingered on me. I had never seen her so nervous. Not even when ships were raining down fire upon our heads did the look of uncertainty and fear she had now pass through her core. She looked like a child afraid to ask their parents for a sweet.

      “There are two things you want to ask. The first you already know the answer to. The second you do not.”

      Mariya's eyes didn’t leave mine as she asked. “Is what you said true? Is he the one?”

      Oracle chuckled while her gaze swept back and forth between us. “My, my. The bug has bitten you bad, hasn’t it, girl? You didn’t believe me when I told you, but look at you now. Does he even know? I bet not. How scared you are of him knowing who you are. The ugly truth of what you are. The things you have done just to survive. If he knew, I wonder if he would feel the same about you. His light is so pure. So clean. While yours is black and thick like tar. I wonder what a joining of those forces would look like.”

      Oracle walked around me; her hair was now undone from her bun, making her look like a fortune teller from a fairy tale. Green eyes pierced my soul through strands of grey. She walked round and round making me feel dizzy. I looked to Mariya, who clutched her hands to her chest.

      “The boy born a miracle. The teenager with no friends. The man with the weight of a people on his shoulders.”

      She walked around me faster and faster. The smoke seemed thicker—stronger. I tried to breathe, but I coughed again as my chest tightened. It tickled the back of my throat. Taking a step back, she grabbed me by the front of my clothes and pulled me in close. Her breath smelled sweet.

      “Who will history remember you as? A man forever in his father’s shadow or someone different?”

      I tried to speak but ended up coughing again. I broke her grip away from me and slapped my chest. “Look, I don’t know what this is about, but I am only here because—”

      “To free your people? Or because of her?”

      Thoughts a jumble, I tried to answer but couldn’t think straight. I took a step and wobbled as the voice still droned on. It was everywhere.

      “The choices you make, Monarch, will affect generations. They will be hard choices. If you are destined to become the person everyone thinks you will become, then you shall have to live with blood on your hands. You shall have to face the nightmares head-on. You will have to learn to live with the pain, regrets and nightmares like your father has.

      “The greater one’s achievements, the greater the sacrifice!”

      I tripped over my feet and landed on my knees. Pushing her out of the way, I exploded out of the tent with her voice still ringing in my ears. “Will you pay the price?”

      The flaps of the tent closed behind me and I breathed in and out like I had sprinted flat out for a minute. My limbs shook. What the hell was that? Who was that woman and how did she know so much about me? Grass poking through my fingers, I closed my eyes as my breathing finally got under control. It was just the smoke, that was all. Just the smoke.

      Opening my eyes and lifting my head, I saw a crowd in front of me.

      They stood at the edge of the grass like swimmers waiting to get into the water but couldn’t because of the man-eating creature lurking in its depths. I slowly got to my feet. I gave a friendly wave. “Hello.”

      They backed away, but the woman who I had helped earlier stepped forward. “Is it true?”

      “Is what true?”

      “That New Humans are free on Safe Haven?” asked Beste.

      “New Humans have always been free.”

      A snort of dismissal from the crowd. The woman looked over her shoulder before looking back at me. “Maybe where you are from, Kushim Blake, but our people are hunted throughout the star systems. We have nowhere to call home. We are called wired freaks and worse. Bounties are placed on our heads and we are hunted like vermin. They make a sport of it.

      “So no, Kushim Blake, we are not free.”

      “Then why not come to Safe Haven?”

      “Because from the rumours we have heard, living in Paradise Lost is… a death sentence, and The Jungle where your father rules stops anyone from entering. Plus, your border guards like to use refugees as target practice.”

      Once again here were people looking for help and one way or another my father had let them down. It was a problem I vowed to resolve.

      “I apologise for our border guard’s actions. I know what you speak of first hand. Recently I was also at their mercy. They tried to kill me for doing the right thing.”

      Beste gave a hollow laugh. “If the ruler’s son isn’t safe from the border guards’ guns, then what chance do we have?”

      “I admit it is a problem. But I am being sincere and honest with you. Many in my position would not. It is a problem I will deal with personally when I get back to Safe Haven. No longer shall my people, New Humans, be turned away from our borders. We are at war. I was naïve to think that wasn’t the case. But it is. I want each and every one of you to spread the news that Safe Haven is a home for all New Humans. All shall be welcome. All shall be free.”

      They looked at me unconvinced.

      Beste gave me a look like she wanted to believe me, but I could see in her eyes she couldn’t manage it. “I wish my daughter could see this promised land you speak of, but I doubt it will ever happen. Goodbye, Kushim. I believe you think you can change the way things are, but we have a mountain of evidence to show—” Screams in the distance cut her off as gunshots sounded out there.

      People from the crowd turned in the noise's direction in a panic. I tried to see over heads but didn’t need to as the first body fell to the ground in a spray of blood.

      With a scream from Beste, all hell broke loose and everyone fled like frightened animals.
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      Mariya and I ran side by side as people fled in every direction.

      The tight metal corridors made by the shipping containers intensified the panic as bodies got wedged in spaces and everyone fought one another to escape. We moved towards the sounds of the screams and gunfire, but a constant tide of people pushed us back. I grabbed Mariya’s arm and pushed her against a metal wall as I looked for some other way to get to our destination.

      She elbowed me in the ribs and pointed up.

      I gave her a look as if she was crazy. “The metal walls are too slick to climb.”

      “Stop thinking like a human.” She extended her metal nails and jumped up, embedding them into the metal. Looking down at me between her legs, she gave me a wink. “Stop looking at my ass and follow me.”

      I watched her crawl along the wall like a spider before I pulled out my spear and unscrewed it at the middle. Pushing a button on the half that would have been the lower end of the shaft caused another spear point to emerge. I twirled two mini spears in my hand and jumped, stabbing them both in the metal above my head.

      It didn’t take long for me to reach her on top of the roof of the shipping container we climbed.

      Anger radiated through her core as she pointed to a scene below us. “See, Monarch. See what happens when you show mercy to your enemies!”

      I looked to where she was pointing and swallowed. A shaven head with a tattoo depicting claw marks on either side of the head fired his gun in the air while his men shot and killed everyone before them. It was the same thug who tried to kill us earlier.

      Blue flashes lit the area below us.

      They used the same weapons I had seen in Paradise Lost. Weapons used to kill New Humans. A woman ran fleeing past Skinhead and with a gleeful face highlighted in blue, he shot her in the head and danced.

      “Kill as many as you can, boys! After we kill these New Human pricks and sell their bodies as parts, we’ll be richer than ever.”

      About to speak, I didn’t get time as Mariya screamed as if she’d lost her mind and leapt from the roof like a beast possessed.

      She landed on two of Skinhead’s goons amongst a tangle of limbs.

      They tried to get up, but her hands clawed and ripped whatever came near her, causing the men to scream in agony. They tried to run from her but her hands dug into their backs, piercing their flesh as she pulled them toward her. She whispered something in each of their ears before she ended their lives. The expressions they died with spoke of them seeing the afterlife and not liking what was waiting for them.

      Everything stopped as all looked at Mariya.

      Blood covering her fingers like a witch doctor, eyes wild and crazed, she looked around her causing her enemies to shuffle back. From my vantage point, I could see the fear ripple through the ranks of Skinhead’s men.

      I understood then why they were scared.

      Why New Humans were told to children as horror stories. Why the World Government feared us and would do anything in their power to get rid of us. The answer stared me right in the face.

      It was one I would never forget.

      “What are you fuckers doing?” screamed Skinhead. “She’s only one wired freak. Kill her and let’s get—”

      Mariya made a guttural sound that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. Even I took a step back as she crouched on all fours and attacked Skinhead’s men like some banshee.

      She didn’t look human anymore. She was long past that.

      Hands lashed out like a big cat’s paws. Everything they touched sprayed red. One after the next, they fell before her and still I hadn’t moved. My attention snapped to a glint in the crowd. One of Skinhead’s men pointed a weapon toward her but before he could shoot, I fired my spear at the attacker, hitting him in the chest.

      The blow knocked him off his feet, but it wasn’t deadly. Now that I’d split my spear in two, its stopping power had been halved. The trade-off was that I had two weapons instead of one.

      I needed to join this fight otherwise she was going to get killed.

      Leaping from my position, I tucked and rolled and swept my weapons upward, slashing at legs and crumpling men to the ground. Luckily, most of our enemies were focused on Mariya. It allowed me to attack with nonlethal force. Even to me, I knew how ridiculous the statement sounded, but I didn’t want more bloodshed on my hands than was necessary.

      I ducked and weaved, slashing left and right at limbs and causing enough damage to put my attackers out of action.

      A screaming man came towards me axe in hand and my body moved instinctively. My spear swept down and my opponent’s hand holding the axe fell to the ground. Screams of anger turned to screams of pain as he looked at his missing hand. He bent down to pick it up, but my knee smashed into his face.

      He toppled sideways and was unconscious before his body hit the ground.

      I could see Mariya ahead of me, pushing forward with little regard for her safety.

      Blood covered her body, but I couldn’t tell if it belonged to her or her enemies. The trail of bodies she left behind her was a testimony to her work.

      Two more men rushed me with New Human weapons crackling blue energy. I moved with their attacks like I was dancing, avoiding their attacks by inches and returning the blows with the flat of my blade. Each whack I hit them with tensed up their bodies until it sounded like I was playing the drums. My hands blurred as I increased the pace until their bodies moved like they were experiencing an electric shock. I stopped playing and took a step back. They stared at me with the whites of their eyes as they swayed back and forth on their feet. I walked past them as they fell face first.

      Mariya had finally made her way towards Skinhead. Most of his men had fled, leaving him at the mercy of her hands.

      I rushed forward as Mariya’s hands made mincemeat of his flesh. She wasn’t looking to kill him outright; she was looking to make him suffer. Each strike tore another layer of skin away from his body. His skin and clothing got tangled as one until it looked like his body was made of tassels.

      He staggered back and tried to flee but Mariya tripped him up, causing him to fall flat on his belly.

      Hair matted with blood, she stalked him like an animal. He pulled himself along his stomach, leaving a trail of blood on the ground. She knelt over him and clawed his head back so his exposed neck looked to the sky and his eyes met hers.

      “That’s enough!”

      She didn’t turn to look at me, but her free hand froze in the air while the other gripped his scalp.

      “We have shed enough bloodshed here today. Killing him will prove nothing.”

      “You still don’t get it, do you, Monarch? Look around you. Look at what your lack of action has caused.”

      “It wasn’t me that dealt the first blow. You fired at them first, if I am not mistaken.”

      “That is true. So let me make amends for my mistake.”

      “Killing him will not—”

      “Are you fucking blind or stupid? Look around you. Look at what your empty words have led to. Peace? Safety? Hope? Liar! How can you expect these people—our people—to trust you when you can’t even keep them safe?” A rigid finger pointed to her left. “Didn’t you offer her salvation?”

      I looked to where she pointed and my heart sunk. Flat on her stomach facing me was Beste. Eyes open, mouth agape, she looked at me with unblinking eyes. Her stare of judgement would remain with me until my death.

      “You wanted to come. I told you not to, but you didn’t listen. You thought you knew better, but what does a prince know of the harshness of life?”

      “That is why I wanted to come. To learn from the mistakes of others. I needed my eyes opened. I wanted to see more than my parents would show me. But this is not the way to do things. Violence only begets more violence. If you continue down this path then—”

      Her nails slashed across Skinhead’s throat causing him to gargle. His legs kicked once—twice—then were still.

      “Why did you—”

      “You are correct. My actions may have caused this, but unlike you, my words are not meaningless. I will do what you can’t and put right the things that you won’t.”

      She walked toward the fleeing men.

      I ran and grabbed her hand. She spun on her heel and brought her nails to my throat. “Why does everyone believe violence solves their problems?”

      She pointed to her left again. “Because I do not want to spend the rest of my life dreaming about those eyes. Wondering, in the moments of silence, whether if I had killed those pricks when I had a chance, would I have been able to stop this?” She shook my grip off her. “Don’t wait up.”
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      We buried the deceased in a field behind the shipping containers. It was the only bit of earth I had seen in the community that wasn’t owned by the Oracle.

      The residents used the field to grow their fruits and vegetables as well as bury their dead. As the bodies decomposed in the soil, it provided the nutrients the soil needed to keep it rich enough to grow what they wanted. Everyone had gathered around the burial site and said a few words. I had expected more crying and wailing, but I was once again reminded that these people had been through more than I would ever know. They experienced the fear of being killed daily, so this was just another blip in the trauma that was their lives.

      I watched from afar as Beste’s daughter and husband laid down flowers made of metal on top of her grave.

      I wanted to speak to them, tell them everything would be alright, but even in my head, the words sounded empty—baseless. What right did I have to promise them such a thing when at every turn the universe showed me how much weight my words truly held? So, like a coward lurking in the shadows from his bullies, I watched their pain from afar, not being able to summon the courage to speak to them.

      The moment went and passed and now I stood alone, looking at patches of dirt that held nothing but pain and sorrow.

      Someone walked up next to me, but I paid them no attention. “I told you. You did not believe. If you wish to walk this path, then you shall need to embrace things normal people shy away from.”

      I turned my head and took in Oracle. “What’s your real name?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “The more people I meet on this journey, the more I realise names are…”

      “Names have history. Power and weight. They tie things down. What name shall people remember you by when it is all said and done?”

      I knelt in front of the graves and laid down my flowers. “It is the question I am constantly asking myself. But those questions I have come to realise won’t be answered by me.”

      “Oh, but how wrong you are.”

      I waited for her to expand on her point, but she gave me a crooked smile.

      “So… where do you know Mariya from?”

      She snorted. “Small talk, Monarch?”

      “To truly know someone, you must first understand their past.”

      “There may be hope for you yet. I met Mariya when she didn’t have a name. A wild child with two others; all anger and venom. Brought in like so many before them to entertain rich assholes.”

      “Entertain?”

      “Brought in to fight. Fight in the pits. A place that would make the ancient coliseum look like a playground. So much blood soaked through its soil that the vegetation itself changed.”

      My head was spinning as I tried to piece the information together. “Who are they?”

      The Oracle smiled. “World Government officials. Entertainers. People who inherited money. It doesn’t matter. What matters is the common thread linking them all together.”

      “New Humans?”

      She nodded. “Every. Single. One. Brought to the pits. Many didn’t last long, but those that did like your Mariya developed into something between beast and human. They had to. Sometimes to simply survive, one must discard their humanity. But once one does, it is hard to find it again.”

      “I still don’t understand. There must be something more. Someone wouldn’t just ship New Humans in to fight in a pit.”

      “People are cruel.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek. “Still, something feels off about this. Did the pits always exist? Or were they created upon the discovery of New Humans?”

      She gave me a shrug.

      “Were the people shipped in only forced to fight? Or did the people who ran this site make them do other things? Were they experimented on? Forced to breed? Is this site still running?”

      The Oracle smiled at me. “Good. Asking the right questions is the first step to being a competent leader.”

      “I need to know everything there is to know about this place,” I said, turning to her eagerly.

      She shook her head. “I am not the person to tell you this story. The details are not mine to share. I never fought in the pits. My job was a healer—a mother—a nurse.”

      “A seer?”

      “That too. But if you want to know what happened, then you must ask your woman. Only she can describe to you the true horrors that took place there. It is the one place I never heard laughter or joy. I try to forget about it, but faces keep turning up to remind me what I left back there.”

      “I know your experience was painful, but there must be something you can tell me? Anything?”

      “I have told you who you need to speak to. If you want to continue down this path, then you shall need to find the courage to speak your mind even through broken teeth.” She looked towards Beste’s grave. “A leader does what needs to be done, no matter how he feels.”

      She walked away but stopped. The scars on the back of her arms appeared to glisten under the dim lights. “I don’t know their names, but there were two who controlled the pits. The first never showed his face or body. He was covered from head to toe in black like death himself. He dealt out punishment to those who his master deemed worthy of such attention.

      “His master ran the pits. Controlled them. Little is known of him. I never saw his face because he didn’t think we were worthy of his presence. The only thing I ever saw of him was his hands. Hands as dark as night. With a gold square signet ring with the letter A pressed into the metal.”
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      Days had passed before she made an appearance.

      Lying on my back in the ship’s cargo hold on a makeshift bed, I tossed a ball into the air and caught it absentmindedly. The ship’s doors opened and she walked through.

      She smelt like death.

      Covered in dried blood, bits of flesh and other unidentified human remains, she walked past me and stopped when she got level with my head.

      “I’m surprised you’re still here.”

      “Where else would I—” I forced the urge to gag down. “Where else would I be? We started this together and we shall end it together.”

      I kept on throwing the ball in the air while she looked straight ahead. She focused on something I couldn’t see, but I allowed her time to herself. Snatching the ball out of the air, she looked down at me.

      “Why are you here?”

      “To put an end to this war. This suffering.”

      “There shall always be suffering.”

      “Yes, there will be. But this is more than that. Genocide would be a better word for it. Whatever you want to call it, it isn’t right, isn’t fair. I can’t tell you why, but my gut keeps telling me to follow you, and I always trust my gut above everything else. So as long as it tells me to follow you, that is what I will do.”

      She nodded.

      “So, no matter what, you’ll be by my side?”

      I got up to my feet and looked her in the eye. “No. I will not lie to you. I hold myself to a standard above everyone else, and if you are to accompany me, then so must you. You and I must be better than everyone else. We must be the light and dark people can come to in their time of need. What happened today… the senseless killing can’t continue.”

      “Even if they attack first?”

      “Life is precious. We must always give our enemies the right to surrender.”

      “Even if they won’t give us the same right?”

      “I met a woman running through my land being chased by my father’s guards. They wanted to kill her on the spot, but I heard her side of the story before they did. Because not everything is as it seems. People make mistakes. Things are not always black and white. People deserve a second chance. If I didn’t give you a second chance, then I would never get to experience being in your company. Your laugh. Your sense of humour. Your spirit.

      “I know you’ve been through hell. I would be a fool to say to you I understand what you have been through. But you must trust me if this is to work. You must trust me when I say we need to be better than our enemies. We must hold ourselves to a higher standard. We must do what they can’t. Show them mercy and kindness, even if they won’t do the same. That is the only way we can put an end to this suffering.”

      I tried to not be unnerved as she smiled at me through her mask of blood. “You believe even someone like me can be saved? After what I’ve done? What I’ve seen?”

      “Always.”

      She pulled me towards her and brought her face to mine, but I placed a finger on her lips and pushed her gently back. “You need a wash. Then a bath. Then another shower.”

      Placing a hand over her heart, she gave me a look of mock hurtt. “Not good enough, now, am I?”

      “Wait—I never—that isn’t what—”

      A devilish smile sprung up on her lips. “Why don’t you give me a helping hand in the shower? I’ve got a lot of hard-to-reach places,” she said, giving me a wink.

      I opened my mouth to say something, but my mind was blank. Luckily, she saved me from making a fool of myself as she pulled me along by the hand.

      In truth, nothing needed to be said as we left a trail of clothes all the way to the shower.
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      Showered. Naked. Lying on my mattress. Someone looking from above wouldn’t have been able to tell where her limbs ended and mine began.

      Her head lay on the crook of my shoulder while I stroked her hair.

      We had spent longer than I thought possible in the shower, only to spend longer in the bedroom. I took a deep breath as my heart rate slowly lowered to a manageable rate. Mariya’s attitude toward life also seemed to extend to the bedroom.

      I wanted to ask her about what she thought of me and what this meant to her, but I couldn’t bring myself to. Was this just fun? Did she want something more? I know what my parents would say if they could see me now. My father would come to understand in time, but there was no way in hell that my mother ever would. When they next met, I would need the help of my father to separate them. What if they never got on? What would happen when we had kids? What would I do—

      I sighed.

      Stop overthinking this. Whatever is going to happen is going to happen. There were bigger problems I had to face than my mother’s acceptance of my girl—I shook the thought from my head. One thing at a time. I didn’t want to blow this before it started. Not to mention, there was the little thing of Mariya’s murderous rage. We hadn’t spoken about it, but it hung heavy and fat in the air like overripe fruit.

      I would not lie to myself and tell myself she hadn’t killed those people. I knew deep down she had hunted each and every one of those men who attacked us. What I needed to know was why. Yes, it was for revenge, but there was something more about it. The way she screamed when she saw the attacks happen, the way she attacked them without concern for her safety. It was a level of bloodlust and madness I had never seen. Anger and rage that made her look like she was possessed by the devil himself.

      There was trauma buried there that I was afraid to uncover.

      I traced my fingers over the scars running down her shoulders.

      “It’s weird,” I said, “but my father and my mother completely heal. Even me. But all the New Humans we’ve freed, they don’t heal quite the same.”

      “Different tech. Alvis did a lot of different experiments on the people he captured. Not all New Humans are the same. Some have weapons coming out from behind their fists, some have knives coming out of their feet. Not only that but there is word of certain New Humans being able to heal faster. Rumour has it the World Government experimented on them.”

      “Why would the World Government want to create more New Humans?”

      “You must know your enemy before you defeat them. I’ve heard all sorts of shit. New Humans who can control tech. New Humans who can camouflage themselves into their surroundings. New Humans who even have two dicks.”

      I gave her a look that said no matter how naked she was; I wasn’t buying that one. She laughed and dug deeper into my arms.

      “How many have nails likes yours?”

      “None that I’ve met.”

      I nodded and continued to trace the scars on her body. “Do they still hurt?”

      “Not on the skin, but deeper.”

      “How did you get them?”

      She said nothing for the longest time and the longer the silence stretched on, the more worried I become. “Look, you don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to—”

      “From a place called the pits,” she whispered.

      Silence once again descended upon us and I didn’t want to break it, so I kept quiet. I kissed her skin and hugged her tighter as she buried herself into me. The time ticked past and it could have been an hour. It could have been ten minutes before she spoke again.

      “I can’t remember my home or my parents. I can’t remember the name I used to have. All I remember is screaming until my voice was gone and blurry faces in front of me. The bright light from behind their heads covered their faces in shadow. Then I remember being in a capsule filled with liquid for the longest time. It was so peaceful. I remember thinking, there’s something I’m forgetting, but I could never remember what. Then one day I woke up shackled on this ship with others. Some older—some younger; no one spoke.

      “I remember little during that time, but I remember the first day of getting to the pits. All put in cages like zoo animals until we got to the edge of the pit and they forced us to look down.

      “Two men were fighting. White. Bloody. Covered in cuts. One had a knife coming out of the back of each of his hands. The other had knives coming out of his feet. They fought for what felt like forever. I thought it was weird; neither went for the kill. Even at a young age, I knew when people’s hearts weren’t in the fight. They were fools.

      “Two gunshots rang out and both dropped dead in the dirt. I remember the circles in their foreheads. So perfectly formed. I couldn’t stop looking at them. Then a voice spoke and told us the rules of the pit.

      “To eat, you kill.

      “To sleep, you kill.

      “To stay alive, you kill.

      “If you hesitate and don’t go for the kill, then you will be killed.”

      Words tried to get out of my mouth faster than my brain could process them. “How? What? Who?” I tried again. “Does this place still exist?”

      She shook her head.

      “What happened to it?”

      “I burned it to the ground when they took my brothers from me.”

      “How long had it been running for?”

      She shrugged.

      “Where only New Humans shipped in to fight in the pits?”

      “Yes. The sick fucks who watched along the edge all wore fake rubber masks designed to look like faces. It was their joke of taunting us. Of telling us we weren’t human.”

      Heat rose from my gut but I told myself to remain calm.

      “Did anything else happen in the pit? Like experiments? Tests?”

      “Of course. We were always tested. The more fights you won, the more tests they ran on you. Before I burned it down, I saw the data they gathered. It was a catalogue of our biological makeup and how best to defeat us. Our weaknesses. Our strengths.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “The World Government ran and funded the pits to work out how best to destroy us. If it weren’t for the pits, the New Human weapons on the black market wouldn’t exist.”

      “But what you’re saying—”

      “You see now why I show them no mercy? You see how deep their hatred runs for us? Will you still show them mercy after what I’ve told you? Will you still show them mercy after you’ve seen the detention centre?”

      “Mariya, I—”

      “If no one protects me, then who can I rely on? Who will—”

      I brought her face close to mine until our noses touched. “Listen to me. I will always protect you, no matter what. But you must trust me. You must trust that I will do the right thing for not only you but for our people. Because if you can’t, then this can never work.”

      “Look how well that worked out back at the Oracle’s—”

      “We are both to blame for their actions. If you hadn’t attacked them, then maybe they wouldn’t have attacked us. Maybe they would. I don’t know. But what I know is my father’s way of doing things, of showing your enemies no mercy, can’t continue. There must be an understanding between both parties. We must show the World Government that we are as useful to them as they are to us.

      “We must foster a symbiotic relationship. That is the only way that this thing will stop. But first, for that to happen, you must trust me.”

      She looked deep into my soul and held my gaze. Kissing me on the lips she said nothing as she laid her head back down on my chest. I didn’t know what it meant, I just prayed she would trust me when the time was right.
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      Rain, sharp and cold, swept across the metal-coloured sky.

      Face wrapped up against the elements with extra waterproof layers to protect against the harshness of this planet’s weather, I felt the biting winds as they found any hole or crevice in my clothing. I shivered as I dug my hands deeper into my pockets.

      Mariya stood next to me, wrapped up just as tightly as me. We both stared at our desired location some half a mile away.

      “I would have thought—” I tucked my chin as the rain quickly turned to hail. It passed as quickly as it began. “I would have thought the detention centre would be located somewhere more… private.”

      We stood on the roof of an apartment block, much like all the other apartment blocks in the town.

      The town reminded me of Paradise Lost. Dirty with a slice of grime, it wasn’t as big nor crime infested. Instead, it had a blue-collar working man feel to it.

      Numerous factories dotted here and there around the town pumped out black smoke occasionally. Workshops and metal forges added to the gloom and grittiness of the town. I held out my hand as what appeared to be snowflakes landed on my hand.

      “It’s ash. New Human ash.”

      Sickened, I wanted to wipe my hands clean but stopped myself. What right did I have to act that way? Show the innocents who were now nothing more than ash some respect. They had no choice in what they’d become. They were helpless victims in all of this.

      “So, the factories and workshops around here?”

      “Purpose-built to break down—dismantle—and burn our brothers and sisters.”

      I looked around me horrified. All this just to destroy us? Just to break our bodies down to their base elements so they could build weapons to use against us? Did they hate us that much? Did we pose such a threat?

      I did a circle and took in the town proper. Cafes and restaurants that I would never sit in, much less eat in, were tucked down alleyways. Workers in soot-covered overalls dribbled out of them in ones and twos, while others made their way out of tattoo parlours and little convenience stores that sold everything from bars of soap to canned fruit.

      “I still don’t get all this, though,” I said, gesturing at the town.

      “Workers still need to eat—sleep—fuck—even get tattoos. People can’t work all day, they need to let off steam. Plus, this planet is so out of the way from any other habitable planet that once the workers get here, they stay here. Some for a few weeks, others for a few months, some indefinitely.”

      “But don’t they know what this place is?” I asked, dismayed.

      Mariya sighed at me like I was a confused child. “Money, Monarch. The big, big bucks. These fucks are paid so much money they can retire for life after working here a few months.”

      “But still…”

      “Money quietens a lot of voices. Plus, there is a strict interview done before anyone gets the green light to come here. After they have passed, then they sign a non-disclosure agreement. If they even speak about what they see or hear here, they know where they’ll end up. They’ve seen what happens to the New Humans.”

      I nodded and fixed my gaze on the concentration camp in the distance. I didn’t care what the World Government called it, detention centre, rehabilitation centre, prison camp, it was a place built to house and kill the World Government’s enemies. Worse than that, it was a place that should have never been built.

      Not after the World Government banned war. Their whole policy on peace was nothing but a joke.

      Peace to them only mattered if you were born without electrical components in your body.

      The camp was the largest structure in the town. Mesh fencing surrounded it, with guard towers dotted along every conceivable blind point. Barbed wire ran along the top of the fence while drones in the air fought the winds and rain, looking for anything abnormal. It was an impenetrable fortress. One we had to break into.

      “So, what’s the plan?”

      Mariya looked at me and smirked. “Still the same.”

      “Would you care to share it with me?”

      “We break in, kill as many motherfuckers as we can, free our people and burn this town to the ground on our way out!”

      I looked at her, dumbfounded. “One, I don’t think the people across town heard you, so if you could shout our plans again, that would be great. And two, what did I say about not killing anyone?”

      She licked her lips. “What can I say? A girl likes to get messy.”

      I gave an exhausted sigh. “You must have a better plan than that. Even I, who have never broken into somewhere, can see this place is impossible to get into.” I looked at the prison camp again and paced back and forth while I counted things off my fingers. “Alright. First, we need to take out those guards in the guard tower. Then we need to somehow disable those drones without alerting the people inside to what is going on. After we do that, we need to enter the compound unseen. I think the best thing for us to do is act like we are one of the support staff. Maybe a guard—cleaner—cook, although my cooking is not the greatest. Now, I am going to ask this question and I don’t know why because I already know the answer, but do you have plans of this facility? You know, like map drawings, that sort of thing, because…”

      I turned around. She was gone.

      Doing a panicked circle, I looked for her but couldn’t find her anywhere. Where the—I ran to the edge of the building to see her walking down the fire escape stairs, hands in her pockets.

      I gestured to the heavens for the gods to give me strength.

      Finally catching up with her as she reached the last step, I grabbed her shoulder and turned her around. “Is this some joke to you? We need to take this seriously or we’ll both—” I noticed a man approach us from the entrance of the alleyway carrying a black sack over his shoulder.

      She tapped me on the cheek. “Relax, Monarch, it’s all taken care of.”

      The man came closer to us, constantly looking over his shoulder. He wore a grubby blue uniform with food strains down a shirt that barely hid his bulging stomach. Thin greying hair slicked back matched the colour of his lifeless eyes.

      He gave Mariya a nod. “You M?”

      She nodded. “You D?”

      He returned the gesture. “You got my money?”

      “You got what I asked for?”

      He dropped the sack on the ground before her. She went to reach for it, but his hands moved to the pistol at his side. She looked up at him with a raised eyebrow. “You don’t think I’m going to pay you without seeing what I asked for first, do you?”

      His hands remained on the handle of his gun. “Any funny business and there’ll be hell to pay.”

      Mariya gave him a smirk. She dug into the contents of the bag, rummaging through like a child on their birthday. She paused as a frown descended on her face. “There’s something missing.”

      The man said nothing.

      “Where’s the ID badges?”

      “Those are extra.”

      The bag dropped from her hands and she rose to her full height, hands on hips. I took a step forward as I could already read the writing on the wall.

      The guard shifted uneasily as he looked over his shoulder before looking back at us. “I had to pay someone to get those badges for you. Money that came out of my pocket. Money I need reimbursed. Not to mention I had to pay someone to tailor the clothes to match your dimensions, as you couldn’t wear mine. Although I don’t see why not.”

      “Because I don’t want to be swimming in your sweaty castoffs.”

      “I know we agreed on a price, but like I said, I didn’t know how much extra work would be involved, nor did I foresee who I needed to pay to keep quiet.”

      “That wasn’t part of the deal, dickface. We agreed on a price. It isn’t my fault that you didn’t plan what you needed to get or how much it would cost properly. If you needed more money, you should have asked for it up front. Like a professional.”

      “I don’t see the problem in asking for more money now.”

      Mariya open-palmed her face and spoke through her hand. “Because, dick-for-brains, I only brought the amount we agreed upon. Not a penny more—not a penny less.”

      “I don’t like how you’re talking to me.”

      “Well, penis-nose, if you did as I asked you in the first place, you would have had your money and we would be on our way. Instead, I’m in this alleyway that smells like piss while you try to cheat me out of more money.”

      “Listen, bitch!” he said, then winced at the sound of his voice bouncing along the walls. He looked over his shoulder again, then hurriedly turned back to us, hissing under his breath. “You listen and you listen good. Do you know the shit I’ll be in if I get caught? My life is on the line here, not only mine but my family’s. I came to this shit hole because that is the only option I had to make any real money. What with the government always raising the prices—”

      Mariya blew a raspberry.

      The guard’s face turned red as his hands curled tighter around the handle of his gun.

      “Alright. Alright,” I said, getting in between them. “Let’s not do anything we regret.” I turned to Mariya. “How important are these badges?”

      “The most important. If we don’t have them, then we can’t get past any checkpoints—open any doors—show them to anyone who suspects us. They are—they are—we may as well just forget the uniforms and walk up to the camp naked, for all the good it will do us.”

      I had a feeling that was the case. I didn’t know if the man’s story was true or not, but I was feeling like a con was being played on us.

      “How much more do you want?”

      “I was only going to ask for another twenty percent on top. But after how she spoke to me, you both can go fuck yourselves. The price is now double.”

      “Be reasonable,” I moaned. “Double?”

      He crossed his arms.

      I looked to Mariya, but she was picking the skin around her nails. Great. “Alright. You and I both know we will not pay that—”

      “I don’t see—”

      “Because. Because,” I said, speaking over him. “You are smart enough to know that no one in their right mind would pay double for what was asked. You would have to hope that the person you are dealing with brought that amount of money in the first place. Twenty percent is steep. You would have asked for it. We, being reasonable people, would have counter-offered and said ten, then all parties would have settled on fifteen. But double? Come on. We both know there isn’t a person alive in this business who would pay that.

      “But fifteen, we may make fifteen work.”

      I saw his brain working overtime as he chewed the inside of his cheek while he decided what to do. I cast a look Mariya’s way to see her still looking at her fingernails, non-fussed. The guard, or D as Mariya called him, paced back and forth while he muttered to himself. There wasn’t much he could do if truth be told. We had already seen his face. He had gone to all the effort of getting the uniforms and the badges. He would be an idiot to turn down my offer. Not to mention an idiot out of pocket.

      No. This was all a bluff. To make us sweat and to make me double back on my word and say a higher offer. All I had to do was hold my ground.

      Mariya inched my way and whispered in my ear in a sing-song voice. “He’s going to double-cross us.”

      I gave her a look like she was crazy as D stopped his muttering and drew his gun, pointing it our way. “What? Why?” I moaned.

      He scratched his neck, causing white flakes to float in the air. “The thing is—the thing is, I’ve changed my mind. What was I thinking giving you badges and uniforms? What they could do to my family. To me. The things I’ve seen them do to the wired freaks here—” He shuddered. “It gives me nightmares. I can’t sleep. Can’t eat—”

      Mariya snorted and looked at his belly.

      He ignored her and continued. “I can’t think. They monitor all your calls and messages. This place doesn’t feel real. No one talks about what they do here. It’s all small talk, talk about the weather and family bullshit. Everyone drinks or is on drugs to make them forget about their part in all of this.”

      I lifted my hands in a non-threatening manner. “That’s fine. I understand and I wouldn’t want you to do something you’re not comfortable with. So why don’t we all call it a day and act like this never happened?”

      “I can’t do that.”

      “You can. You can. Trust me, we’ll forget you and you’ll forget us.”

      “You’ve seen my face.”

      “I’ve forgotten what you look like already.”

      His gun shifted between the both of us. “You, I can believe, but her—That bitch will sell me out the first chance she gets.”

      “She won’t.”

      Mariya blocked her mouth so only I could see and mouthed. “I probably will.”

      He shook his head viciously. “It doesn’t matter, anyway. This is for the best. If I kill both of you and take the money, then maybe—maybe—I’ll have enough to get off this hellhole.”

      “Think about your family.”

      “Fuck them. My fat-ass wife never puts out, anyway. I’ll be doing myself a favour by leaving her behind.”

      “What about your kids?”

      “Not mine. There hers from another marriage.”

      “I thought you didn’t want to do this?”

      “I didn’t, but the only way I can see any way out of this is by killing both of you, destroying all the evidence and—”

      A flash blurred past me before Mariya stood in front of him, a knife buried under his chin. He didn’t have time to lift his gun. I didn’t have time to utter a word. His eyes fixed on Mariya, who held the back of his head as she pushed the blade deeper into his flesh. Blood gushed down her forearm, but she ignored it as she kept the pressure under his chin. He tried to talk, but it came out in a gurgle. With a final twist and jerk, he was dead.

      Just like that.

      One minute he was alive. The next—not.

      I watched in horrified fascination as Mariya lowered him to the ground and searched his body.

      “What—what, what are you doing?”

      “What does it look like? I’m looking for the badges. Now, where would this creepy fuck keep them?”

      “You just—you just—I thought I told you not to kill anyone!”

      “Will you keep your voice down?”

      She continued to search the corpse as I looked down at the scene in dismay. Not only had she not listened to a thing I said, but she had also disregarded it all like this was all a joke. “You know you can’t kill every problem that comes your way, don’t you?”

      “Why don’t you make yourself useful and stand in front of me so you can block out what I’m doing.”

      “If you hadn’t killed him—” I bit off my sentence and shook my head as she continued to frantically search. Pockets were pulled inside out and patted down, but she came up empty-handed, only finding a name tag that read Derrick.

      She looked up at me and I gave her a shrug. “Maybe next time, don’t kill the only person who has what you want.”

      She gave me a dirty look before she rolled up her sleeves. “Alright. I guess we’re going to have to get down and dirty and venture where no woman has ventured before.” With a look of disgust, she pulled down his jeans.

      “What the fu—what are you doing?”

      Mariya didn’t answer me as she gave a shudder and struck her hands down his boxers. Eyes closed, she repeated, “Happy thoughts. Happy thoughts ,” as her hands routed around D’s nether regions. “Eww. Something is wet. Something is wet. Happy thoughts.” The longer she continued to search, the more I thought we would be found. My head snapped to every sound as I tried to suppress the panic trying to take me over.

      About to lose my patience, I went to say something, but she beat me to the punch. “I’ve got something.” I gave her a look. “Not that.” With a pull accomplished by a wet sucking noise, she pulled out two white plastic badges with serial numbers written across them.

      She gave me a triumphant look as she grabbed the black sack and pulled me along.

      I looked back at the corpse we left in the alleyway. “Are you not going to hide him?”

      “Why?”

      “In case he’s found.”

      “Don’t worry about it. By the time we’re done, there will be a lot more to worry about than one corpse.”

      With a feeling of guilt, I gave the dead man behind me one last look and sent a silent prayer to his loved ones. How many more dead bodies would I have to overlook before this was all said and done? Who would I become? If it was anything like my father, then… thoughts of uncertainty ate at my soul as we left the scene of the murder behind, yet two questions kept on pricking at my thoughts.

      Was this the price of freedom? Was this the price of leadership?
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      The grey fences towering above us looked like they joined with the bleak sky as one.

      The mud squelched under our boots as we lumbered towards the first gate before us. Uniforms on, caps low, we followed a line of guards, cleaners, cooks and maintenance staff as they made their way towards the first gate. Metal bars thick as my waist barred the rest of the way. Stretching my head high, I took in the large round red lights embedded in the top of the fence. Drones followed our every movement as each person had their badges scanned before the gates opened and they were allowed it. As we got closer, I noticed the gates didn’t open fully. They opened just enough to allow a body to pass through before they slammed closed.

      One by one our numbers decreased until only a few people stood in front of us.

      The shorter the line got, the more my heart pounded against my chest. I looked to Mariya, but she whistled under her breath like she was going for a stroll on the beach. The last person ahead of us went through and we stopped and turned to an office booth to our left. Blast-proof glass, six inches thick, stood between us and a grumpy-looking man with bags under his eyes. He looked like he hadn’t slept in decades.

      “How are you doing?” I asked, but all I got back was a deadpan stare. Mariya looked at me as if I was an idiot as I continued talking. “I hear ya. I hear ya. Got long left of your shift?”

      Still nothing was said as the guard pierced my soul with his gaze. As I was about to say something else, Mariya’s elbow caught me in the ribs. Taking her badge out, she placed it against the glass where a square had been etched into the metal. The badge fitted perfectly in the slot as a red light passed over it horizontally until it turned green.

      The guard gave her a nod as the gate opened wide enough to allow her through. With a sideward glance, she walked through and I tried not to swallow as the gate closed behind her with a slam, shutting us off from each other.

      “Pretty loud,” I said, turning to the guard, who still just stared. I stared back not knowing what to do. Seconds ticked by with each of us staring at each other until he gestured to the small square in the glass. “Oh—right. Sorry.”

      I wrestled with my badge buried inside my clothing until I fumbled it out. I dropped it on the ground and heard loud sighs and muttering behind me as I bent to pick it up. Mud coated it on the signal number side. I looked up sheepishly at the guard. He gave a sigh that said they did not pay him enough to deal with my nonsense as he gestured again to where my card had to be placed.

      Giving it a quick wipe, I placed it on the glass and waited as the red light flashed over it. And waited. And waited.

      The seconds ticked by one after the other and still the light along the glass didn’t turn green. My palms started to sweat as the muttering in the queue behind me got louder.

      Why was my card not working? Did the guard who gave them to us mess up? Did he only pay for one to work? Was this his way of making sure we came back and brought another?

      Thoughts of my demise pounded against me on all sides as my world felt like it was getting smaller. I could feel multiple eyes on me. The muttering was getting louder.

      The guard behind the glass narrowed his eyes as he whispered into a microphone. I tried to read his lips, but I couldn’t make the words out. Footsteps came from behind me. I didn’t want to turn, but my head betrayed me and I saw the glint of a rifle out of the corner of my eye as another guard came my way.

      Panicked, I looked up to see Mariya staring my way, lips in a grim line.

      I was stuck. I couldn’t escape back the way I came because the queue blocked my path and I couldn’t run forward because of the gate.

      Damn. Damn. Damn.

      I would have to fight my way out and—a hand touched my shoulder and a voice said. “Can I see your badge please, sir?”

      I didn’t want to comply, but yet again my body betrayed me and I passed my badge over my shoulder to the guard. My head turned slightly and I saw him lift my badge to the sky and twist it this way and that. Bringing it back down to face level, he looked at me before looking back at it.

      What was I to do?

      I felt Mariya’s gaze on me. I could sense what she was about to do and it would only end in our deaths if I let her take action.

      “Everything—” My voice shook. I tried again. “Everything alright?”

      The guard holding my badge said nothing as he looked at me once more before looking at the badge. He walked past me and made eye contact with the man in the booth, who gave him a nod. The badge holder said nothing as he wiped my badge on his sleeve before placing it on the slot in the window.

      As the red light moved across the glass, I watched with bated breath. I had to say something. I had to do something. I—taking a step forward, I said, “Don’t know what’s wrong, maybe—”

      The light turned green.

      It took every muscle in my body to remain standing and not drop to the ground.

      The guard with the rifle turned and smiled at me as he returned my badge. “Don’t worry, it happens all the time with newly issued badges. The scanner never brings the code up on the first time; it normally takes a wipe down to sort it.”

      Looking down at the thin piece of plastic before me, I wanted to snap it in half and scream bloody murder. But instead, I took it with a small nod of the head and walked through the now open gate.

      I shuffled up next to Mariya, who gave me a disappointed look. “We have three more gates to pass through. If that is going to happen at every gate, I’m leaving your ass behind.”
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      The last three gates we passed with no issue and we were now in the main complex of the building. The areas the first three gates protected were nothing but a wasteland.

      Drones and metal robots on eight legs combed the grounds in random patterns.

      The guards patrolled the lines of people waiting to get into the compound, checking faces and IDs, but none walked through the no-man’s-land patrolled by the machines.

      Mariya caught me looking back the way we came and whispered. “Mines. Lots and lots of mines. That’s why no guards step foot on that soil.”

      I looked at the six-legged robots walking on the muddy dirt. “How come those things don’t set them off?”

      “The mines give off a signal and they are programmed to avoid it.”

      “But if the area is covered with mines, then why the need for the machines? It seems… overkill.”

      “Because, Monarch, sometimes people get lucky.”

      I looked at the vast open distance someone breaking out of this prison would need to cover to escape, and I shook my head. Not only did they have to avoid the drones shooting them from above and the six-legged robots from below, but they also had to avoid stepping on a mine or being shot by one of the guards in the watchtowers.

      If they did all that, surely they should be allowed to leave with their lives.

      “They must really hate us.”

      Mariya gave me a pitying look. “You’ve seen nothing yet.”

      Once through the last gate, an open-air corridor with wire mesh fencing twenty feet high on either side stretched for half a mile. A door equally high stood at the end, foreboding in the distance.

      But that wasn’t what had my attention.

      The smell hit me first.

      Rotten. Foul. Diseased. Hopeless.

      I could almost taste it on the wind and no matter how hard it rained, it never washed it away.

      I brought a hand to my nose and looked on either side of me. Gaunt faces stared at me listlessly. Their eyes never left my face as they watched me from either direction. Mariya went to pull me along, but I stood firm. Many had sores around their mouths, all were nothing but skin and bone. Cheekbones poked through skin, making me fear they would hurt themselves on their bones.

      The worst were the little ones. They didn’t even have the energy to cry.

      “What is this place?” I said through gritted teeth.

      “I told you.”

      “I—I—I—”

      She pulled my face towards hers, so she was the only thing that I could see. “I told you not to come. You were told what this place was. I told you, but you didn’t listen. You didn’t want to hear, so now you must experience their pain—their anger—their loss.”

      I looked past her and took in everything. Took in the emptiness of it all. The complete and utter scale of the mountain I had to climb. I thought I was freeing prisoners held against their will. I didn’t know I was trying to breathe life back into corpses.

      Even if I did the unthinkable and freed these people, the scars and trauma they faced would stay with them forever. I would only be freeing people who would become like Mariya. People filled with hate, people looking to get their own back.

      Damn. What was I to do?

      For the first time since I set out on this adventure I wanted to go home. Wanted to feel the heat on my shoulders and hear the breeze through the leaves. I didn’t want to be here. Didn’t want this responsibility. I wanted my parents to tell me everything was going to be okay.

      Hands still on my face, Mariya forced me to look at her. “Now, do you see how foolish your dreams are? You can never hope to break this circle of pain with just pretty words and hand holding. A fire must burn through this place until justice is done.

      “Only then, Monarch, will we be satisfied. Only then will we be free.”
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      The faces stayed with me until we reached the thick metal doors. Hell, they would stay with me until this was all over, but for now, I needed to focus. I needed to keep my wits about me and figure out a way to free the people in this place.

      There was a small door within the large framework of the bigger doors that everyone went through.

      We followed suit and entered a hallway with grey tiles and grey walls. The only dash of colour was the darker grey furniture that sparsely littered the space. Corridors branched out in all directions. People pushed past us, paying us little attention as we tried not to look like we didn’t belong.

      “What’s the plan?”

      Mariya gave me a look that said, How am I supposed to know?

      I pulled her to an empty corner. “Please. Please, tell me you’ve got a plan? I know you must have, right? Please tell me we didn’t just break into the most secure location owned by the World Government and we are just going to wing it?”

      She gave me a shrug that made me grind my teeth.

      I mirrored her noncommittal shrug. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means what it means, Monarch. The hardest part was getting into this place. The rest was going to be a cakewalk. All we have to do is set our people free and burn this place to the ground. How hard can that be?”

      About to throw my hands up into the air, I stopped myself and took a calming breath. Now wasn’t the time for this, I had to think.

      “I’ve done it before, remember?”

      “Right. Right. Do you have any site plans for this place? Pictures? Maps? Anything we can work with?”

      Another shrug caused my hands to clench. “So, Mariya. Let me get this straight. We are on enemy soil, with no plans—directions—weapons or maps, and we are going to put a stop to all this how?”

      “You’re forgetting, Monarch, we are the weapons. Stop thinking like a—”

      “This place—” I lowered my voice as bystanders gave me a look. “This place was designed to hold New Humans. Their weapons—the fences—the machines. They have the upper hand. We are not in The Jungle anymore. We have no friends to rely on. Only foes greet us here. Foes who know a thing or two about killing our kind.”

      “You still don’t get it, do you? All I’ve ever needed are these.” She held up her fist like that solved all our problems.

      “No, you don’t get it. You tell me to stop thinking like a human, but I am part human. I can’t change that, nor will I accept it as a slight. You need to stop thinking like some wild animal. You’ve spent too long just acting on your base instincts. That needs to stop. We have a job to do and I aim to do it right. First, we get our people to safety unharmed, then we can think about destroying this place. Only when our people are safe will we burn this wretched place to the ground.”

      She gave me a look I couldn’t understand. Her eyes lit up and a smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. Before I could react, she gave me a swift kiss on the lips. It was different. Not like the others, filled with lust and passion. This one lingered with something more. It was a kiss that I would think about for the remainder of the day.

      I looked around and saw everyone heading off in different directions.

      Cleaners went down one corridor, guards another and so on. “Looks like each corridor is allocated to a certain job role. What job role is allocated to these badges?”

      “The guard we got them off was one of the maintenance staff here.”

      I nodded. “Right.” Scanning the bodies that went past, I saw two men with tool belts and tool boxes. I nodded in their direction and we followed them. We kept our distance as we took one corridor after the next. Everywhere looked the same. Grey wall. Grey tiles. We continued to follow them until they reached a set of elevators. Pressing the button to call the elevator up, they waited.

      Mariya and I came to a slow stop behind them.

      A ping sounded as the doors opened. They walked through and Mariya gave me a look. Was this a good idea? We didn’t know where we were going or how to get back, but we needed to find out as much as we could about this place before we acted. Giving her a shrug, we walked through the doors.

      One of the maintenance men pushed a button labelled L. He looked our way. “What floor?”

      “Err…” I looked to Mariya, whose hands were curling into fists. Violence wasn’t the answer here. “Sorry, guys, I’ll be honest with you. This is our first day and we aren’t too sure where we need to go. We’re from the maintenance department and this guy called Derrick hired us but didn’t give us any information. All he said was to turn up today and figure it out. We thought he was joking and further information would follow, but when none did…”

      They both looked at each other before bursting out into laughter. “That sounds like that dickhead all right,” said one with a moustache.

      “Old fatso would do anything to get out of work. I’m surprised he told you the right date,” said the other, who was clean-shaven.

      I gave them a sheepish smile. “Actually, I think we were meant to start yesterday.”

      They exchanged looks again before laughing. “When the asshole hired me, he told me the wrong week.”

      “At least you got a start date,” said Moustache. “I just received a call with, ‘HI, it’s D, you’ve passed your interview.’ That was it. I had to ring five different departments and stay on hold for two hours just to find out anything. And I still turned up to work not wearing the right uniform or having any tools. The rest of the guys on the team called me Mr Pink for months because the only hammer they had in stock was a pink one.”

      “That’s not too bad,” I said. “Pink’s one of my favourite colours.”

      “Yeah, it wouldn’t have been so bad if it didn’t have fluffy unicorns on the handle.”

      Clean Shaven slapped his thigh while he laughed. “Alright, guys,” he said, pressing the button to stop the elevator in mid-descent, “here’s the deal. You can get away with doing pretty much nothing here, as long as you have a clipboard in your hand or toolbox.” They lifted their hands to display their toolboxes. “People working here don’t give a damn about their jobs and it’s always someone else’s problem. If you’re asked a question, stroke your chin, look thoughtful, and either say, ’Hmm, I’ll look into that for you and get back to you with an answer or make a name up and say they're dealing with it.”

      I looked at him, confused. “What if this imaginary person doesn’t exist?”

      “That’s the point. You hope he doesn’t,” said Moustache.

      I was still confused.

      Clean Shaven sighed. “Do you know how many people work here?”

      We shook our heads.

      “Neither do we. No one does. The turnover rate here is so high that people come and go all the time. I’ve seen some faces once and never again. They have introduced people as my boss one day only for someone completely different to take over their role the next day. This place… isn’t for the faint of heart.”

      “Then why work here?” asked Mariya.

      Neither met her gaze as they looked at the floor. “The same reason as everyone in this place. The money,” said Clean Shaven.

      “But money isn’t everything,” said Mariya.

      Moustache shook his head sadly. “It is when you ain’t got it.”

      “But the things you must see here. They stay with the soul. No amount of money is worth that. You are condemning innocent people because—”

      I trod on Mariya’s foot, making it look like an accident. “I think what my friend here is trying to say is we are not sure we will be able to cope. Much less last as long as old Derrick. If you could give us any clues on how you two do it, we’d appreciate it.”

      They both looked at each other until Clean Shaven shrugged. “Truth be told? We’ve only been here six weeks and our last day is today. There are only a handful of ways I’ve seen people cope with this place. They either drink. Take drugs. Self-harm.”

      “Or the unlucky few end it all,” said Moustache.

      Clean shaven nodded. “Yeah. The untold story behind this place is that the staff have it just as bad as the New Humans held here.”

      “I don’t see how—” began Mariya angrily, but I applied more pressure on her foot, cutting her off.

      Clean Shaven gave a smile filled of broken dreams. “Yeah, when I first started, I would have said the same thing. The New Humans here are—the things I’ve seen—the things that are done.” He shook his head. “No. You are right. I will not stand here and say we have it worse, but many of us didn’t know what we were getting into. The media lied to us. Our government lied to us. Unlike the guards and torturers here, we didn’t sign up to inflict pain on anyone. The support staff here are just simple people. Cleaners, maintenance staff, admin.

      “Everyday people doing everyday jobs.”

      Mariya opened her mouth but he cut her off.

      “I know what you’re going to say. Why not leave? The money traps many. Amounts they have never seen before. Then the lifestyle becomes a trap. Golden handcuffs. But I think many can’t or won’t leave because they fear what will happen to them if they do. Scared that they will open their eyes one day and see someone with a black mask standing over their bed pointing a gun their way.”

      None of us said anything as both men looked to the floor while they fought their inner demons.

      I coughed, bringing it back to the present. “But didn’t both of you say you were leaving?”

      They looked at us sheepishly. “We’ve both saved enough money so we can travel far away from this place. Somewhere not even the World Government can find us. Plus, neither of us have families, so that helps,” said Clean Shaven.

      “Anyway,” said Moustache, pressing the button to reactivate the elevator. “Take my advice and always look busy and stay out of the way of the guards. They have a psychopathic nature if I ever saw it.”

      My stomach somersaulted as the elevator kept dropping. “Thanks for the advice, but can you tell me anything about how big this place is? The places not to go. People to avoid. The layout?”

      “Yeah,” said Mariya, “Basic shit any company should tell their employees starting out. Some people call it an introduction, if you’ve not heard the term.”

      They both looked at her and chuckled. “I like her,” said Clean Shaven. “But that mouth of yours may get you in trouble.”

      Mariya gave him a shrug as Moustache took over. “There are three levels to this place. First floor, which you have been on, this is where things like the offices, sleeping quarters, storage and canteen are found. The middle and lower floor is where they keep the New Humans.”

      “Two floors?”

      Moustache looked at me with a raised brow. “This is a prison.”

      “I thought it was a detention centre?” asked Mariya innocently.

      Moustache smiled. “Whatever you want to call it, they built this place for one purpose and one purpose alone. To detain New Humans. The middle floor is for the ones who have just arrived. The last floor… it’s a shame this is your first day, they keep Devil’s Gate hidden from the newbies until they’ve been here a week.”

      “Devil’s Gate?”

      He looked at me before turning to his partner. “Thank God this is our last day.” The elevator came to a grinding halt that made me reach for its walls. My nose wrinkled as I looked at Mariya in alarm.

      I took a step back as the elevator doors slowly opened.

      My nose had not betrayed me. What it smelt through the doors couldn’t be explained by my eyes. I took the image in, but somewhere inside my brain the information just wouldn’t process.

      What I saw—what was in front of me—was—

      “Welcome, to Devil’s Gate.”
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      Devil’s Gate.

      The name for what I was seeing was correct.

      Floor to ceiling, rows upon rows of prison cells greeted us. No bigger than six feet wide and six feet across, the cramped conditions my people lived in caused me to dig my fingernails into my palm. Although some cells were not big enough to house one person, some held up to four. Faces pressed up against the cages showed flesh with open weeping sores. Hands grabbing bars showed fingers missing or hands turned to stumps.

      The more I looked, the more horrors I saw.

      My head felt like it was on a swivel. As I took step after step backwards, my back hit the rear of the elevator. I tried to push myself into it, praying for it to swallow me. Anything to save me from those bloodshot eyes that stared my way. They were never-ending.

      Moustache looked at my expression. “I could lie to you and say it gets easier, but…”

      The silence washed over me like waves pounding the shoreline of a beach.

      Mariya looked at me before turning her attention forward. “Why is it so…”

      “Quiet?” finished Clean Shaven.

      She nodded. “They get punished for making a noise. The person in charge of this place likes things to be orderly.”

      “Have you met him?” she asked.

      They both shook their heads. They walked out of the elevator and turned back to us. “You don’t have to follow us. We know what it’s like. This place alone can drive some people to go mad.”

      I looked to Mariya, who gave me a firm nod. We had to do this. We didn’t have a choice. This was my responsibility. I walked out of the elevator and tried not to let the smell knock me on my butt.

      This place was hell.

      Clean Shaven handed us a pair of nose plugs each. “You’ll get used to most smells, but not this one. It invades the soul.”

      “Remember to shower after we finish there,” said Moustache, “for all the good it will do you.”

      I placed the nose plug on my nose but Mariya refused to. I knew why she didn’t want to and it was an honourable thing. But I couldn’t think from the stink that invaded my pores.

      Clean Shaven led the way as pairs of eyes after pairs of eyes watched our every movement. I understood why so few ventured down here and why so many broke after working here for only a few days or weeks.

      Mariya pointed discreetly to the micro-camera pinned to her breast pocket. I gave her a nod as I tried to angle my camera so I got everything in frame without alerting the maintenance men what I was up to.

      I know my father would be enraged at our people’s captors. The way they treated them. The way they placed them in cages no better than dogs. But I also felt for our jailers. The World Government was asking these workers to abandon their humanity in a fight against people who looked no different from them. They were not soldiers enlisting in a war to defeat an enemy. At least if they were, they knew what they were getting themselves into.

      No, the support staff who ran this place were just regular civilians looking for a paycheck. But was that worse? Did that make their involvement in this all the harder to swallow?

      It was one thing being a soldier unable to abandon your squad because if you did, it would mean one less gun covering their flanks, but if you had a choice like all the maintenance staff here did, then why not leave?

      Why stay and help maintain somewhere so incredibly evil that the bottom level was called Devil’s Gate?

      Looking at the gaunt faces, I knew the answer even if I didn’t want to admit it to myself. People were lazy. Lazy in taking action. Lazy in making a change happen. It was easier to go with the flow than to stick your head above the parapet.

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “To the Devil’s Furnace.”

      “You fuckers sure love your names, don’t you?” said Mariya.

      They nodded but didn’t respond. I had a gut feeling I knew what Devil’s Furnace was, but I hoped I was wrong.

      We took twisty turn after twisty turn, walking past more prison cells than my brain could process. I looked at the cells closely and said, “Are these prison cells reinforced with anything? Normally, a simple cell like this could not hold a New Human.”

      Clean Shaven looked my way. “The cells on the second level have reinforced titanium bars double the thickness of my arm and also have current running through them. The same electric current used in the weapons they have to fight the New Humans. Second floor… The second-floor occupants are more lively, they are newly caught so they have more fight in them. After they’ve been here a while—starved to an inch of their lives—beaten and tortured—most can’t walk or think straight, so they’re thrown down here like broken toys ready for the final stage of processing.”

      Mariya and I exchanged a look. “When you say processing...”

      “You’ll see.”

      I felt the heat before I heard the noise.

      The closer we got, the more I understood the devil reference. We continued taking turns through corridors and I noticed that there were no cells in this section. My feet stumbled as the floor dipped downwards. It wasn’t noticeable at first, but the more we went on, the steeper the journey became until the view opened up before us.

      I stopped in my tracks. I wasn’t the only one.

      Before us, as far as the eye could see, were furnaces covered in black soot. They looked gothic and medieval. Many had open fronts that looked like gaping mouths with red tongues thrashing back and forth. Men in bulky suits shoved items into the furnace. Even from this distance, I could see limbs amongst the pile of rubbish at their feet waiting to be shoved into hungry mouths. I watched them work tirelessly as they destroyed any evidence of the people who were held here against their will.

      I felt bile rise to my throat. My feet stopped moving. Fear gripped my chest, causing me to clench it. How could anyone—what was being done here—this was—this was—

      “Welcome to the devil’s playground.”
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      The walk took longer than expected.

      Motorised trolleys on train track rails went past us, their contents covered by plastic tarps. A severed hand sticking out from one trolley told me what they carried.

      Once again, the anger inherited from my parents threaten to overwhelm me, but I buried it deep, taking in one breath after the next. Mariya fared worse than I. Her breathing was ragged and sweat that had nothing to do with the heat coated her face. I squeezed her hand and she gave me a reassuring one back. Although I was battling my own demons, I was more scared of how she would react. This wasn’t the time or place for her to fly off the handle. There was nowhere to escape if they found out we were not part of their workforce.

      The closer we got to the furnaces the hotter they became. It was getting hard to breathe.

      Moustache pointed to the shovelers near the furnace. “They’ve got to wear those suits otherwise they couldn’t complete their shifts.” As we got closer, the suits reminded me of costumes from vintage movies my father used to show me of astronauts from science fiction movies. Liquid flowed through thin flexible tubes that wormed its way over the suit. “The suits constantly pump cold water through its system, regulating the body’s temperature. As long as you don’t stay down here longer than thirty minutes to an hour, then you don’t need one.”

      I nodded as I watched them shovel what could only be classed as broken bits of New Human remains into the furnace. At the base of the furnace, rivers of molten metal ran like a rice field’s water irrigation system along the floor.

      Clean Shaven pointed to them. “After the New Humans have been...” He looked uncomfortable but swallowed it down. “After the New Humans have been dissected and studied by the eggheads in science, they take anything useful they may need from their subjects and discard the rest. Which ends up here.”

      I looked at the metal river in confusion. “But why burn them?”

      “They are not burning them, they are smelting them down. Smelting them down for the metal running through the New Humans’ bodies. The metal ore is rare and difficult to find, so it’s being recycled and reused for our weapons and tech suits.”

      “How fucking environmentally friendly,” muttered Mariya under her breath.

      I gave her a look as I turned to our escorts. “Tech suits?”

      They gestured for us to follow them. We followed the safety-designated path, minding our step as we walked along the rivers of flowing metal. I looked at the rivers with an emotional sense of loss. They represented lost brothers and sisters. Innocent people whose only crime was being a New Human. I stared, lost in emotional turmoil as memories and identities of people who would never be mourned by their loved ones flowed by me. They were nothing now. Nothing but floating metal liquid to be used and rebuilt into killing machines that would be used on their loved ones in the future.

      We followed the molten rivers that snaked and wormed their way to their end destination. A destination that sang with the sound of metal striking metal.

      It didn’t take us long to find its source.

      Blacksmiths wearing suits similar to those of the metal shovelers we had seen earlier struck metal ore that took the shapes of swords and spear points on work stations in front of them. They worked tirelessly, beating the metal ore into submission. Once the weapons were created to their liking, they stored them in barrels of water where they hissed and cooled. Once they were cooled, runners collected the weapons and put them into a trolley, then placed them in elevators where they ascended upward.

      The whole thing had a military precision feel to it. It wasn’t surprising, seeing as this was a war effort to tackle the New Human problem.

      I nodded at the elevator. “Where do the weapons go to?”

      Clean Shaven looked at the ascending elevator with a frown and said, “The weapons go up to the tech department on the first floor; there they embed them with the blue current that all New Humans are susceptible to.”

      I gave a nod as my thoughts whirled. “I know it’s your guys’ last day today and I hate to do this, but are there any site maps you can provide for us?”

      The two men looked at each other, unsure of how to answer.

      “I know it’s a security risk and I know we’ve just started, but you guys are the only two gentlemen who have taken time out of their day to help us. Any information you can provide would be a blessing.”

      Moustache gave Clean Shaven a shrug and said, “What’re they gonna do, fire us?”

      Clean Shaven rubbed his chin. “I guess you’re right. If you’ve got a computer to hand, I can transfer you all the relevant files we’ve got. I’m talking site maps, passwords, key codes, the lot. I know this stuff shouldn’t be given to you unless you’ve done your orientation and even then, only certain members of staff should have the security clearance for the passwords, but everyone here is fed up and no one gives two shits about their jobs, so I can’t see the harm in giving you this.”

      Moustache laughed. “Yeah, he’s right. It’s not like you’re gonna blow the place up now, is it?”

      We all shared a laugh while I looked nervously at Mariya.

      I waited on tenterhooks while they sent all the information they had to us digitally. In no time at all, we had everything we needed to bring the place to its knees. Now we just needed a plan to do so.

      “Thank you,” I said, “you don’t know how helpful this has been. We won’t take up any more of your time. I think we’ve seen enough for today.”

      They both nodded and turned to leave but I stopped them. “Make sure today is your last day.” They looked at me, confused. “I would hate for you to get in trouble for the information you’ve given us.”

      “Don’t worry about—”

      “Please. Make sure you leave this place and never return… I wouldn’t want Derrick burdening you with any more newbies.”

      They both smiled and laughed, waving away my comments as they headed off to complete their jobs. I looked at Mariya, who gave me a raised eyebrow.

      “They were nice.”

      “Nice has no place here. Not for what we are about to do, Monarch. There shall be nothing left but ashes after we are done.”

      I said nothing as my eyes turned to the piles of discarded New Human remains in the distance. Yes, this place needed to be destroyed, but there was more that needed to be done if places like this were never to be built again. Not only would I have to destroy this place, but I would also have to make the World Government see the error of their ways. And that was something, if history had taught me anything, that wasn’t easily done unless through force or extreme sacrifice.

      I looked to Mariya. “Come on then. Let’s do what we came here to do.”
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      The wind ruffled the collar of my fur coat, causing it to tickle my neck.

      Eyes as cold as the flecks of hail that battered me in all directions looked out across the road to our target. I breathed in deep, tasting the foul-smelling tang in the air. Gunshots echoed in the distance. Closing my eyes, I concentrated and could pick up the cries—anguished shouts—screams and frustrations of the residents who lived in this borough.

      I was finally home.

      Paradise Lost.

      No matter how far I came in my life, this cesspool always pulled me back. It didn’t matter if I was a clueless nobody like when I first arrived, or a commander leading his troops to battle. Somehow—someway — this place had me committing atrocities that gave me sleepless nights.

      I didn’t know what it was or why.

      But something about this borough brought out the worst in people. It turned kindness into hate, passion into greed. Maybe it was because this borough was first settled by criminals looking to escape the watchful eye of the World Government. Maybe it was because there were no real consequences to anyone’s actions. The man with the biggest stick set the rules, and those rules so far had been ones of bloodshed and greed.

      Two pairs of footsteps came up from behind me and stopped on either side of me.

      “God, I hate this place.”

      Fae chuckled to my left. “Can’t see why. I think the acid rain does wonders for a girl’s complexion. Not to mention constantly looking where you put your feet; between the dog shit and green spit everywhere, I’m surprised any plants grow here at all.”

      “We should burn the fucking place down to the ground,” said Willis to my right. “The only people who live here are cunts—shit cunts and thundercunts.”

      “What’s the difference between—” Fae said, but Willis cut her off.

      “It’s the difference between needing a shit and having diarrhea. Faeces leaves the body, but I know which one I would rather have.”

      Silence greeted the statement as Fae and I looked his way.

      “What? Don’t look at me like that. You both know what I mean.”

      Fae put her finger to her ear and nodded. I turned my attention back to the building in front of me. It was one of the many multi-storey apartment blocks that dominated this area. Grey cladding covered its exterior as dim light did its best to shine out of grime-covered windows.

      “Are you sure?” asked Fae. “We don’t want any surprises.” Pressing her finger harder to her ear, she shielded herself against the wind until she was done. Turning back to me, she gave me the thumbs up.

      I turned to Willis. “Everything in place on your end?”

      “Do you even have to ask?”

      I nodded to both of them and walked forward until I was at the edge of the building. Not saying a word, I unclipped my spear from my back and stepped off the roof. Wind battered my face for a brief second before I landed in a crouch. I was on top of a machine developed by Niko, in the shape of a skateboard that floated in the air silently. Powered by electric thrusters, the hoverboard moved with the rider’s body.

      Two more bodies dropped out of the sky and landed on their boards next to me. Keeping my focus on the target ahead of me, I gestured straight as I leaned forward.

      My board shot forward as the helmet from my armour suit extracted itself from the back of the suit’s neck and covered my face. The HUD highlighted in the top right corner of my eye showed me the position of my men. They had the building surrounded. Multiple green dots stormed the building from top to bottom, but there was one dot ahead of the rest.

      Me.

      It was getting harder and harder for me to remember what being a normal human was like. Since becoming a New Human I felt invincible. The normal fears of death didn’t apply to me. I didn’t fear ageing, getting sick, or blunt force trauma. It was truly a blessing to be a New Human. Before I become one, I didn’t realise the guillotine of fear constantly hanging over my head, worried about the future and what it held. But now I was free. Free to live life as fast or slow as I wanted.

      But now these fuckers wanted to take that away from me.

      I understood why. I understood the jealousy. I understood the hate. But what I couldn’t accept was letting someone come to my home and burn it to the ground and walk away scot-free. They thought they had seen ashes. They had seen nothing yet.

      We advanced on the building from all sides. Like a circle steadily shrinking, my men came from varying degrees of heights.

      I didn’t want any of the rats from inside to escape.

      Fae’s voice sounded in my ear. “Remember, there are civilians inside. Hold your fire until you’re absolutely sure your target is one of the enemy.”

      I nodded to her statement, but I wasn’t paying attention, not really. My only thoughts were on my enemy. They would pay for the atrocities they committed against my people.

      Fae’s voice interrupted my thoughts again. “Contact to be made in—five—four—three—two—”

      “John Lee is mine!” I roared, tucking my head into my shoulders and locking onto the window in front of me.

      I was the first one to crash into the building, sending glass and debris flying everywhere. I found myself in a corridor fast approaching a brick wall. Turning my hoverboard sharply, I skimmed along the surface of the wall like a pebble on a lake and shot forward.

      I heard the sounds of breaking glass and shouts of surprise throughout the building.

      We had arrived.

      Speeding through the corridor, I knew my destination, but I didn’t want to attack it head-on. That would give John Lee a chance to escape.

      No. Better to trap the rat from all angles and make sure he knew his fate was coming.

      This was not a mission to defeat the enemy.

      This was to send a message.

      You do not fuck with me and mine!

      A door up ahead to my left slammed open as men poured out of it. They all carried weapons. Lead pipes—knives—pistols—machine guns. My eyes narrowed as I flicked my board from wall to wall, not giving my opponents a steady target to shoot at. Sparks flew underneath me as I extended my spear and went to work.

      The first two rushed towards me, but their efforts ended with a spear point through the chest. I impaled the first driving my spear through his chest and impaled the second behind him. Their screams tried their best to drown out the gunfire coming my way, but it only intensified the noise as it bounced around the enclosed space.

      The bullets impacted the two bodies held aloft on my spear as I returned fire.

      Blue energy crackled against bodies, burning flesh and sending men convulsing to the floor. I ripped out the spear from the bodies before me and retracted my spear, making it shorter, so it was easier to wield in the corridor. Hacking—stabbing—and slashing, left to right, threw blood into the air that coated the ceiling.

      Less than ten seconds.

      That’s how long it took to leave nothing but a pile of corpses behind me.

      I barrelled down the corridor and took a right turn before the last corpse fell to the floor. Another door opened up ahead of me and an elderly man poked his head out of his door. I waved for him to get back inside, but he only shook his fist my way. An electric bolt just above his head gave him all the warning he needed as he slammed his door shut and locked it from the inside.

      I shot past corridor after corridor and pointed my spear to my left as a door exploded outward.

      One of my soldiers flew out of the hole he’d created and flew alongside me. I lowered my spear as he gave me a nod. I returned the gesture, but his focus wasn’t on me as he came to a stop and looked behind us. More of John Lee’s men were spilling out of doors and hidden hatches. They pointed their weapons our way as I was about to intercept, my man blocked my way with his arm and took off to face them. Indecisive over what to do, I went to follow him but stopped.

      I had bigger fish to fry and this was all John Lee’s plan of keeping us occupied while he escaped.

      Sending a silent prayer my soldier’s way, I span around and continued onward.

      Willis’s voice crackled through my earpiece. “The fuckers are trying to escape via the roof. They’ve got light fighters parked there.”

      “How come we didn’t pick that up on our recon?” I snapped.

      Fae answered. “They were camouflaged with reflective tarpaulins that reduce heat signature and mirror their surroundings. They are almost undetectable from a distance.”

      “Fuck! I didn’t come all this way to have John Lee escape. Destroy anything that takes off.”

      “But Quinton, this is a highly populated area. If one of those ships crashes into this apartment block or any of the surrounding ones, the loss of civilian life—”

      “Just do it.”

      “Quinton, think about what you’re saying.”

      “I gave an order. Follow it or I’ll replace you with someone who does.”

      Silence greeted my statement.

      “Quinton, she has a poi—” Willis said, but Fae cut him off.

      “It's fine.”

      I knew the tone of those words and I knew I would pay for them later, but right now, all I needed from my team was for them to follow my orders. I couldn’t let John Lee escape, not now—not when we were so close.

      Blasting the door in front of me off its hinges, I shot upwards, skimming over stairs as I took one sharp turn after the next.

      Shouts above me forced me to look up just in time for me to dodge the hail of bullets coming my way. Stray bullets pinged off the metal handrail of the stairs as I returned fire, hitting the shooter in the chest. Toppling over the handrails, he screamed on his way past me. The echoes of gunfire drowned out the wet splat of his body hitting the ground floor.

      “We have movement on the roof,” said one of my people. “Putting down sniper fire to halt their escape.”

      Come on. Come on. Come on.

      My body slammed against wall after wall, as the tight space didn’t allow me to manoeuvre as easily as I would have liked. Taking another corner, I winded myself on a handrail. Holding my side in pain, I looked up as the stairwell door above me slammed open.

      Four goons looked my way, guns pointed in my direction.

      I knew they would get the drop on me before I could react. No matter how fast I was now as a New Human, I wasn’t fast enough to outgun them.

      The smug looks on their faces told me everything I needed to know as fingers went to squeeze triggers.

      Bullets came through the wall ripping into their bodies.

      “One of their ships is returning fire,” said someone in my ear, as more rounds blasted through the walls, creating fist-sized holes in the masonry. Brick dust rained down on my shoulders as I hunkered down and made my body as small a target as possible.

      “Return fire and take the ship out!” I bellowed over the noise so they could hear me.

      The shooting continued until I heard a thunderous boom that made the building shake. The lights in the stairwell flickered on and off for a few seconds before they became stable again.

      “What the fuck was that?” I asked.

      “What you asked us to do,” said Fae.

      Her sarcastic tone was laced with venom, but I didn’t have time to respond to it. The longer I stayed here, the more likely John Lee was going to escape.

      Bullets no longer coming through the walls, I sped up the staircase as fast as I could until I saw the door I wanted. In fact, the door was no longer in existence. The only thing that remained was a smoking outline of where it used to be.

      Someone had gotten here first.

      I got off my hoverboard, strapping it to my back as I poked my head through the opening. What I saw on the other side gave me pause for concern.

      One of my soldiers lay dead with a hole in his head. Another was missing most of his limbs. I didn’t need to check his pulse to see that he wasn’t alive. Creeping forward, I came into an area that was one large penthouse apartment.

      It took up the entire top floor.

      Open planned, the floor-to-ceiling windows gave a view of the borough. Sofas and chairs dotted here and there had piles of money placed at their feet. More money-littered tabletop counters held an array of drugs and guns.

      It looked like a scene out of every bad gangster movie I had ever seen.

      I lost men to this idiot!

      A fool who wanted to play gangster. A dickhead who wanted the power and respect, but didn’t want to put in the work for it.

      This was the man who had dealt me my greatest loss in over two decades?

      John Lee!

      A fuck boy who—argh! I needed to end this, and I needed to end this now.

      I rolled until I came to a stop behind a sofa. I peeked out from behind it, but I didn’t see any threats. Moving from object to object, I kept something large in front of me at all times, but I still didn’t see what I was looking for.

      The image on my HUD showed I was the only person on my team on this floor. But where were the attackers who killed my men?

      Keeping my footsteps light, I heard something in the distance.

      I strained my hearing until I picked up a voice. “Will you fuckers hurry up? I don’t know how that old wired fucker found us, but he did. We need to leave now if we’re going to escape.”

      I smiled as the unmistakable tones of John Lee’s voice reached my ears.

      “But John, what if we can’t escape? They’ve already got Dex and them.”

      “Fuck them. They were stupid enough to be shot down. We won’t be. We just need to get this loot and get to another safe house, then I can make a few calls to our friends in the World Government.”

      “But John,” said the same whiny voice. “No one’s been responding to our—”

      A meaty slap followed by a cry of pain cut off the speaker.

      “You calling me a liar?”

      “Nah, John. I was just saying—”

      “Stop saying and start doing. We have not got time for your bullshit.”

      I continued to creep forward as the rumbles and grumbles from John Lee’s men reached my ears. A cluster of backs faced me as hands rifled through a safe, placing large quantities of gold bars into bags at their feet.

      The smile on my face grew wider.

      John Lee allowed greed to blind him. It would be his downfall, like so many before him.

      I primed my spear and sent a volley of blue bolts into their midst. Screams of surprise filled the air as confusion took hold.

      His men tried to return fire my way, but I had already moved to a different location.

      “Split up and retreat to the roof.”

      They broke ranks and ran for a door at the end of the apartment. I continued to fire as I gave chase.

      Two men stood guard, firing my way as John Lee ran through. Head down, I paid little attention to the bullets coming my way. I know it was foolish of me, but like a predator seeing its kill, nothing else occupied my mind.

      I skidded along the floor as their shots went above me, and took them out from the knees. They both collapsed to the floor, but I didn’t finish them off. I didn’t have time to.

      Out the door and onto the roof; the freezing rain pelted me in the face making me stumble in my tracks. I looked for my enemy and saw him sprinting away to my left. He and six of his men sprinted to a shiny new light fighter parked at the end of the roof.

      John Lee opened a side door on the light fighter and jumped in with three of his men. The fourth tried to get in but received a boot to the face for his troubles.

      They were ahead of me but I had the speed of a New Human coursing through my veins.

      His men cursed him but there was little they could do as the light fighter engines started up. They turned to face me but my eyes were only on the light fighter.

      The men left behind looked at my charging form, then at each other before throwing their guns to the ground. Hands held up, they backed away from the ship.

      The ship pivoted and manoeuvred as the engines fully kicked into gear. I would not let them escape. I had come too far, lost too many men just so he could escape from my clutches now.

      The ship slowly turned my way and I could see John Lee’s stupid grin from the cockpit window, as the ship’s guns rotated and pointed in my direction.

      Replacing my spear with my shotgun, I didn’t give them a chance to fire.

      The first explosive shell out of my gun chamber blew one of the gun turrets under the ship’s wing to pieces. The explosion rocked the ship and John Lee’s grin turned to a worried frown.

      The pilots at the controls yanked the ship away from me, but John Lee slapped him around the head and pulled the ship back towards me. The remaining gun turret span faster and faster before projectiles came my way.

      Bits of the roof on either side of me erupted into the air as the ship’s bullets tore it to pieces. I needed to do something before one of those bullets found its target.

      Aiming blindly, I fired shell after shell until I was lucky enough that two found their mark. The first exploded just above the cargo hold; the second along the front of the cockpit, punching a hole through it.

      The firing from the ship had ceased as one of John Lee’s men lay slumped over the controls.

      This time, they ran.

      The ship turned away from me and picked up speed as it lifted off the ground. Engine rumbling, it was about to snatch John Lee from the jaws of defeat, but I still had a few tricks up my sleeve.

      “Another ship is about to take off, teams in position to fire on my—”

      “Wait! One of ours is on the floor. Hold your fire. I repeat. Hold your fire.”

      “Who is that?”

      “Quinton, is that fucking you?” asked Willis.

      I blocked out my team’s voices as I concentrated on the task ahead of me. The whine of the ship’s engines threw in strength as the ship powered up. Using the computer in my HUD, I targeted the ship’s engines.

      A little red X locked on to where I needed to fire. Keeping my aim steady, I held my breath as the noise of the ship reached its crescendo, and fired.

      The ship shot forward at the same time my shell smashed into its rear. My suit protected me from the heat of the blast as I sprinted towards it. It tried to take off, but it didn’t have the engine power to do so. Flying away from the building, it wobbled in the air, doing its best to gain some distance.

      Still chasing after it, I was quickly going to run out of roof space. Running flat out, I unclipped my hoverboard from my back and launched it into the air as I leapt off the building.

      I nearly missed my footing as I landed on the board, but I regained my balance and took off after the ship.

      I checked my gun. One shell left.

      I needed to make it count.

      Pushing my board as fast as it could go, I chased after the ship until I had a clear shot and fired.

      I missed.

      The ship tilted to the side allowing the explosion to detonate harmlessly underneath.

      Fuck.

      Trailing smoke, the ship turned towards me.

      That stupid grin was back on John Lee’s face. He gave me the finger before accelerating the ship towards me.

      I roared with rage from the depths of my bowels and met his charge head-on.

      When I could see the whites of his eyes, I leapt off my board, spear held high above my head and stabbed it down through the cockpit aiming for his face.

      My spear stopped an inch from it.

      He looked at me in shock—then triumph—then shock again as we made eye contact and came to the same sickening realisation.

      The ship was going down.
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      Kushim

      

      Mariya and I walked through the corridors of the first floor as confident as possible.

      The sights and sounds of Devil’s Gate still lingered on our souls like parasites refusing to leave our system. Just as with parasites, I didn’t think we could get rid of what we saw anytime soon.

      The corridors of this floor were cleaner with a hint of disinfectant. Our footsteps echoed and squeaked, causing the nerves in my stomach to backflip at every turn.

      “Do you know where we are even going?” I whispered.

      “To find out where the weapons are being created.”

      “Why?”

      She looked at me like I was an idiot. “Why do you think, dumdum? To destroy the blueprints—kill the fuckers in charge of creating them—and burn the place down to the ground.”

      I looked at her like she was crazy. “All in that order?”

      She pulled me to a stopt. “What do you think—” She stopped as a janitor walked past us. We both nodded and smiled her way. “What do you think we are here to do, Monarch? Bake cupcakes?”

      I looked at another support staff worker who walked past us. “I understand what we have to do, really I do. Just... there are a lot of innocent people here and—”

      “Innocent people,” she spat. “There are no innocents here. Anyone who knowingly works here and knows what this place is, is guilty. They may not do the murdering and the burning, but all their hands are filthy with New Human blood. Never forgot that.”

      I swallowed my response and looked away from her. I agreed with part of her statement and before coming here, I expected everyone to be moustache-twirling villains, but the truth was a lot more sobering.

      Some people who worked here I felt for, like the two men who escorted us through Devil’s Gate. They were just two men looking for a paycheck to support their families. They weren’t evil; yes, they turned a blind eye to the goings on here, but did that make them guilty? Should their fate be death? Who was I to decide that? Who was I to decide whether a person lived or died because they were trying to provide for their family?

      “I know that look. All mushy and lovey-dovey. Cut that shit out. Unless held at gunpoint and forced to do something against their will, everyone has a choice. I have no sympathy for those people. Sympathy I do not have.”

      “Life is not that simple.”

      “If the pits have taught me one thing, it’s that life is.”

      “I—”

      “It’s about life and death. That’s it. Life and death.”

      I shook my head at her words as we continued, but the longer we walked the faster I realised we didn’t know where we were going. Frustration ate at my stomach. As I was about to throw my hands into the air, a door to our right opened up and a woman wearing horn-rimmed glasses poked her head out the door.

      “Oi, you two. I need assistance.”

      Mariya and I looked at each other.

      “Chop-chop. I don’t have all day.”

      We still didn’t move. She threw her hands up in the air and gave us a condescending look. “You are from the maintenance department, are you not?” We slowly gave her a nod. “Then come this way.”

      We followed her through the door until we came to a room that was all computer banks and holo screens. I tried to count the number of different-coloured buttons and knobs around me, but I lost count. Apart from the woman with the horn-rimmed glasses, there was one other man in the room. Balding at the front, with bread crumbs and ketchup stains along his shirt, he didn’t even look up as his beady eyes kept locked to the screen he was watching. Glancing at the screen, I saw it showed multiple views of the minefield we had walked past on our way to the compound.

      Bread Crumbs took another bite of something covered in pastry, causing more flecks to fall over his chest, while he moved a hand lazily that gripped a joystick.

      “Are you just going to sit there all day?” snapped Horn-Rimmed Glasses.

      Bread Crumbs looked up at her and gave her a look that said what do you think?

      Horn-Rimmed Glasses sighed, shaking her head. “I know our job is to manage the... decepti-arachnids,” she said with a shudder, “but that doesn’t mean we have to be sedentary. Get up and move once in a while, you big oaf.”

      He gestured to the screens, then the controls.

      She said, “We don’t have to man the desk twenty-four-seven. When has anything exciting ever happened here? We’ve had no escapees, no riots, no nothing. I know I shouldn’t wish for anything like that, but when I took this job, I thought I was going to be making a difference against the New Human threat, not just sitting on my ever-growing behind. Plus, if all else fails, and we get a mass exodus on our hands, then we can always press the big red button.”

      I looked to where she pointed and saw a big red button encased in glass. Black bold letters encircled the button that read mine detonation.

      “Anyway,” said Horn-Rimmed, “that doesn’t work and you need it fixed.” She pointed to a large machine tucked away in a corner. Rims of paper were piled in a corner next to it and one of its compartments was open with a piece of paper sticking out of it.

      I looked to Mariya, who looked as lost as me.

      “Someone’s jammed the printer again,” she said, glancing at Bread Crumbs. “We’ve—well, I’ve tried everything in my power to get it unjammed. But I can’t seem to get it to work. I’ve called your department countless times, but this isn’t classed as an emergency, apparently. Bunch of nonsense if you ask me. Our department is at the forefront of everything that happens. If it wasn’t for us this place would go to hell. We are the only thing that stands between the New Human scum we have locked up and escaping. But do our efforts go....”

      As she droned on and on, Mariya and I walked over to the printer. We eyed it like it was a venomous snake that we didn’t have the antidote for. I scratched my chin as we stood in front of the machine. My palms sweated as I stared at the machine. My eyes turned to Mariya, who had the same panicked look on her face.

      Here was a woman who had killed countless foes, yet in the face of this, she looked like she wanted to run.

      Right. Come on, breathe. Relax. Think. Think.

      I took a deep breath and pulled compartments open. I did not have a clue of what I was doing, but anything was better than simply standing there looking like an idiot. After a few false attempts, I found paper lodged everywhere. I pulled out everything I could find and worried about the time I was taking, but I needn’t have worried as Horn-Rimmed was still talking about how hard her life was.

      Finally, slamming the last panel closed, I stood back and turned it off and on again.

      It beeped and buzzed and a noise like gears grinding together came from it, but nothing else happened.

      “Well, that was fucking pointless,” said Horn-Rimmed from behind me.

      I frowned as I tapped my chin. Mariya crept up next to me and whispered. “Let’s kill them and be done with it.”

      I resisted the urge to roll my eyes as I looked behind the machine. “Ah, I think I’ve found your problem.” Digging my hands behind it, I pulled out a half-eaten croissant. I held it aloft for everyone to see.

      All eyes turned to Bread Crumbs. He wheeled himself over to me and took it out of my hand and plopped it into his mouth. He pulled a slightly confused face as he chewed until he swallowed and gave the room a nod before wheeling himself back to his desk.

      Horn-Rimmed pinched the bridge of her nose as she let out a deep sigh. “Sometimes...ugh.”

      The printer hummed as it worked its magic. We said our goodbyes and made our way out of the door, but Mariya stopped over the threshold.

      “We’re new here and running late to our next job because someone didn’t want to ask for directions,” she said, making eye contact with Horn-Rimmed. “Male ego,” she mouthed, getting an eye roll from Horn-Rimmed. “Anyway, I was wondering if you could tell us which way the weapons department was?”
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        * * *

      

      We followed the directions we got until we came to a corridor that had windows to our right. High above, we looked down into a workshop that was large enough to fit multiple football fields in its space. From our vantage point, if we had been normal humans, our eyes would not be able to detect what was going on, but thankfully our New Human sight gave us the ability to magnify what we saw.

      We saw people working in lab coats with digital notepads, engineers handling tools, and other members of staff using weapons. I paused as I took in the staff with the weapons. They stood in front of human dummies holding replica spears like the ones from The Jungle and fired at their targets. Blue bolts shot out from the end of the spears and struck the dummies across the chest, causing burn marks on some and knocking others to the floor. Some testers held pistols and rifles that fired similar pulses of energy.

      The whole thing had a surgical feel to it.

      It felt like I was looking at a scientific demonstration taking place instead of people seeing what was the most efficient way to kill my people.

      Mariya nudged me in the side. “You ready?”

      I looked at her in confusion. “What do you mean?”

      “Are. You. Ready. It’s a simple question, Monarch.”

      “Ready? Ready for what?”

      “Ready to burn this place down to the ground?”

      “Are you out of your mind? Is that your plan?”

      “Yes,” she hissed. “It’s been that all along. Don’t blame me if you ain’t been listening.”

      I shook my head. “We can’t just storm into a place without a plan. Not a place like this. We need to figure out how to get the prisoners in here free. We are just two people. Two people against the World Government’s brightest and strongest. Two people against thousands of people who work and live here. I don’t know what happened in the pits, but the same thing will not work here. We need to be sensible. I hate to admit it, but I need to contact my parents and tell them—”

      I stopped speaking as she pointed down to the workshop floor. I turned to see a scientist open a door and beckon someone on the other side through. Mouth dry, I watched two security guards escort five prisoners chained by their hands and feet into the room. I couldn’t hear the chains ringing like funeral bells, but I could see the sobering faces. I could see the ones who had accepted their fates like terminally ill patients.

      Five.

      Five chained men and women were all escorted to stand in front of the dummies.

      My brain tried to process what was happening, but I couldn’t. What were they trying to prove? Why would innocent—helpless prisoners be—

      You know the answer, whispered a small voice.

      You’ve known the answer the moment they walked through that door.

      My body moved instinctively as I grabbed Mariya. She tried to shrug me off, but I held her tight like I was drowning in a lake and she was my rope to safety. Her movements became wilder and wilder as the firing line took up position.

      Her nails extended and drew blood as they sank into my flesh. I should have felt pain but I was numb to it all.

      The only thing I could do was watch as my people stood helplessly awaiting their deaths.

      “Get off me! Get fucking off me.”

      I held her tight as the firing squad lifted their weapons.

      “We need to help. We need to help. We need to help!”

      The firing squad doubled their grip on their weapons and held them tight against their shoulder. Some prisoners cried. Others’ mouths moved while they said their last prayers. The worst were the ones who simply stared off into space.

      “We have to do something. They are your people! Your people. They depend on you. They need—”

      I covered her mouth. I couldn’t risk anyone hearing us. She bit into my hand, drawing blood, but I held on. Blood ran freely from the wounds she was inflicting on me, but none of it mattered. They were minor injuries. Things that would heal in a matter of hours and days. Not like what I was seeing. Sights yet again that would stay with me for the rest of my life.

      She kept on struggling until the firing squad fired.

      Then all life—fight—left her body as the first blue bolts hit their target.

      Bodies shook and spasmed. Some simply dropped to the floor. Others stayed upright, held by an invisible cord to this existence, refusing to let go.

      But in the end, one by one, every one of the five hostages fell to the floor dead.

      I released her then as we both stared. Stared until the firing squad dispersed. Stared until the scientists spoke in their huddles and exchanged notes and poked the deceased. Stared until they dragged away the bodies like yesterday’s trash.

      She turned around and made eye contact with me. I went to open my mouth, but the slap she delivered closed it.

      “I thought you were someone… someone for our people to rally to. A person they could rely on. Seek for help. But you are nothing but a coward. A coward whose indecision causes nothing but death. I guess you are your father’s son after all.”

      She walked away and I went to grab her but she turned to me nails drawn. The look she gave me was one of an enemy looking to do battle. I held up my hands. “I was only thinking of the bigger picture.”

      “Spoken like a true politician.”

      “Mariya, you are being emotional. Us storming that workshop would do nothing but—”

      “Don’t! I don’t want to hear another word out of your mouth. You’re a plague. A disease that won’t go away. Since I met you, you’ve done nothing but cloud my judgement. Stayed my hand when I should have attacked. Put doubt in my mind. Made me hesitant. If it wasn’t for you, those people back at the Oracle’s would be alive. I would have taken out the threat before it even began. Same as here.

      “Yet your pretty words… are nothing but that. Pretty words.

      “Whose life have you saved since I met you? What difference have you made?”

      I walked up to her and clasped her face in my hands. “Yours. Your life is the one I have saved and been trying to save since we first met.”

      “My life is not worth saving. I am rotten to the core. Stop trying to save what can’t be.”

      “I—”

      She shoved me back hard. “Go home. You do not belong here.”

      I tried to take a step forward but she shoved me again causing me to misstep. “Leave. The next step you take will be your last.”

      “Is that how easily you dismiss this? Us? Do I mean nothing to you?”

      “You did. When I thought you could be someone of importance… but now… you’re just a burden to me.”

      I watched her walk away and didn’t have the heart or strength to go after her. Instead, I stayed where I was, trying to battle the maelstrom of emotions trying to come out.

      How had it all gone so wrong?
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      Quinton

      

      The ship was going down and it was going down fast.

      I tried to keep my grip on the spear wedged in the cockpit windscreen, but as the ship accelerated downward, I could feel my grip loosening by the second. Looking over my shoulder, I saw a building fast approaching. I knew if I didn’t jump to safety, then I would be crushed under the weight of the ship. Trying to judge the distance, I braced my legs underneath me and leapt for a window.

      Tucking my body into a tight ball, I crashed through it as the ship crash-landed on the floor above me. My body bounced and rolled and bounced and rolled as I kept it tucked into a tight ball as debris fell all around me. I tried to keep conscious, but the edges of my vision closed in as the debris from the crash kept on falling.

      The last thought through my head was of my son.
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        * * *

      

      I came to.

      I don’t know how long I was out. It could have been seconds—hours. I couldn’t see anything through the lenses of my helmet, but I knew one thing. I was alive. Now the second issue was: could I move? Trying to move, I felt things shift as I continued to push up. Gritting my teeth, I strained with anything I had. The veins along the side of my neck pulsed as I kept on pushing. With a final push, I finally shifted what was on top of me.

      Sitting up, my vision cleared, showing me I was on the same floor as the window I had jumped through.

      The ceiling had caved in, littering debris everywhere.

      Looking up, I gulped as I saw part of the ship perched over a hole directly above me. If it had fallen through the hole, it would have landed on top of me, ending my story here. Luckily, it didn’t, as I still had a score or two to settle. Moving away from it, I couldn’t tell if the entire ship was still on the floor above me or not. Don’t be stupid, something that size and weight would have dropped through multiple floors before coming to a stop.

      I walked to a nearby window and got my answer.

      The rest of the ship had smashed through the building and out the other side, then crashed through two more buildings before it came to a stop on the street below. I pushed my face against the window. “How the fuck did that dickhead survive?” Head turning from side to side, I watched in disbelief as John Lee and one of his men limped away from the crash and headed down an alleyway.

      He was alive, but he would not be for much longer. Let the games begin.
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        * * *

      

      Out on the street, I swallowed hard as I looked at the devastation around me.

      So consumed by my need to get my enemy, I had failed to think about the consequences. No. That was a lie. I didn’t care about the consequences as long as I achieved my goal. Achieving my goal had been everything. It always had. Yet time and time again, what did it cost me?

      I took in the smoking holes through the buildings the ship had passed through and felt my stomach bind in a knot. This wasn’t good. Stopping in the middle of the road, I took in the devastation. The buildings looked abandoned, but that wasn’t saying much for Paradise Lost. Everything in this damn borough looked one step away from being demolished.

      I strained my hearing to see if I picked up any sounds of distress, but none came.

      That was good. It meant no one was hurt. Or no one was alive to cry in pain, said a voice I didn’t want to listen to.

      I shook my head. I didn’t have time for this. I needed to get John Lee, and I needed to get him now. “Is anyone picking this up?” I waited for a few seconds before trying again. “Can anyone hear me?” Still nothing. Tapping the side of my helmet rewarded me with a faint static hiss.

      Great.

      Looks like I was on my own with no weapons. My spear was probably under a couple of tons of metal, and my shotgun must have fallen during the aerial battle with John Lee’s ship.

      I had once been a cripple and survived a pirate ship attack looking to take people as slaves. I thought I could handle John Lee with no weapons. It was time I ended this once and for all.

      Making my way in the direction John Lee went, my eye was caught by something I didn’t want to see. A stuffed child’s toy lay half burnt in front of one of the buildings the ship had passed through. I turned away from it. It didn’t mean anything, I told myself. Pushing away the thoughts that peppered my conscience, I continued down the path of vengeance.

      I had been down this path once and survived. I hoped I could make it out a second time.
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        * * *

      

      I lost the trail of John Lee more times than I care to admit, but the fool was easier to find than a spot on an unblemished face.

      He left chaos and destruction wherever he went. Overturned tables—bloody hand marks—broken noses. Whoever or whatever had the misfortune of running into him, he took his frustrations out on them. I helped one elderly man up to his feet and dusted him down as I checked him over for injuries. A small girl was at his side, eyes wide with fear as she clutched a bag of apples.

      “I’m fine. I’m fine,” he said, pushing me away. “Survived the gang wars of my youth between Buck Shot Tony and Jimmy the Tooth. Survived when that bitch, The Lady, began her ascension to power, although there were a few close calls and I somehow have lasted through the wars and infighting that came after her reign. So some small-time punk with a limp dick the size of my pinky isn’t going to kill me off.”

      “Grandpa. Mums warned you about your language.”

      The old man rolled his eyes. “My daughter has a mouth worse than mine. Why she continues to act like a saint because now she’s a mother, I shall never know.”

      “Mum doesn’t swear.”

      “Who do you think she learned it from?”

      “Old timer, did you see the direction he went?”

      Helmet now off, he looked me in the eye. “Old timer? Who you calling—aren’t you that Quinton man?” I gave him a nonchalant look. “You are, aren’t you? The big-time conqueror. The one who started all this mess but won’t do anything to put it right.”

      “Started it? Paradise Lost was a shit hole—” My eyes snapped to the little girl. “Sorry. I mean, Paradise Lost was a mess before I arrived here. It was a mess when I arrived and it will be a mess long after I’m gone. I tried my best to help you people, but the only thing any of you understand is money and violence. I’ve tried using one, now I am going to use the other.”

      “Then why don’t you do the one thing people in power never seem to do?”

      “And that would be?”

      “Listen, dumbass. Listen to the people who you rule over. Hear their complaints, their worries, their fears. Don’t just sit in your ivory tower, not giving a fuck because it doesn’t concern you.”

      About to say a sarcastic remark, I bit it off instead and nodded my head. “Thank you for the advice. I’ll do my best to take them in.”

      “I won’t hold my breath.”

      Working my jaw from side to side, I allowed his comment to wash over me. “There is one more thing you can help me with.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “Where did the man go who hit you?”

      He cocked his head back and looked at me like I was crazy. “I ain’t no snitch.”

      It took every fibre in my being not to throw my hands up into the air. “And you people want my help. I am sick and tired of everyone’s bullshit. None of you want help, not really. What you want is for some superhero to take care of all your troubles and needs instead of having to do any of the hard work yourselves. Time and time again, I offer help and look where it’s gotten me. Chasing some wannabe gangster who’s probably destroyed more lives in this borough than I have. Argh! I give up.”

      They both looked at me like I had grown two heads. “You done?” said the old man.

      “I’ve not even started.”

      “Listen, boy, people are set in their ways. God knows I am. It takes time and effort for change. Time and effort you have not invested in this place. You expected what? Come in here, wave your magic wand, and over the course of two weeks, everyone would be singing and dancing to your tune? Bah! Only an idiot thinks so shortsightedly. You are a leader—some would say conqueror. So if you want to see actual change, it starts with you.”

      I said nothing as I looked at him, really looked at him, and took his words in. “OK. I’ll see what I can do. Now. I am going to ask once more, did you see where your attacker went?”

      He looked at me like he was made of stone.

      I wanted to be angry, but I understood. Looking at his granddaughter, I caught her eyes as they flicked to an abandoned building to our left. I smiled at her as I followed her gaze. When I looked back at her, she gave me the tiniest nod behind her grandfather’s back.

      Bending down, I knelt in front of her and pulled out a coin from The Jungle. Engraved on one side with the constellation of the Greek mythological dog Laelaps, it represented everything me, in more ways than one.

      “Can I borrow that knife in your boot?” I asked her grandfather.

      He gave me a startled look. “How the hell do you know about that?”

      “You're from The Lost. You’d be a fool not to at least have two weapons on you.”

      “I’d be a fool not to have three. Two guns holstered and one knife strapped to my ankle. The only reason I didn’t show that little punk what was what, was because I had young Amelia with me.”

      He handed me his knife and I engraved today’s date on the coin, with my initials. I handed the coin to his granddaughter. “There will come a time in your life when you will need something. When that time comes, seek me out and hand me this coin, and I will give you whatever help you need.”

      Big round eyes looked up at me. “You mean like if I want a new dress?”

      I stood up and ruffled her hair. “Something a bit more important than a dress. When you get older and the time comes, you’ll know. You’ll just know.

      “Now, if you’d excuse me. I have an appointment to keep,” I said, handing him back his knife.

      He shook his head. “I think you’ll be needing that more than me.”

      “If I do, then shit really has gone sideways.”

      He still refused to take it. “Consider it an exchange of gifts. When my granddaughter comes asking for that favour, you can hand back my blade to her.”

      I looked him in the eye and smiled. “Deal.” Walking towards the building John Lee was inside, I didn’t know if he knew I was coming for him or not. I didn’t care. The only thing I wanted—I needed—was to pay him back for all the misery and suffering he caused my people.

      In hindsight, death was too good for him, but it would be a start.
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      Kushim

      

      I lay in a bed staring up at the ceiling, at a loss for words.

      I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know what to think.

      After Mariya left—after I allowed her to leave — I did nothing but stare at her back. Just stare like a fool and… and… and do nothing but stare down the corridor she disappeared down. I tried to find her when all was said and done, but the compound was like a maze. The more I searched, the more lost I became. I spent hours just searching until the staff left for the night and I was swept up in the crowd making their way home.

      Now lying on a bed in a hotel we rented for the week, I stared up at the slowly turning ceiling fan above me as it wobbled dangerously, making me think it would detach itself from the ceiling at any moment.

      Where had it all gone so wrong?

      I mean, it was going so well until we saw the firing squad. That image alone haunted my every waking thought. Could I have done anything differently? Was I wrong to hold her back and think of the bigger picture? Should we have stormed the weapons lab and tried to save the people we saw chained up?

      But what then?

      What was the next step? Say we stormed the weapons lab—fought our way through guards with weapons while we were unharmed—somehow defeated them without taking any injuries, then freed the captives… what then?

      We would find ourselves surrounded by the enemy deep in their stronghold with half-starved people we needed to protect. All the while not accomplishing our greater goal of freeing the people we came there for.

      I thought of what my father would do—say—and groaned. I knew the answer even before the thought fully took form in my head.

      He would say, as a leader, we had to think about the greater picture, not just our emotional needs and wants. We had to put the entire community’s needs and wants before the individual, be that ours or a helpless child’s.

      It sucked. He would say being the one to choose between a child staying alive or a hundred people is never easy, but it needed to be done. You needed to be the one to take the burden, the heartache, the judgements. Others got the luxury of believing they would do it differently, of lying to themselves so they slept better at night. But you didn’t get that choice.

      If you wanted to be a leader, you took the good with the bad. No matter how sick it made your stomach.

      I closed my eyes as tears prickled their corners. The look she gave me was one of pure anger. It was a look of someone ready to kill. In all the fights she had been in, I had only seen it twice. Once after defending the Oracle’s home and the other while fighting with Abdullah Aly’s bodyguard. Both times, she looked like she had lost her mind. Like I was staring at a wild thing with no human understanding of what was taking place.

      It was a face born from having to kill to stay alive. A face I would never come to understand.

      Shaking my head once again, I allowed it to sink into the stained pillows while the person in the room opposite mine sobbed. His crying had been on and off for the best part of an hour.

      “Shut the fuck up!” shouted someone from another room. “If you’re going to kill yourself, do it already. Some of us have work in the morning.”

      Eyes closed, I wondered how I would ever fall asleep. As the question of what was next kept bouncing around my head.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I woke with a gun to my face.

      Startled, I tried to leap up from my bed, but the barrel of the gun pinned my head back down to the pillows.

      Eyes finally focusing, I looked up into the smiling face of Abdullah Aly. His black features cracked into a grin as white teeth caught the moonlight shining through the half-open blinds. “My, my, Blake Junior. You are far from home.”

      I tried to think of something to say but my mind was blank.

      “Don’t worry. Nothing needs to be said. Not right now anyway. The talking comes later. Much, much later. After the pain and the screams and the crying. After the begging and the pleading. You and I shall sit down and have a nice long discussion about how we can help each other.

      “And if you’re lucky, you may even live after we’re done.”
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      Quinton

      

      I stepped through a side door, taking care of where I put my feet.

      Dusty plastic sheets hung from doorframes and puddles of water pooled above holes in the ceiling. Pushing a plastic sheet to the side, I peered into a meat packing warehouse. Rusty metal hooks hung from chains suspended from the ceiling, some stained red with constant use.

      A conveyor belt did a loop of the space vanishing into the distance.

      Circular beams of light were the only illumination from the holes in the ceiling. Taking a few more steps into the space proper, I waited, allowing my senses to adjust to the new environment. My eyes scanned and focused, sending me all the information I needed.

      A bloody handprint on a piece of equipment. Fresh footprints in the dust. A piece of bloody cloth used to stop a bleeding wound.

      I smiled as the image started to form a picture. Walking forward, I followed the path of John Lee’s trail like a hunter. Injured, he would be more dangerous now than ever. I’d seen him escape with one of his men in tow, but that didn’t mean more had not met him along the way.

      Creeping forward, I continued to spot clues here and there.

      I kept on reminding myself to not let my excitement get the better of me, but it was decades since I was in the field. I forgot what it felt like to be the hunter or the hunted. The days of me getting my hands dirty were over, and I could already hear the comments and telling off I would get from my crew about going after John Lee solo. The same earful I would give my son when I next saw him. I shook my head. Maybe we weren’t so different after all.

      A noise up ahead snapped my head up.

      It sounded like someone kicking a screw along the floor. Increasing my speed I moved around cardboard boxes, empty pallets stacked twelve feet high and black buckets that still smelled of entrails. I heard the sound again and knew I should have waited, but the prospect of finally getting my hands on John Lee was too much. Leaping forward into a space surrounded by pallet stacks, I held my hands up ready for action but I found myself alone.

      Huh?

      A voice chuckled. “You wired freaks are all the same. Overconfident.”

      My gut didn’t have to tell me I was in danger as the pallet stacks fell towards me. Trying to do my best to get out of the way, I wasn’t fast enough as some collapsed on top of me pinning me to the floor. I tried to move but as more stacks toppled on top of the ones already on me, there was nowhere for me to go. Luckily, my helmet had reactivated, protecting my head from being crushed like a watermelon.

      Fuck! I could just about move my arms, but by the time I got out, John Lee would be long gone.

      “You stupid—arrogant—robot fucking—no charisma having—small dick wielding—thinks he can kill me—bitch made piece of shit! Do you know who the fuck I am!? I’m the motherfucker who runs this borough. I’m the man who did it without the help of a sex robot. If it wasn’t for your wife, then where would you be, Quinton Blake? Huh? Where the fuck would you be?

      “Nowhere! That’s where. Everyone thinks you’re some hot shit, but we both know that ain’t true. We both know you’re still the same punk bitch office worker who first stepped onto this planet.

      “It’s who you are. Deep down. Buried in your DNA.”

      I rolled my hands as I continued to work myself free. My hands brushed something in my pocket and I smiled.

      “Boss. You think he’s dead?” asked another voice.

      “I don’t know,” replied John Lee. “If he isn’t, he’ll be wishing he was right now. The pallets weigh a ton.”

      “Fuck me. Let’s get out of here.”

      “And not finish him? We will not get another chance like this. Let’s make sure he’s dead. If he’s not, then we give him a helping hand to the afterlife.”

      “But boss, there are so many pallets. It’s going to take us all day just to—”

      “I don’t give a flying fuck. Get lifting.”

      I felt movement above me and tried to stay as still as possible. Judging by the flickering screen of my HUD, my battle suit had protected me from any serious bodily harm. Once again, I would have to thank Niko for doing such an outstanding job. Hands encircling what I needed, I waited as the two idiots above me dug me out of my grave.

      As each pallet shifted and the weight on top of me grew lighter and lighter, I slowed my breathing. Patience, Quinton. Patience, Quinton.

      I needed to get this right. I would have one chance and one only to make this opportunity count. I just had to time it right.

      As each pallet continued to shift, pinpricks of light filtered through my helmet.

      “Boss, he’s buried deep. No one could survive that, New Human or not.”

      “I’m not taking any chances. If there is one thing I learned from my uncle, it’s to always finish a job you’ve started. Now stop your bellyaching and keep on lifting.”

      It took longer than I thought for them to unearth me, but it was time well spent getting myself ready. As they lifted the final pallet off me, I stopped my breathing and remained as still as possible.

      Two faces shrouded by the light from their backs looked down at me. I couldn’t tell which one was John Lee.

      “He looks pretty dead to me, boss,” said the voice to my right.

      “Pretty dead isn’t dead, now is it?” said John Lee to my left.

      Bingo.

      “I want to make sure the fucker is dead. I want to look into his lifeless eyes and be sure. Pass me your pistol,” said John Lee.

      I heard movement as someone got closer to me before something tapped on my helmet. I remained still. Fingers began searching along my head, looking for some way to open my helmet.

      “How the fuck do you open this thing?”

      His man looked over his shoulder and pointed. “Try pressing the button next to his ear.”

      There were only three ways to open the helmet. The first was by the tech in the suit reading the user’s fingerprint, the second was through a verbal command, and the last was a failsafe used for extreme emergencies. By looking at the HUD inside the suit, you could blink five times in rapid succession to open it. It would register the blinks and the helmet would open.

      I did so, timing my blinks with John Lee touching the button at the side of my head. As my helmet slid up, he leaned in closer to get a better look at my face. I kept it as blank as possible as the helmet completely extended back.

      Eyes open and unblinking, I stopped my breathing as John Lee came in closer. Cigarette breath rolled over me. “Look at you. You thought you were all that, didn’t you? You thought you were the shit. Conqueror. Ha! You are nothing but a lucky bitch who fucked the right whore. A whore that I’m going to enjoy—”

      My hand shot up as it buried the knife hidden in it underneath John Lee’s chin. Blood poured down my hand like a broken faucet as I grabbed the back of his head and brought him in close.

      “Boy, someone like you couldn’t handle my wife.”

      I looked into his eyes as he fought to stay alive. “Thank you, John Lee. Thank you for being the fuel to ignite the flame I shall need to protect my people. For that, you have my gratitude.” With a twist and pull of the knife, I ripped out the underside of his jaw before burying the knife into the side of his head.

      He jerked once, shuddered twice before his movements become still.

      I allowed him to drop to the floor as I got to my feet and faced his man. Hands held up, he shook his head as he continued to back away. I followed him every step of the way until his back touched one of the hanging hooks. He flinched upon its contact. Picking him by the throat, I hooked him by the back of his shirt so he dangled in front of me.

      Wiping the blade of the knife clean against his top, I looked him in the eye. “Where were you the night they attacked my home?”

      He opened and closed his mouth as he refused to meet my gaze.

      I nodded my head. “I have every right to kill you, you know?”

      “I didn’t have a choice. I—”

      “Any other time I would do. If there is one thing I’ve learned from my past opponents it’s leave no survivors, unless it is to send a message. So it’s your lucky day, you get to live another day—another week—because I need you to do something for me.”

      “You—you—you need me to do what?” he stammered.

      “I need you to let the others know I’m coming. Coming to finish what I started. I should have taken over this borough a long time ago and because I didn’t, because I feared what happened to The Diamond District would happen here, I stepped back. But that was a mistake. It is something I shall rectify. So whatever your name is, tell the others what will happen to them if they do not leave this planet. Tell the others who I am.

      “But most importantly, tell the others I am not someone to fuck with.”

      I walked away and left him hanging there. “You have a week,” I said over my shoulder. “A week to spread the word and get out of town. Otherwise… well, let’s just say John Lee is going to have plenty of company.”
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      Kushim

      

      My face snapped to the right as I rocked back in the chair they’d strapped me to.

      The pain was incessant, forcing me to curl my toes. I wanted to believe it would be over soon, but the last couple of hours had proven that wrong. One eye swollen shut, lip split and bleeding down my bare chest, I didn’t know what time or day it was. All I knew was the man in front of me wanted information about things I didn’t know. Things my father had kept from me. Information he thought I would need to know one day, but not yet.

      My torturer stood in front of me, a black apron covering a bare torso, gloved hands bloody from punching me. A red scar that hadn’t fully healed run down the inside of his left pectoral. I tried to speak to tell him I knew nothing, but he refused to listen to me. No words had left his mouth since the process started.

      Here was a man meticulous in his work.

      He took joy in it. He revelled in it. He took to it like a watchmaker needing to find a solution to why the mechanism in his design wasn’t working.

      Lifting one of his black steel-cap boots in the air, he hovered it above my bare feet and looked me in the eye.

      “Look—look—look, I told you I know nothing about my father’s operation. He hardly ran The Jungle when I was there, it was left to others. He prioritised family time above all else. Almost to a fault. If you want to know anything about how The Jungle is defended, how our military is run—how they fight—then I am not your man.

      “Thinking about it now, it shames me how little I know about my birthplace. I should have taken a greater interest in it. But like my father, I left it to—”

      The foot came down heavy but stopped inches from my feet; instead a fist struck me in the face again, rocking my head back.

      “Why would you—” I said, but screamed as he stomped on my foot. Teeth clenching against the pain, I closed my eye as pain swept through me.

      “Please, I don’t—”

      Another punch to the gut caused bloody mucus to land on my knee. “Why are you doing this? I don’t understand! Why would someone want to do this as a job?”

      A hand grabbed my hair roughly and jerked my head back so we looked each other eye to eye. His face searched mine, and I could see confusion there before it turned to anger.

      A raspy voice spoke through dry, cracked lips. “You think you’re better than me, don’t you?”

      “What? No. I—I just don’t understand why you would want to do this to someone.”

      “You pampered little shit. This is how the universe works. It’s dog eats dog. The haves and the have-nots. If I don’t do this to you, then some New Human scum may do the same to me. They may break into my home and take what’s mine. My wife—my daughter. How will I be able to stop them when they are stronger, faster, and better equipped for violence?

      “Don’t you see? I’m just trying to protect my way of life. A way of life your people are threatening. We are the endangered species here.”

      I shook my head in disbelief. “Don’t be ridiculous. The universe is big enough for everyone to have what they want.”

      He took a step back and looked at me with his hands on his hips. “You truly believe that, don’t you?”

      I nodded.

      “Then I feel sorry for you. If you’re no use to him, then he’ll—”

      A door behind his back opened and Abdullah Aly walked through. Wearing a simple fitted white-collared shirt with his sleeves rolled up, he undid a few top buttons as he took in the scene. Black calloused hands took out a handkerchief and wiped his face and head before he put it away in his back pocket. Taking a few more steps toward me, he played with the gold signet ring on his finger.

      He walked up to my torturer and tapped him on the shoulder. “You truly are your father’s son. In the twenty years, I have worked with Lorenzo here, I have never heard him once utter a word. Not a single one when he has been... doing his work. Yet, spend some time with your delightful self and he’s the life and soul of the party.”

      I said nothing as I watched him walk back and forth before me. He twisted his signet ring round and round, while he looked off into the distance.

      “Take five, Lorenzo. I’ll whistle when I need you.”

      Lorenzo gave Abdullah Aly a nod and left the same way his boss came in.

      Blood ran out of my nose but no matter how much I tried to swipe my face on my shoulder, I couldn’t reach it. “Do you mind?”

      He took out his handkerchief and wiped my nose clean. Holding it in front of my mouth, he said, “Spit.”

      I did and asked. “How did you know?”

      “There is only so much blood a human—a person—can swallow before they vomit. It’s not a pleasant experience, trust me.”

      I smiled through blood-stained teeth. “Humanity doesn’t stop because I have electrical components in my body. There is more to being a human than just blood and bones.”

      “Said like a true liberal.”

      “If compassion makes me a liberal, then so be it. But where I’m from things like liberals—democrats—and political parties do not exist. Everyone treats everyone with love and respect.”

      He snorted. “Spoken like the child of a ruler. I wonder if the everyday person in your borough feels the same.”

      I went to tell him how wrong he was, but thoughts of Jason and Sindhu’s betrayal were still fresh in my mind. I still couldn’t believe people from our community would actively play a part in our borough’s—our home’s—downfall, but here we were. Not only did they play a part, but they made sure our borough was undefended while they allowed our enemies to kill our people—our children. They weren’t only happy in sitting back though, reports I read had them killing as many of their people as they could.

      Work colleagues, people they grew up with, friends.

      It was maddening to think that they would throw all that away because of what?

      Hate? Self-loathing? Monetary gain?

      Didn’t Jason say that he hated the fact he was a New Human? Didn’t his wife leave him because of it? Rumours of things like that went on amongst the New Human community. Of family members not accepting the New Humans in their family. When New Humans first appeared, there were a large number of parents who abandoned their children. Many thought their child taken away from them by Alvis Bowman was dead, many wished that was the case.

      When their children were brought back, parents didn’t recognise their children, or some refused to.

      It led to an enormous problem in the early days of The Jungle’s inclusion of New Humans into their population. Adoption had to be set up because of the vast number of homeless children, but in the end it all worked out, as the good-naturedness of the people of The Jungle won out.

      “Ah, ah. The penny has finally dropped, has it? The veil has been lifted on how your father’s subjects truly feel. You see, it’s easy to think the world is all love and rainbows when you have servants with umbrellas blocking the rain.

      “The New Human infection is one of great sorrow and I sympathise with any who are affected by it. I wish I could fix it, but I can’t. The only way to get rid of this plague is by eliminating those with it before they breed and create more.”

      “You make it sound so clinical.”

      “In matters like this, it is better to be clinical than emotional. Emotion clouds one’s thoughts and judgments. Emotion has led to you being here. If your father had any sense then he would have done the right thing and informed the World Government of your mother’s origins, before it got this far.”

      “Love,” I whispered through swollen lips. “Love is why I am here.”

      “And because of that love, countless people and worlds could vanish. Look around you, look at the suffering that love has caused. All because a pretty smile and firm tits took your father in. The universe’s greatest problem is people and their egos. That’s where I come in.”

      I gave him an unconvinced look.

      “I act without emotion to the best of my ability. Everything I have done for the World Government and its allies is for the greater good. The dictators I put in power, the governments I toppled, the people I killed, the secret compounds I’ve run like this one and—”

      “The pits?”

      He looked at me taken aback in shock, but smiled. “I expected nothing more from Quinton Blake’s heir. How did you know?”

      “I met someone who used to be held captive there. They spoke of a man with a gold ring.” Abdullah Aly held up his hand and gave me a look to say the information wasn’t much to go on. “I admit. That alone wasn’t much to go on, but the more I think about it and what I’ve been told about the pits, the more it makes sense. Who else would you get to run something so illegal that if the media ever found out about it, the World Government would deny all knowledge? You work in the shadows. You do things the World Government is ashamed to acknowledge or even speak about.

      “I wasn’t a hundred percent sure, but seeing you here, now, confirmed it.”

      He nodded and continued to pace. “You are correct, of course. Well done.”

      “Do I get a prize?”

      “That comes later.”

      I watched him pace back and forth while his mind worked and worked. I wondered what was going on in his head. “How can you justify this? Any of it? I mean, the horrors I have seen here. The horrors I have been told about. Your past… how do you sleep at night?”

      “On thousand-thread-count sheets in a king-sized bed,” he laughed. He stopped pacing and looked at me. “I never used to sleep well. Growing up as a child, I had nightmares all the time. No matter what I did sleep wouldn’t take me. Not fully. I was lucky if I got a solid four hours of sleep. Insomnia had me and there was nothing I could do to break its hold.

      “I knew the reason. My grandfather used to tell me stories about WW3. About how the AI robots would slaughter millions of human soldiers. Of how Alvis Bowman would play psychological war games on the nations he was fighting against. Few know this, but Alvis would target homes and have them attack and kill whoever was inside. The attacks would take place far from the front lines of battle, but they had the desired effect of spreading fear. How can you concentrate and fight to your full potential when you’re worried about some robot breaking into your home and killing your family?

      “Robots like your mother.”

      I opened my mouth to protest but knew it was useless. I knew my family’s past. It wasn’t one worth thinking about or repeating.

      “You may not know, but the real reason they formed the World Government was to stop him. Alvis Bowman I mean. It took all the might of Earth’s greatest nations to cage that madman and his machines of power. Yet your father killed him just like that ” He snapped his fingers. “Like he was nothing. Do you know what something like that does to people of power?

      “It terrifies them.”

      “This war, Kushim, isn’t about New Humans. Not really. It’s about you and your family and what they represent to the greater scheme of things.”

      “I don’t understand—”

      “All this is because of your father. All this is to stop what he could become. A force more powerful than the World Government. A force powerful enough to wipe out the human race.”

      I shook my head violently. “You are wrong. He never wanted this war. He spoke out against it. Your people pushed him to violence. Your people made the first move! We were happy. I was happy! Instead… instead, look at what has become of us. Nothing but savages looking to hurt each other as much as possible.

      “It does not have to be like this.”

      Abdullah Aly walked back the way he came and stopped in front of the door. Back turned towards me, he said, “I do not enjoy what I do. But I must do it for my people to survive. Like your father, I have a responsibility to me and mine.” He knocked on the door, it opened and Lorenzo stepped through, along with Jason and Sindhu.

      I should have been shocked to see them, but I knew Jason and Sindhu were working for our enemies. I just didn’t know how deep their involvement went. They both avoided my gaze.

      “I’ll bet you’re wondering how we found you?” asked Abdullah Aly.

      “I’ve got to admit, my mind was preoccupied with the beatings I have been taking.”

      “It was your little girlfriend, Mariya. She’s not the most subtle person and after reports of people going missing and bloody corpses of the staff being found, all we had to do was check the CCTV to find her sneaking about. A couple of hours of backtracking the CCTV footage later, guess who we find? It was then child’s play to follow you out of the compound and back to your room.

      “Didn’t you think we would see you? What was the plan? Did you have a plan? I know you're a romantic at heart, Kushim, but this idiotic attempt to enter this compound and take it down reeks of the actions of a lovesick puppy.”

      Jason smirked. “Pussy whipped fool. I’ll bet she hasn’t even slept with you yet. What? Did she promise she would after you helped her break in here? Did she say she loved you?” he mocked.

      Sindhu laughed. “What a bitch. He’s been friend zoned hard, and he doesn’t even know it.”

      Abdullah Aly turned his attention to them. “Find her. Kill her. And I shall uphold our bargain.”

      They both nodded to him and left. Abdullah Aly tapped Lorenzo on the shoulder as he moved past. “See what else you can find. You have four days. After that, send him to Devil’s Gate to be broken down for parts.”
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      Quinton

      

      Cigar in mouth, dirt and blood smearing my face, I sat on an overturned crate and stared out into the mess I had created.

      Buildings damaged and left structurally unsound, homes destroyed or completely demolished, small businesses flattened with no funds to rebuild. Every building we—I—had destroyed would need rebuilding or the owners would have to be reimbursed for the damages. It was a task that needed to be done. A task I created because of my need to destroy my enemy.

      Days had passed since I had killed John Lee. How many, I couldn’t say. All I knew was that I and my crew had been busy eliminating all threats to us—to me.

      Days were spent hunting down rats in their tunnels, while they tried to make an escape or fight back with everything they had. It was bloody and brutal. Some escape tunnels were only big enough to allow one person down at a time. I heard more than a few rumblings from my crew if this was necessary or not, but I would not make the same mistake as I had done in the past of letting any of my enemies or threats escape. I had learned that lesson the hard way. It was not one I would repeat.

      The afternoon setting sun tried to shine through the dirty clouds of the borough as the cherry red glow of my cigar burned bright before me.

      Footsteps came towards me, but with the sun in my eyes, I couldn’t see who they belonged to.

      Willis took a seat next to me as he pulled out his cigar and lit it. A cloud of smoke obstructed his face. “What’s up, cockface?”

      I gave him a nod. “You know I’m a man of power and means now, don’t you?”

      “What’s that got to do with you being a dickface?”

      “Dickface is it now?”

      “Cockface. Dickface. Penishead. Any phallus terminology will do when speaking about how you’ve been acting likely.”

      I gave him a raised eyebrow.

      “I don’t recognise the man who we once kidnapped. I don’t recognise the person José entrusted to look after us.”

      “You would be right not to. He’s long dead and buried.”

      “I liked that helpless idiot. Made me feel better about myself.”

      I laughed. “He made a lot of people feel better about themselves. But if he was still here, then everyone he loves and cares about, everyone seeking his support and guidance would be dead. There is no room for someone like that in my position. Like it or not, I have to be like my enemies to survive. The Lady. Alvis Bowman. Tex Jonson. Mr Lee.” I shook my head. “No. I don’t have to be like them. I have to be better than them. Better than them in every way if we are to survive.”

      “Why?”

      I turned to face one of my oldest friends. “Because none of them defeated the World Government. One was close. But the others were happy with just running their boroughs. None of them did what I am trying to achieve. They all thought too small. So I need to be better than them.”

      Sadness descended on Willis’s face. “I once didn’t know the meaning of peace, but now I’ve found it. I wish the same for you.”

      “Peace can wait, my friend. Peace can wait until all our enemies are dead and we have nothing more to fear.”

      Willis tapped me on the shoulder as he got to his feet. “That’s the thing though, Quinton, there will always be enemies. Whether or not you choose to face them is another question.”

      He walked away, but I called out to him. “I know you miss them. The boys. I miss Kushim too. But I am doing all of this for them. I am trying to build a brighter future for them and their children. It’s just going to take a lot of bloodshed to do so.”

      Nodding, he walked away and I could sense a heaviness weighing on him as he did so. It was the same heaviness all of my council shared.

      We may not have aged physically, but we weren’t as young as we were before. This fight had taken a heavy toll on us mentally and we had only begun. The hard part was yet to come, and as faces walked passed me, I knew there were some I would never see again after this war was over.

      Afternoon sun turning into the twilight of the evening, a heavy pair of feet came my way. They stomped on the ground like it had insulted their mother. People got out of the way or turned around when they saw who they belonged to. The dark cloud over them spread its tentacles far and wide.

      I took a deep breath. This was a conversation I was dreading. I knew it was coming, but I hadn’t been able to face it. So like a husband avoiding a fight with their wife, I had made myself as busy as possible.

      But that could only last for so long. Now, as I was exhausted, she finally found me taking a break.

      Fae stomped up to me and stood in front of me like a soldier being evaluated.

      “Sir! I am here to give you your report, sir!”

      I swallowed the deep irritation bubbling in the pits of my stomach. So this was the game she was going to play. Very well, I guess I deserved it.

      “Most of the tunnels have been cleared, sir! But there are a few still being defended. We have lost men, but if we continue to push forward, nothing shall stand up against our might. Or should I say your might, sir! The great iron phallus that is Quinton Blake.”

      “What’s with all the phallus stuff lately?” I heard snorts and laughter out in the distance, but I ignored it. I obviously wasn’t in on the joke going around the camp.

      “Although we are losing good men, sir, we shall continue to push through and prevail. Our enemies are resisting us and dirtying your good name amongst the people of Paradise Lost. They do not realise your dream of trying to liberate the people. They think you are another arrogant asshole who just wants to tell them what to do, but we know better, don’t we, sir? You have a plan,” she said, drawing out the last word.

      I looked at her through narrowed eyes as she muttered under her breath, “Even if it’s a stupid plan and you won’t listen to reason.”

      “Fae, I apologise,” I began, but she continued muttering.

      “Most of the tunnels are only big enough for one man to enter—filled with rat shit. I swear I saw one as big as a dog, but does he care? No. He gets angry at me for trying to save his stupid life and his reputation. All he cares about is getting payback. Doesn’t care about anyone else apart from himself. What am I meant to say to Poppy and Kushim when—”

      I got up and hugged her. She smelled of stale sweat, blood, and smoke, but I doubt I smelt any better.

      We stayed locked in that embrace until she said, “As touching as this is, your armpit is near my nose and it’s about to rot it off from the smell emanating from that region.”

      I laughed and went to pull away, but she held on tight and whispered in my ear. “Speak to me like that again in front of my men and I’ll break my foot off in your ass, then tell Poppy what you think of her cooking and have her do the same to you.” I stiffened up, but she pulled away and gave a big smile for everyone watching and patted me on the shoulder.

      “I accept your apology and shall try to stop those awful dick jokes going around about you. No idea who started those, by the way.”

      “Err, what now?”

      “Anyway, the situation in the tunnels is bad, but if we continue to push on, we should have it cleared in the next couple of days.”

      I nodded. “Not bad, seeing as we only have a fraction of our force.”

      “The real issue is what happens after this is all said and done. Yes, defeating John Lee and anyone loyal to him is one thing, but The Lost is an endless pit of rats—snakes—scorpions and roaches. There will always be some dickweasel looking to take John Lee’s place. No one can rule this borough.”

      “The Lady did. Yes, she did it through fear and violence, but she did it where others have failed. I won’t take a similar route, don’t worry, but if she could bring peace to this hellhole, then so can I.”

      “Maybe start by not calling it a hellhole.”

      “The people here want the freedom to do what they want, but they also want some sort of peace for their children and parents. We can offer them that. We can give them something they’ve never had before: a partnership. A role in how this borough works.” She looked at me confused. “Don’t you see how each borough works differently and has to be managed as such?

      “The people of The Jungle are laid back and are happy for someone to lead as long as it doesn’t inconvenience them. They want a hassle-stress-free life. Now, the residents of the Floating City just want to be left alone. The only reason they have allowed me to rule is because I leave them be. I only tax them on goods leaving the borough, but apart from that, I stay out of their day-to-day politics. The laws of the water are different from those of the land.

      “I will only be able to control Paradise Lost by allowing the top five crews into my council.”

      Fae looked at me like I had lost my mind. “Is that wise?”

      “If I want to control this borough peacefully, then yes. By allowing the top five crews of this borough into my council, I give them a stake in something more.

      “Power. Respect. Privilege. Status.

      “Those are things everyone wants and things they will defend with their lives. The five crews will deal with any upstarts or troublemakers.” She still looked unsure. “Don’t worry. Once I get the council together, you’ll see the bigger picture.”

      “Where did you get the idea from?”

      “Kushim. He always wanted to give the people more power. He believed that people only care about where they live, if they have a stake in its outcome.”

      “Smart boy.”

      I gave a sad smile. “I doubt he will approve of how I am going to use his idea.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Just that—”

      Willis came sprinting towards us, chest heaving. He skidded to a halt in front of me, hands on knees, sweat pouring down his face. “It’s Kush—Kush—Kushim. They’ve found him.”

      “Where!”

      “A planet in the outer realm. He’s in deep shit.”

      I jumped up to my feet. “How bad?”

      “He’s in a concentration camp. We might already be too late—”

      I grabbed Willis by the shirt and pulled him in close. “I want everyone loyal to me on that ship and heading to that planet now!”

      “But Quinton—”

      “If anyone has a problem with that order, then they can answer to my wife.”

      Realisation slowly dawned on both their faces as they gave me a swift nod and sprinted in opposite directions. I watch them go and tried to not allow the sense of dread in my stomach to pull me under. It would do no good. Not now.

      My son needed me and I would be there for him like always. I just prayed to the heavens he was still alive… wasn’t hurt. Because if he was… there would be nothing left of the World Government after I was done with it.
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      Kushim

      

      All-consuming pain surrounded me.

      It was my world.

      I had been in pain before this—no, that was a lie. I thought I had experienced pain before this, but it was only an inconvenience compared to what I was experiencing now. It felt like my whole body was awash with flame.

      Every inch of me hurt.

      No matter what I did or how I sat, pain flared through my body in rolling bursts that sometimes had me close to tears.

      Every day they questioned me, then when my torturer was done with me, two guards in power armour dragged me out of the room and threw me into a cell just big enough for me to curl up naked and shivering. The times they dragged me back out of my cell varied.

      Sometimes it was the next day. Sometimes only a few hours had passed until they got me again. Occasionally less than that.

      I knew why it was done. To break me psychologically. To throw me off my game, so I never got into a rhythm of how the day went.

      Lorenzo stood in front of me once again and paced back and forth. He had gone from using his hands to using tools. The sharp instrument he used was a knife with a curved hook at its end.

      My cut flesh was a testament to its effectiveness.

      He fired question after question at me and each time I was nothing but honest. I had no serious information to give. It shamed me to think that I, the heir of a kingdom, had no knowledge better than the common man.

      “I’m getting pretty tired of doing this.”

      Head on my chest, it took all my effort to lift it back up. My vision blurred in and out of focus in one eye. I sighed. “You are not the only one.” I groaned for what felt like the hundredth time. “I know I said this once, but I think it needs repeating. It embarrasses me how little I know of my home. How little I know of how it runs, what tactics we use to defend against attacks, what weaponry we have.” I shook my head. “Only now, I see how I have lived the life of a pampered prince.”

      He tilted his head as he took me in and I continued talking. “I thought I was being sensible. Time and time again, my teachers got me to read accounts of princes who welded power like spoilt children. Who destroyed their people’s wealth and motherland all because of ego. I wanted to avoid that. I wanted to be different. Choose peace instead of violence, and maybe that was my downfall.

      “Maybe I should have acted as others wanted me to. Delivered pain upon you as you have done to me. But where would that lead us?

      “Blind, with no way of seeing our past mistakes.”

      He slapped the knife against his open palm. “If our positions were reversed, what would be my fate?”

      I gave him a smile that hurt. “Not this. Not violence. I would lock you up for your crimes against my people, but torture is never the answer to any problem.”

      “Even after everything you’ve seen?”

      “Only understanding can rebuild what has happened here.”

      He gave the blade one final slap against his palm. “You know you are an annoying self-righteous prick don’t you?”

      “I’ve been told,” I said dryly.

      He placed the weapon down on the metal folding desk in front of him and took off his gloves. Pulling a flask out of his back pocket, he walked towards me and held it to my lips. I didn’t drink. With a roll of his eyes, he took a long swig. He placed it to my lips, and I did the same.

      I coughed as it burned the back of my throat. Watching him put away his tools, I waited for him to call the guards, but no call came.

      Finished, he placed his toolbag under his arm and studied me. I saw a fight taking place behind his eyes, but I didn’t know what internal battle was happening. Finally, he gave me a nod and turned to leave.

      “Wait. Are you letting me go?”

      He laughed as he turned to face me. “Fuck no. Well, not in so many words. This is pointless. Many people think torturers are evil and the majority in my profession are; they would just keep on torturing you for the sake of it, but there is nothing to be gained here from this. You know nothing and as a professional, it would be a waste of my time for me to continue.”

      “That is kind of you. Thank you.”

      “I don’t get paid by the hour. So the quicker I’m done here, the more profitable it is for me. I like to clock off early, like everyone else.”

      “It wouldn’t go amiss if you undid these shackles.”

      “Yes, it would. If they find out I helped you escape, then I put my family in danger. If I seemingly leave you here, then I can always say I was done early; I told the staff about it and no one came to get you in time. I’m giving you a chance to escape. Yes, a shitty chance, but a chance.”

      I shook my body against its restraints. “There is no point freeing a dying man in the desert with no water or means to travel.”

      “But he is free. Goodbye, Kushim Blake, I hope you remember this next time we meet. By all accounts, your parents are not people to cross.”

      He walked towards the exit, but I had one more question for him. “Wait! How long do I have?” The only answer I got was a shrug as he left. Looking at my surroundings in panic, I tried to come up with a plan that would involve my freedom. I had little to work with; the room was bare except for chains fitted with hooks to the ceiling and gutters in the floor that drained away the blood.

      A knife that Lorenzo had forgotten about lay at the base of my feet.

      I looked at it and smiled. Against the chains that secured me to this chair, it wasn’t much, but he had still left me a cup full of water to survive on.

      Now, all I needed to do was try to navigate this desert I found myself in.
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        * * *

      

      The escape was going poorly.

      Fallen on my side, still secured to my chair, I tried my hardest to position my hands to grab the blade beside me. The only problem was, my hands were tied behind my back and unlike what I had seen in movies, freeing oneself while tied to a chair with your hands behind you wasn’t as simple as they made it seem.

      I tried for the hundredth time to keep hold of the knife, but my fingers had long since gone numb.

      Panic and anger were clouding my decision as I willed myself to do something nigh-on impossible. It didn’t matter how many times I tried, I told myself, what mattered was the fact I was still in the exact predicament I was in ten—fifteen—twenty minutes ago. I was not sure how long had passed, but it was only a matter of time before someone came to check—

      The handle of the door rattled back and forth and my heart stopped with it.

      Straining my neck to look up at the door, I grabbed the knife, cutting myself in the process as I tried to undo the lock to my chains. Time slowed down as the door slowly opened and I worked the lock with the knife back and forth.

      What should I do? What should I do?

      The door inched open bit by bit to finally reveal a guard standing in front of me. Our eyes locked, and he stared into my soul with a look I couldn’t make out. It was like he was looking through me. He tried to speak but made a gargling sound as he took a step forward and stopped. One hand reached out towards me and stayed raised in the air as he continued to give me a pleading look.

      What was going on?

      He took another step and fell face front in front of me. Eyes still open, we stared at each other inches apart. I blinked. He didn’t.

      “Less than a week without me and look at the state of you,” said a voice I recognised.

      I looked up to see Mariya standing above me, hands on her hips. “Wipe the smug look off your face. I was in the process of undoing these shackles before you interrupted me.”

      She gave me a pitying look. “By all means, Monarch, go ahead.”

      We both stared at each other while I worked the knife back and forth fruitlessly. The longer she loomed over me, the worse my motor skills became until I was cutting myself more than I was working the lock.

      She bent down and cupped my face in her hand. Sadness washed over her features. “My beautiful prince, look at what they’ve done to you.” She touched her forehead to mine and a tiny sob left her lips as her tears soaked my cheeks. “I’m sorry. I’m sooo sorry. I should have never left your side. I didn’t mean to—just—seeing them—like that, helpless; it reminded me of how I felt in the pits. I had no power. No way to free myself, while other people decided on my fate.

      “I’m not sorry for how I reacted, but I am sorry I left you to this. They always hurt everyone I care about, but I didn’t think they would be stupid enough to go to such lengths.

      “To attack you, of all people.”

      She kissed me on the lips. It was soft. Tender. Loving. I tried to pull away, but she kissed me all over, drowning me in comfort.

      I finally shook her off and said, “Okay. Okay. Enough. If we don’t get out of here now, then they’ll be more people along shortly.” She gave me a nod as she undid my chains. “What happened to you, anyway? How did you find me? How did they not find you? Are you hurt? Are you—”

      “I’m fine. After we split up—”

      “After you stormed off.”

      She rolled her eyes. “After we split up, I noticed I was being followed and did the first thing to make their life harder: I destroyed their internal surveillance room. Took out all the cameras in the place in one swoop. Don’t know why I didn’t do it sooner. Must have been because you were clouding my thoughts. Anyway, after that, it was a lot harder for them to find me. This place is massive, so all I had to do was keep my head down and kill anyone who got in my way.”

      I said nothing, but she saw by the look on my face I wasn’t happy.

      “Yes, Monarch! I killed people. It’s what I do. It’s what your family do. And it’s what you’ll need to do if you ever want to save your people from a life of suffering and pain.”

      Shackles finally undone, I got up to my feet and took a step forward. She caught me as I stumbled. My whole body shook with pain.

      “Are you going to be alright?”

      I gave her a weak smile. “I don’t know how good I’ll be in a fight, but I think I can make it out of here.”

      “What about everyone else?”

      “We will have to come back for them. I am in no fit state to help anyone.” Her lips pulled into a thin line. “We have been over this. Helping anyone would be foolish and would get more people hurt than it would save. Know your limitations, not so they overwhelm you, but so you can adapt to them.”

      “Fine. You’re right. I guess it’s going to be hard enough as it is to leave here with no one spotting—”

      The door to the room opened and two guards in power armour stepped through. Mariya took a step in front of me as her fingernails extended. Unlucky for us, the guards both wielded spears that crackled with energy.

      One held out his hand in a thin gesture of peace. “Easy now. We don’t want any trouble.”

      Mariya laughed. Even I laughed at that.

      She looked at me and I knew what was going to happen, but it was worth a try to avoid bloodshed at all costs. “Put down your weapons,” I said, “and no harm shall come to you. We only want to escape.”

      They in turn shared a look. “You do not understand. It wasn’t a request. We are better equipped, better fed, both of us are healthy, and we are on our home turf. Even if you defeat us, there is still a long way to go to the front gate and even then, how are you going to escape off world? Do you have a ship nearby? Are people waiting for you?

      “So you see, letting you escape would only prolong the inevitable.”

      I nodded. “I respect that. A man who speaks with logic and truth. But I still must repeat my previous statement. Put down your weapons and no harm shall come to you. Not because it is the most rational thing to do, but because my partner here,” I said, nodding at Mariya, “isn’t a rational being.”

      They shared an unconvinced look. “What’s she going to do, burn the place down?”

      Mariya smiled like a hungry jungle wolf seeing an easy meal. “Yes. Yes, I am. I wasn’t going to. But fuck me, I can’t help myself. I’m going to unleash hellfire and destruction down upon this place like Hades and Zeus working together to punish you, mere mortals. I shall punish the guilty for their crimes as they burn in the heat of a thousand suns. There shall be no rest for the wicked. No mercy for those who stood by and did nothing.

      “And you know what… I’m going to enjoy every minute of it.”

      A few seconds passed as neither said anything until they both broke out into laughter.

      With an animalistic snarl, Mariya took a step forward as the floor under her feet shook. It felt like giants doing battle.

      The laughter stopped as the foundations of the room rained down brick dust upon our shoulders.
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      Kushim

      

      The building shook like we were in a toddler’s rattle.

      Weakened, I dropped to my knees while everyone else stayed on theirs.

      “What the fuck is going on?” asked a guard. But he didn’t get a response as the building continued to shake. Brick dust rained down on our heads while a rumble vibrated through the floor, making it feel like an earthquake was taking place beneath us.

      Silence.

      We all looked at each other, eyes darting to faces scared to move a muscle.

      Running feet echoed in the distance and grew louder by the second until a body appeared at the entrance. A man with fear plastered on his face looked at us all. “We’re being attacked. The entire city is being bombarded! It’s Quin—”

      A shrieking alarm cut through my core, forcing everyone to jump in shock and cover their ears. Everyone, that is, apart from Mariya. She darted forward and buried her nails into the sides of the necks of the first two guards who had entered the room. Blood squirted from their necks as she pulled her fingers free and went on the attack on the newcomer.

      He backpedalled out the door, looking to escape, but he wasn’t fast enough. His back hit a wall and he swung at her, but she ducked low and buried her nails in his inner thigh.

      I had never seen so much blood escape a body before.

      Like a water main pipe with a hole, it sprayed out from the entry wound, coating the ceiling. It was shocking to behold.

      The injured man slumped to the floor holding his leg, face going whiter and whiter by the second. Mariya stood over him, face a blank mask.

      “Please. Mercy. I beg of you.”

      Her face didn’t change. “Did you show mercy to the prisoners you held here?”

      He shook his head, muttering under his breath.

      “Look me in the eye and tell me you showed mercy when mercy was asked and I shall save you from death.”

      He said nothing as he closed his eyes and awaited his fate. “I thought so. But unlike you, I’ll show you the mercy you never showed my kin.”

      She shot forward, nails coated in blood. “Mariya, no!” Her nails stopped against the guard’s neck. “This is not showing him mercy. Death is—”

      “We are beyond that point, Monarch!” Her nails sank into his flesh, causing her opponent to shudder. A soft haunting moan left his lips as he became still. Pulling her nails from his neck, she wiped them on his shirt before standing up straight.

      “Why did you—”

      “We need to go.”

      “There was no need to do that. You should have left him—”

      “We need to go.”

      “Why are you like this? This—this—this thing that sees death as the only option. Death should be the last resort when a compromise can’t be reached through discussion and all other options are exhausted. How can we grow and move on from this when—”

      She turned around and slapped me in the face, knocking me on my butt. I lifted my hand to my cheek, shocked as she loomed above me. “We do not have time for this nonsense or your sentimental—feel-good—bullshit. The compound is being attacked and if I had to guess, your father found us. This is our only chance to make these fuckers pay. Now, are you going to be a little whiny bitch all day, or are you going to come with me to find out how we can help?”

      I looked at her, at a loss for words. The only thing I could do was nod.
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      The building continued to shake as we ran through its corridors. The staff screamed and hurried past us. I thought we would have been stopped, but everyone was too concerned about their safety to worry about us.

      Taking another corner, we came up short as a group of guards finally pointed in our direction. “You,” said the lead member, “stop where you are.”

      Mariya looked at me with the same wildfire she always had. Part of me groaned. Hands outstretched she got low as she looked to engage our enemies. She needn’t have bothered.

      The section of the ceiling above the group’s head came away, causing bones to shatter and heads to pop like balloons. Rubble continued to fall, causing a cloud of dust to billow out towards us; grabbing her hand, I pulled her back the way we came and we took another route. I slapped my chest, coughing up the dust I had inhaled as she pulled out of my grip and took the lead once again.

      “Where are we going?”

      She didn’t have time to answer as a guard leapt from an opened door to our left, spear swinging for her neck. Mariya leaned back, allowing the blade to sweep past her face and shot back up, stabbing the guard in the chest multiple times. Kicking his leg out from underneath him, she finished him with a stomp to the head.

      “This way,” she said.

      I continued to follow her, getting annoyed the deeper we went into the compound. “Shouldn’t we be looking to escape? Why are we travelling further away from the exit?”

      Again, I didn’t receive an answer as we approached a section of the compound I had been to before. “Wait, isn’t this—”

      I never got to finish my answer as she ran towards the closed door to an office and, flying, kicked it off its hinges. Pieces of wood flew everywhere as we barged our way into the office. We came to a skidding stop and took in Horn-Rimmed Glasses and her silent colleague. Their mouths opened and closed as they took us in.

      Mariya with her hands and forearms coated in red and I battered and wounded, doing my best to stay up.

      “What—what—what’s going on?” asked Horn-Rimmed.

      We ignored her as I took in the holo screens around us. They showed a battle raging outside the compound. Drones and the spider-like robots called decepti-arachnids shot at people dressed in uniforms I recognised. The battle was a bloody one, as the troops of the World Government picked off the attacking ground troops from watch towers, while the drones and the spider robots mopped up what was left.

      Enemy ships hovering above the compound peppered it with artillery fire as the compound returned fire with anti-aircraft missiles.

      I moved closer to the screens, getting sucked into the battle.

      Both sides fought tooth and nail for an advantage, but they were evenly matched.

      “Who the fuck is attacking us?” demanded Horn-Rimmed.

      “My father,” I whispered.

      She looked at me and did a double take at the two of us. “Aren’t you the two who fixed the printer?”

      I nodded.

      “So, wait. You’re saying that you’re Quinton Blake’s son?”

      I nodded.

      “Quinton Blake, who defeated Alvis Bowman? Quinton Blake, who let loose the New Humans in the galaxy? A man who impregnated an AI humanoid and created a child?”

      I nodded.

      “You’re that child,” she said breathlessly.

      I didn’t see her move, but Mariya acted before I could react and kicked her in the stomach, sending her flying back into her chair. Horn-Rimmed clutched her stomach and gestured Bread Crumbs’ way. “Do something, you lazy oaf. Don’t just sit there.”

      His beady eyes flicked between the pair of us as a bead of sweat trickled down his face before he slowly lifted his hands into the air.

      “Coward!” spat Horn-Rimmed as she got up to her feet. “It is our job to defeat this New Human plague any way we can. And unlike you, you lazy sack of shit, I take my job seriously.”

      She took a defiant step toward us. “I didn’t want to do this, but you scum left me no choice.” Ripping a thin chain from around her neck that had a small data stick attached to it, she dived forward and inserted it into a slot in the computer dashboard in front of her. Mariya grabbed her by the neck and tossed her away, but she had already twisted the data stick and slapped a button next to it.

      “What did you do?” asked Mariya, walking over to her. She shook her head and backed away from Mariya, pointing a shaking finger at the screens.

      Turning our attention towards them, Mariya and I exchanged looks as twelve-foot-tall hatches opened up along the side of the compound. We didn’t know what to expect, but it certainly was not ten-foot-tall spider bots as large as tanks coming out of them. They didn’t have the grace of their smaller brethren, but they made up for that with firepower. I watched in horror as cannons placed under their bodies in the shape of helms rotated round in a circle and fired at everything they targeted.

      Their aim was deadly, as cameras acting as eyes covered their bodies. They had no blind spots.

      This was bad. This was really bad.

      I watched fist in mouth as the tide of the battle steadily turned. My people died in their hundreds as they tried their best to battle the monstrosities before them. In my heart, I knew this was not a fight they could win unless we did something, but more importantly, I knew this was my fault as none of these people would be here if they weren’t trying to save me.

      I needed to figure out a way to help and I needed to figure out a way to help now!
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      Quinton

      

      Our ships descended upon a planet that was slightly smaller than Safe Haven.

      Gritty.

      That was the best word to describe it. Brown and covered with cities and tower blocks that resembled an urban jungle, it reminded me of an industrialised version of Paradise Lost. Approaching the planet, I had expected ships guarding it against attack, but none was present. Confused, I asked my war council’s thoughts, and many were of the option that the World Government simply didn’t want this location to be known. If ships were stationed around the planet, then eventually word would spread and curious noses would want to investigate.

      So the best way to hide in plain sight was to act like the planet was nothing more than an industrial planet like so many of its kind, used to feed and clothe the World Government’s massive population.

      We were descending on the planet fast, giving the enemy below no chance to respond to our presence.

      I looked upon the ship’s viewing screen and saw dirty cities with black smoke pouring from metal chimneys and felt my stomach twist.

      “Are you sure about this?” whispered Fae, leaning over my shoulder.

      I sat in my captain’s chair onboard The Kennel and looked at the images being displayed on the computer on my wrist. It showed images I didn’t think still existed. Images of my people being tortured—kept in cages like animals—butchered for what was inside them all because of what they were.

      Tears of anger and fury prickled at the corner of my eyes, but I swallowed them back down.

      How could a government—organisation—call themselves the good guys when they treated people like this? Didn’t they ban war? Wasn’t their motto peace?

      Yet those ideals only appeared relevant when they chose them to be.

      “Quinton, are you sure about this?”

      I looked to Fae, then turned my head and looked to my wife, to my left. Her face matched mine and it was the only answer I needed.

      “Broadcast these images across our fleet,” I said, getting up to my feet. Fae gave me an unsure look. I wrapped my hand behind her neck and brought my forehead to hers. “You entrusted me to win this war. So let me win this war.”

      “But your soul,” she whispered.

      “Has long since been given to protect those I care about. Do not worry about me. My time is coming to an end.”

      I pulled away from her and she gave me a nod. I turned my attention back to the ship’s viewing screen as gasps swept through the bridge. Not only on our viewing screen, but across my fleet’s, the same images played repeatedly.

      “What you see here,” I said, addressing my fleet, “is the face of evil.

      “Evil done to us because we are different. Not different by choice or circumstance. But different because a man forced his will and vision on us to create what he thought was the ultimate being. A being the World Government now fears. Fears to the point of abandoning their humanity to make sure we do not exist as a people.

      “I shall be honest with you. I didn’t want to fight this war. I thought the tales told by our people were exaggerated—made up—to get me to act. Now, I know how wrong I was and for that I apologise.

      “I apologise to the lost sons and daughters. To the fathers and mothers never to be seen again. I apologise to them and so many more. Maybe if I had acted fast enough, then I could have prevented their deaths. But wishful thinking will not avenge their deaths or prevent others from happening.

      “Only action will do that! Only blood and fear shall stop everyone from thinking we are an easy target.”

      I took in the images, making sure they burned into my subconscious, and breathed in deeply.

      “This is war! Let us show them what happens when they take one of ours from us. Let us show them that the price is not freely given.

      “On my mark, release hell!”
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        * * *

      

      The first bombardments struck the city like asteroids.

      We targeted power plants—shipyards—weapons factories and food processing plants. Anything our enemy needed to survive a siege. I had been concerned about attacking the city and doing collateral damage, but our spies on the ground had informed us of the setup the planet had. Anyone setting foot on that planet knew its purpose and knew what they used it for. They turned a blind eye because of the money the World Government provided and the nondisclosure agreement they had to sign to keep them from telling anyone what they saw or did on the planet, but their hands were as dirty as the executioners who butchered my people for parts.

      A fire flare went off in the distance as we hit another electrical power plant.

      “How are we doing for time?”

      Fae poked a member of the staff on the bridge in the back, making him jump as he tapped away furiously. He whispered something back to her. She rolled her eyes. “Approximately eight point seven seconds.” She looked at the man who gave her the information and mouthed, “Nerd.”

      Our target was fast approaching.

      A squat compound that made up a good portion of the city came into view. There were many like it, dotted around the planet, but this was the largest. This was the one they kept him in.

      I had spread our forces across the planet to hit all the compounds at once. I didn’t want to only attack one and give the others time to dispose of our people.

      No.

      This was an all-out attack.

      Although it stood to reason Kushim was in the main one, I still had a responsibility to the other New Humans held against their will like him. I would need their help later on.

      Anti-aircraft missiles from the compound fired at the ships in the fleet that were ahead of us. The ship’s shields rippled with the energy of the shot, but no damage was done. They returned fire with a volley of missiles that destroyed the anti-aircraft missiles, but also caused damage to the compound building itself. Walls disintegrated into nothingness and the grounds around the compound were set aflame as missile after missile did damage.

      “Do not attack the compound itself! I repeat. Do not attack the compound itself. Our people are still inside.”

      The firing ceased momentarily. “Aim for the guard towers and missile turrets.”

      Our ships were now hovering above the compound as the battle raged on. Turning on my heel, I nodded to Poppy and we walked towards the exit.

      “We are you two going?” asked Fae.

      “The second stage of the attack. Our people shall disembark and get boots on the ground. I want to be with them when they do.”

      “But shouldn’t you two be—”

      “Fae, you’ve got command of the fleet.”

      My wife and I strode out of the bridge as Fae’s gleeful words echoed at our backs. “Right! You miserable bastards. You heard what the captain said. I’m in charge so someone grab me a coffee and let's continue to pound these assholes like I wish a good man would pound me.”
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      They lowered our cargo bay ramp like all the other ships in my fleet hovering above the compound.

      I held onto a handrail and leaned my body out as far as it could go as I took in the battle going on underneath me. Some of my people had jumped the gun and descended upon the battleground, but they were too early. We had not yet beaten the enemy into submission. They still had plenty of fight left in them. Enemy snipers from guard towers picked off the lucky ones, before drones and what looked like robot spiders killed the rest.

      “We’re losing too many,” said Poppy, next to me.

      I frowned as I took in the entirety of the situation. Not only were we losing soldiers, but they had yet to even breach the inner grounds of the compound. There was a vast stretch of open nothingness where more robot spiders waited for them.

      Fuck.

      This would not do. My orders were to limit the amount of damage done to the building, but at this rate, it looked like I would have to go back on my word.

      “The only thing we can do,” said Poppy, “is to push our ships closer to the compound and drop our forces as near to it as possible. But that leaves us more vulnerable and the closer our ships are to the building, the more accidental damage will be caused. There isn’t a good choice to make. This is war and lives will be—”

      A cheer went up from below us.

      I looked down to see a woman from one of Fae’s special squad divisions break free from the pack and blow a hole through the last fence separating our forces from the compound. Others followed her lead, using spear bolts and heavy artillery fire to destroy the spider machines and drones they faced. My troops behind me in the ship screamed encouragement, but I turned to Poppy and we both shared the same look.

      This was too easy.

      The squad who was now in no-man’s-land attacked the machines they faced with ease, taking out ten for every one that killed them.

      I bit the inside of my cheek, wanting to scream to call them back, but knowing it was no use. They wouldn’t listen. Bloodlust had gotten into their veins. Now they were halfway across the barren field; the shouting from the people still on the ships was deafening.

      I tried to lick my lips, but my mouth was dry as they got closer and closer to the compound.

      Something made the frontrunners halt. I turned my head to the walls of the compound to see hidden hatches in the outer walls twelve feet tall slide up. My gut twisted as spiders that would make tanks look like toys strode out of the compound.

      I wanted to say something—do something—but I knew whatever I did would be fruitless.

      The spider tanks opened fire.

      Guns mounted under their bodies on a circular plate rotated and fired out fiery death.

      The muzzle flashes were like witnessing fireworks on a national holiday. The shells they spat out lifted earth—bodies—and machines into the air. Silence from the troops behind me mirrored all the other ships in orbit.

      We were getting obliterated.

      “Do something,” screamed Fae, from my earpiece.

      About to answer, Poppy responded for me. “We can’t do anything until none of our forces remain. If we intervene and fire down upon those things, we’ll be killing our people in the friendly fire. The only thing we can do is sound the retreat.”

      “Call them back,” I said.

      The order was given, and I watched with everyone else in stunned silence as my troops fled while they were gunned down from the back. The bravest stayed behind and gave covering fire while their brothers and sisters escaped, but they were just throwing away their lives needlessly.

      “We can’t just wait and watch our people—”

      “Fae,” I snapped. “We have no choice! If we attack now, then we—”

      I didn’t get to finish my sentence as the spider tank’s guns turned our way and opened fire. Our ship lurched left and I felt myself falling out of the ship before something grabbed me.

      Dangling by my feet, I looked behind me to see Poppy holding on to me. An explosion snapped my head back around as I saw one of our ships go up in flames.

      Fuck.

      “We’ve got no choice, Quinton, we need to fire,” said Fae.

      I closed my eyes as I thought of my people still in the firing line. God help me. “Fire!”
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      Kushim

      

      I looked at Horn-Rimmed and grabbed her by the front of her clothes. “Call them off! Call them off now.”

      She trembled with fear but still looked me in the eye defiantly. “No.”

      It was a simple word, but it held so much weight. Turning my head back to the screens, I watched as the spider robots opened fire on my father’s ships. One went up in flames as the shells of the machines hit home. The flaming wreckage from the ships fell upon the troops on the ground fleeing.

      They went up in flames like they were covered in alcohol. Hands clutched burning faces and bodies dropped—stopped—and rolled, but the flames were made from the ship’s fuel and weren’t so easily put out. The ones that didn’t die straight away were stepped on like bugs by the machines.

      I lifted Horn-Rimmed by the throat and slammed her back against the wall. Her glasses fell to the floor and shattered.

      “I will not ask again,” I said.

      She looked me in the eye and smiled. “You have too good of a heart. You’re a man of peace. A kind soul. You see pain and violence and you turn away. You won’t do anything to me and even if you could, I am powerless to stop this.”

      “You called them out, you can call them back in.”

      “It’s—it’s—” I loosened my grip. “It’s not that simple. They will only power down when they can identify no foreign threats.”

      I held her gaze and knew she was telling the truth. Releasing my grip, I let her drop to the floor.

      “What are we going to do?” I asked Mariya.

      She had said nothing as her eyes flicked to the controls in the room. Her nail on her right forefinger grew out and she pressed it underneath Bread Crumbs’ chin. “Unlike Kushim here, I am not a good person—I am not a kind person—I am the kind of person who will skin you alive and wear your skin if I get a little chilly. So think about your answer wisely before you open your mouth and answer my question.

      “Is there anything we can do to slow these things down?”

      “Don’t say—” Horn-Rimmed started to say but Mariya shoot her a look.

      “Think carefully now.”

      I looked up at the screen as another ship took a gazing hit. It wasn’t destroyed, but it couldn’t take anymore damage.

      Bread Crumbs’ eyes darted to his colleague before trying to see under his many chins at the metal fingernail pressing underneath his chin. Mariya smiled as she leaned forward and began speaking in his ear. Bread Crumbs’ eyes went wide as he shook. His bladder gave out on him as a small wet patch spread around his groin.

      With a shaking finger, he pointed to a big red button. The same big red button encased in glass that detonated the landmines across the no-man's-land. The same landmines that the spider robots were standing on top of.

      With a smile as sweet and sickly as honey, Mariya extended a single finger and pressed it.
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      Another ship was hit but luckily it was only a grazing blow. It wouldn’t take another hit.

      We returned fire with everything we had, but unlike the robots who were firing upon us, they weren’t concerned about collateral damage. This was a rescue mission, so there was only so much damage we could inflict. If one missile from a ship went awry and impacted the compound, we could kill thousands inside. So, like a boxer with one hand tied behind his back, we attacked to the best of our ability.

      “Most of our ground forces are dead or dying,” said Fae in my ear. “The few that aren’t are going to wish they were.”

      I took in the burning corpses and saw the agonised mouths open in screams and my heart went out to them. Each and every one of them was pivotal to this mission. Without them, I would just be one man, fighting a war alone.

      They would be remembered.

      Poppy grabbed my shoulder. “We need to do something about those bots. The longer we’re up here, the more of us they can kill in there.” She gave me a knowing look. She didn’t need to say it but I knew what she meant. Kushim would be the first one in danger. Our enemies would either kill him or take him prisoner, while they looked to escape.

      She took a step forward. I held her back.

      “You’re not going down there.” She raised her eyebrow. “Not yet.”

      “The longer we hesitate, the worse the situation will become. I took out things like this before in WW3.”

      “As big?”

      She gave me a look I didn’t buy for a second. “We don’t have time for this. I’ll head down and destroy as many as I can while you cover me from up here. I’ll be careful, I promise.”

      Kissing me on the lips, she turned to leap off the cargo ramp, but I leapt and caught her as something flashed in my peripheral vision. Mini-seconds later, an explosion erupted from underneath the ground in front of the compound and exploded earth and fire in a wave along no-man’s-land.

      The destruction was as beautiful and devastating to witness as an active volcano.

      I pulled Poppy back into the safety of the cargo hold as pressurised heat shot up into the air.

      Once again our ships shook from the turbulence as earth pelted the outside of our ships, making it sound like rain. I held Poppy tightly until the shaking stopped and then we both looked over the side of the ship.

      It looked like a plough had raked up the earth and left it ready to plant seeds.

      The scent of fresh earth mixed with burning metal coated the air as I looked for enemies. The spider bots were nothing but burning twisted metal. Only a few remained.

      I scanned the ground for any survivors, but I knew the search would be in vain.

      “They died with honour,” said Poppy.

      I nodded as I checked the ammo for my shotgun and made sure my spear was strapped securely to my back. “That they did. Now let’s make sure their efforts didn’t go to waste.”

      I lifted my hand in the air and curled it into a fist, broadcasting my voice so all could hear. “On me!” I leapt off the ramp and plummeted to the ground below as thousands of others did the same.

      I’m coming, Kushim. Hold on. I’m coming.
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      The destruction the mines caused was a thing of beauty.

      Earth and fire spewed into the air, destroying most of the spider bots. The few that remained were badly damaged but still posed a threat. The fire subsided into pockets of dying flames on the field. I watched in admiration as my father was the first one to drop from the ship.

      I couldn’t see his face, but I knew it was him. My mother was close behind. They landed in a crouch on the ground as thousands of others followed suit.

      Taking a step closer to the screen, it was like I was there with them. I reached out to touch a screen and jerked back as it showed nothing but static. One by one, each screen around us did the same.

      I looked to Horn-Rimmed. “What happened?”

      “Something must have severed the connection. There is a battle going on outside, you know.”

      Mariya gave her a dismissive snort. “What now?” I asked.

      “Now,” she said, taking a step towards Horn-Rimmed, who backed up hurriedly. “We came here to finish what we started. So let’s finish it.” Nails out, the gleam in her eye was murderous as she continued to walk Horn-Rimmed’s way.

      “Wait! We do not have to kill anyone. We have gotten what we wanted. Our forces are no longer in danger. It will only be a matter of time before they breach the walls. You wanted to free the people trapped here, so that is what we are going to do.”

      Mariya looked unsure but tutted as she retracted her nails. She turned on her heel and walked past me as I stood over Horn-Rimmed. “I don’t know your name—”

      “Karen—”

      “It does not matter. What matters is the fact you are guilty of the crimes committed here against my people. Crimes you knowingly took a part in. Crimes so horrible and foul that… that it’s demonic. You and everyone here shall pay for those crimes. I won’t take your lives, although I know others won’t be so forgiving,” my eyes darted to Mariya, “but mark my words and know everyone here shall be imprisoned for their role in this.”

      I grabbed some wire from a drawer next to me and tied up Bread Crumbs to his chair. He didn’t even resist. I made my way over to Horn-Rimmed who backed away from me, back hitting a wall.

      “Get the fuck away from me! Don’t you dare lay your filthy wired hands on me.”

      “A debt must be paid. For the suffering. For the trauma. For the pain.”

      I grabbed her hand and secured it to the table leg next to her. Her struggling had stopped and I should have known something was up, but I was so intent on securing her hand as fast as possible I didn’t see the scissors she had taken. She embedded them just below my collarbone; I hollered in pain as I flung myself backwards.

      My back hit the grey carpet and she was on top of me like a possessed banshee.

      Her hands grabbed the scissors, and I wrapped my hands around hers as she tried to yank the scissors out. I cried again as they moved around in my flesh.

      I looked above me to see Mariya with her arms folded as she took in the scene. “Help!”

      She gave me a shrug. “You wanted to be captain—save—a—hoe, so this is what you get. Every action has a reaction. Deal with your shit.”

      Horn-Rimmed screamed in my face as she tried with all her strength to dislodge the weapon and attack me with it again. I gritted my teeth as I held on to it. I didn’t want to kill her. Doing so would only prove Mariya and everyone else I had come across right.

      Keeping one hand on both of hers, I grabbed her with my free hand and yanked her down as my forehead come up. My forehead met her nose and my forehead won.

      Blood gushed over my face and I twisted my head away in disgust as I rolled her off me and got to my feet. Nose cocked to one side, she looked up at me dazed and confused.

      I looked down at the scissors sticking out of my chest and frowned. If I continued like this, then I wouldn’t last the day. Grabbing the scissors I tried to pull them out but couldn’t get the right angle. Mariya walked in front of me and placed one hand on my shoulder and the other around the handle of the scissors.

      “On three,” she said. “One.”

      She pulled them out of me and I screamed in pain as my knees gave out. She caught me before I hit the floor. Lifting me back up, she looked at me concerned. I gave her a nod.

      Stepping away from her I loomed over Horn-Rimmed. “Every debt must be paid.”

      “Fuck you and fuck your—”

      Mariya moved before I could say anything and buried the scissors under her chin. Her eyes went wide as she looked at Mariya, but the coldness radiating from Mariya made even me step back.

      “Every debt must be paid,” whispered Mariya, as she gave the scissors a twist and a yank. Blood splatted on the floor like wet paint being poured out of a bucket. I felt my stomach twist, but I held onto what little food I had.

      Mariya walked over to Bread Crumbs, scissors in hand. “You live only because you gave us information that saved the day. If I see your face again I’ll kill you. Understand?”

      He said nothing, but a low long fart came from his bowels.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.”

      Walking towards me, she stopped in front of me and handed me the scissors. “There is no room in this war for pacifists like you. This mission is bigger than you. The quicker you understand that the more lives you’ll be able to save.”

      “I had it under control.”

      “Yeah, it really looked like it,” she said, walking past me.

      I grabbed her hand and twisted her round. “This needs to stop—”

      “No, Kushim. You need to stop. You need to stop and fucking understand what is at stake here. I don’t know what needs to happen to get it into your thick skull or how many beatings you need to take, but words can only solve so much. Action! Action needs to be done if the World Government is ever going to see us as anything different. I thought you finally understood that.

      “I guess I was wrong.”

      She pulled her hand from my grip and walked away from me, leaving me feeling more conflicted than ever.
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      Bullets tore through the air and explosions went off in the background as I sprinted toward the compound.

      Shotgun in hand, I fired at anything that got in my way.

      Poppy ran faster than me—faster than anyone—she led the pack. I kept my eyes on her back as she leapt into the air on top of a spider bot’s leg and sprinted up it like a gymnast. Her balance and poise were a thing of beauty.

      The spider tried to shake her off, but it was a fruitless effort. Her feet acted like they had magnetic clamps underneath them. She was too close to the machine for it to get a proper sighting on her. With an effortless jump, she landed on its back and stabbed down into its mainframe with her Damascus steel blades. Her arms blurred with speed as she stabbed down at it.

      Smoke billowed from the machine until she slammed a grenade into the hole she created and leapt off.

      It exploded before her feet hit the ground.

      I was so enthralled in watching her that I nearly caught a bullet to the head. Someone tackled me to the floor, causing the bullet to zip past me and strike the ground behind me.

      We rolled amidst a tangle of limbs before we came to a stop.

      All I could see was a mass of ginger hair as I got some distance from the person on top of me. Ginger hair pulled back to reveal the face of Willis. He ran his fingers through his beard. “Oi, dickhead, don’t get knots in my beard. I’ve got a strict grooming schedule.”

      I pushed him off me as I got to my feet and gave him a helping hand.

      No sooner had I than an enemy in full power armour leapt into the air towards us. I knocked Willis aside at the same time as I lifted my shotgun and blasted the fool in the air. Thrown back, he landed in the dirt flat on his back.

      “Now we’re even for saving my life.”

      Willis threw his head back and laughed. “If you think we’re even close, then Poppy must have hit you in the head one too many times. By my count, I’ve saved your life about eight times to your four.”

      I put my hands on my hips. “How the fuck do you work that—”

      He spun me around, his back touching mine as his two pistols, Sodom and Gomorrah, appeared in his hand. Crosses etched into the handles were the only thing Niko had not modified. Two bullets containing a mixture of chemicals that ate through anything exploded into two attacker’s faces. Not only had holes been created in their heads, but the chemicals the bullets contained worked their magic and ate through the material of their helmets—skin—muscle and bone.

      The process was quick.

      Quick enough to kill New Human and human alike.

      I watched in fascinated horror as the chemicals went to work. “Isn’t that a bit of overkill?”

      Willis looked to where I pointed at the bodies and shrugged. “Too many cunts were getting up after I shot them. New Humans are hard to kill and these new World Government dickheads with their power armour are even harder, so I asked Niko to create me something that would kill any motherfucker who got in my way, and she delivered.

      “And that’s ten to four now. But who’s counting?”

      I looked at the bodies and shook my head as another explosion went off in the distance.

      Poppy was close to breaching the walls but she needed our help.

      “On me!”

      He gave me a nod as we sprinted toward the compound. I ducked a spear bolt and fired back. I didn’t know if I killed my attacker but I cared little. Someone else would deal with it. Our main objective was up ahead and until we got into that compound, then all the lives here would be wasted for nothing.

      Pistols in hand, Willis sent a volley of shots ahead of us to clear the way.

      After the first half a dozen screamed loud enough to draw attention to themselves, everyone else ducked and dodged for their lives after they saw the after-effects of Willis’s bullets.

      Poppy was nearly at the compound, but two spider bots were lumbering towards her.

      Shit. She can handle one—but two may be a challenge.

      Out of the corner of my eye I saw Zizi sprint towards Willis, spear clutched in her hand in a death grip. She gave us a nod as she fell into our stride.

      “Poppy! You take the one on the left, we’ll take the one on the right.”

      Willis looked at me like I was crazy. “What the fuck are you talking about? She’s the super AI humanoid. Let her deal with it.”

      I ignored him as I sprinted to my right. He threw up his hands as he and Zizi followed.

      Dirt flew into the air as the machine fired my way. The chunks of dirt nearly blinded me, but I shielded my face and allowed my other senses to take over. I could feel the vibrations through the ground as it stomped toward me. The smell of gunpowder rolled off it like a prostitute trying to mask her decaying gums. It was ahead of me. I just had to keep running forward.

      One of its major weak points was on its back, but I didn’t have the agility or stability to climb its legs like Poppy had. Instead, I would need to attack its other weak point.

      Under the head.

      “Willis. Zizi. Draw its fire while I attack.”

      They both give me an annoyed look. This wasn’t the first time I had used them as bait.

      Not waiting to see if they obeyed my order, I kept on sprinting forward like a madman running to his death. I saw them out of the corner of my eye split up as they fired at the machine. Zizi’s spear energy bolts did little against the thing, but Willis’s bullets caused it to take a step back as the acidic concoction ate into its metal framework.

      The spider bot gave Willis its full attention.

      “Oh, fuck me!” That was all I heard before it opened fire and tried to gun him down.

      Chin touching chest, I sprinted with everything I had. I left a trail of dust in the air as I approached its head. Cameras on its body snapped to me.

      “Cameras! Cameras!”

      I didn’t know who heard me, but the two cameras that faced me exploded in a shower of glass. The next two that tried to focus on me did the same.

      I now had a blind spot, and I would not waste it. Making sure my body stayed in line with the blind spot, I continued forward as two stray shots impacted the ground on either side of me. The flames from them felt like the desert sun on my face, but I didn’t stop.

      I selected the explosive round chamber on my shotgun and went to work.

      Throwing myself into a baseball slide, I aimed upward and held my breath until my target came into view.

      Time stood still as the underside of the spider came into view. I needed my aim to be perfect. Anything less and I would be gunned down or crushed by one of its gigantic spear-like legs.

      My eyes narrowed as the cameras in my helmet zoomed onto the spot I needed.

      The barrel of my gun followed the green line trajectory the helmet gave me until it hit the red X dead centre. I didn’t hesitate but pulled the trigger repeatedly as I slid underneath its body.

      One shot missed, but the other two that followed impacted underneath its head, blowing it clean off.

      I continued to slide underneath it, but there was a problem.

      I was slowing down. I didn’t have enough speed to see me out the other side. With a groan, the machine above me buckled and give way.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      Darkness descended on me as the shadow of the machine came down.

      I rolled away, but I didn’t think I would make it in—a face with hair the colour of a dying sun dived towards me, arms outstretched. I didn’t need to see his mouth to know he was smiling.

      “Oh no you don’t, you bastard!”

      He grabbed a handful of cloth and yanked me out from under certain death. We rolled over and over until we came to a stop.

      “Eleven to—”

      “Oh, fuck off!”

      I got to my feet and gave him a helping hand as Poppy stood in the distance, flaming spider bot behind her. She gave me a look that asked what was keeping me.

      I muttered under my breath as we jogged up to her, with Zizi following closely behind.

      “Are Michael and Gabriel sure he’s here?” asked Poppy.

      Willis gave a grim nod. “Once they found out Mariya was with him, they’ve been hunting down their trail like two bloodhounds. Those two have been all over the star system before the trail ended here. They infiltrated the compound and made sure they were here before sending word to us.”

      Poppy and I both nodded.

      “Is he...” I couldn’t finish my sentence.

      Willis and Zizi exchanged looks. “He’s alive,” said Willis.

      I closed my eyes. That would have to do for now.

      Poppy unclipped a small pistol strapped to her side and gestured for us to stand back. Pressing a red button on its side caused it to elongate. Like a robot transforming, it grew and grew until it was four feet tall and a foot wide. Pulsing blue lines ran through it fed from a spinning blue ball of energy at its core.

      The thing hummed.

      Poppy planted her feet wide.

      She pressed another button on its side, causing the hum to increase in volume. I could feel it in my chest.

      Willis, Zizi and I exchanged looks as we hurriedly took steps back, giving her space.

      Securing the weapon to her, she aimed at the reinforced wall of the compound. She squeezed the trigger and held on as the weapon continued to scream. The blue ball grew brighter like a star before a deep bass whoop sounded and the dirt around Poppy lifted into the air. A laser-like beam of blue energy shot out from the barrel and slammed into the wall before us.

      The laser punched a hole through the wall big enough to fly a ship through and kept on going until it punched its way out the top of the building.

      We all watched in shocked silence as the laser beam kept on going, punching through clouds until it was no longer visible.

      Debris fell from the hole onto the ground as Poppy looked at the weapon in awe.

      “Fuck me! Where can I get one of—”

      “No!” Zizi and I both said, causing Willis to throw his hands up in the air.

      I walked over to Poppy as she gently pressed the red button again, causing the weapon to collapse in on itself.

      “Err, next time Niko gives you an experimental weapon, maybe ask what it does first.”

      “Only thing she said was not to let Willis touch it and it may come in handy against breaching walls and destroying ships.”

      She clipped it back to her thigh.

      “Is that really the best place for that?”

      She gave me a shrug. “Would you like to hold it?”

      I backed away, hands held up defensively as Zizi stopped Willis from stepping forward.

      We all looked through the hole to where we needed to go next. I took a deep breath as I looked over at my team. “Everyone ready?”

      I got nods all around.

      “OK. Let’s get in, save our people and get the fuck out before the World Government sends reinforcements. If you see that bald asshole Abdullah Aly, he’s mine. It’s about time I show him what a pissed-off father looks like.”
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      Sirens still rang out through the corridors we ran through. Our feet echoed on the bare stone floor. Ours were the only ones to be heard. Since the attack, everyone had fled to the upper levels, looking for a way to escape.

      Unlike the crowd, we descended to the lower level.

      With each level we passed, the foot traffic become less and less until we were the only ones.

      Finally reaching Devil’s Gate, the heat pushed at us demanding we retreat to whence we came. I looked to Mariya, whose jaw was set. She took in the caged New Humans still trapped in their cages. They banged on the steel bars begging—pleading to be let free.

      Only a skeleton crew of staff remained.

      Their actions turned my stomach.

      Red jerry cans in hand, they splashed liquid onto the trapped prisoners.

      Men—women—children. None escaped.

      I couldn’t take my eyes off the World Government workers as another group brought up the rear. They had metal backpacks strapped to their backs while they held a long metal nozzle in front of them.

      “What the—”

      “Flamethrowers.”

      “We need to—”

      But I never got to finish my sentence as she took off with an anguished howl. Sprinting forward with everything she had, she leapt into the air and flew towards the closest target.

      Nails out, she swung them at her nearest target’s throat, decapitating him in one strike.

      The other members of his crew watched his head bounce along the floor in stunned silence.

      She landed on all fours like a demonic beast.

      She looked at them. They looked at her.

      Neither moved.

      I was still at the spot she had left me as I watched the scene unfold.

      Brandishing her nails till they extended out, she screamed her fury at what was happening and charged.

      I still hadn’t moved.

      Giving myself a mental slap, I chased after her. She cut down the first three before they could react. The fourth tried to put up some sort of defence, but she ducked under his lazy swing and ripped his jaw from his face.

      Continuing to push on the attack, she came up short as the remaining members backed away and shot flames in her direction.

      She paced back and forth, looking for a gap in the flames but couldn’t find one. She wasn’t thinking. Rage clouded her thoughts, making her decisions irrational. If I did nothing, then it was only a matter of time before she injured herself or got herself killed.

      Running forward, I spotted the headless corpse of the first person she had killed. Sliding to a stop, I searched his body until I found a pistol tucked behind his back. Pulling it free, I knelt with one knee up and aimed at the blaze of fury in front of me. Mariya still paced back and forth.

      She was in the way.

      “Mariya! Down.”

      I was surprised she listened to me.

      I couldn’t see my target, but I traced the source of the flame back to its source and fired a volley of shots. The first two hit one man dead centre in the chest. The next impacted the metal backpack on the back of one of the men as he turned away to flee.

      There was a swoosh, then an explosion of fire as the backpack combusted turning its wearer into a human torch.

      The screams were deafening as he ran back and forth trying to put himself out.

      His colleagues did their best to bat him away, but they too caught fire. One unclipped his backpack in haste and turned and fled, but he didn’t get far as it exploded, the blast catching him in the back. The last remaining guard didn’t stand a chance, as the flammable oil he used to pour on the prisoners must have spilt on him.

      He caught fire the quickest of them all, the flame too bright to look at.

      I walked over to Mariya, who was still on the floor, and fixed my gaze on the scene before me.

      “Well, Monarch, that was—”

      I emptied my gun into the burning guards.

      “And you say I need to show mercy.”

      “I was. They don’t need to suffer.”

      “Even after what you saw them doing?”

      My thoughts went back to the scenes of the guards throwing flammable liquid onto the prisoners. The same prisoners who had now gone silent. Watching. Listening. Waiting.

      I sighed. “Do not let someone’s actions or thoughts muddy your soul.”

      The flickering flames reflected in Mariya’s eyes as she stared up at me. She went to say something but decided against it.

      I turned my attention to the task at hand.

      Thousands of faces stared our way. We needed to free them and get them out of here.

      I took the prisoners’ stares in and wondered what they thought about my act of mercy. Would they have me punish their captors and tormentors as they had been?

      I didn’t know. But now wasn’t the time to worry about that. We had thousands of weakened New Humans to take care of. Thousands to help escape through gunfire, bombs and missiles.

      At least we cleared the minefield.

      “Get those cages open. I’ll do the ones on the left. You do the right. Once we have freed enough, then we can get them to help.”

      She gave me a nod as we split up.

      Coming to my first cage, the smell of excrement made me gag. I approached it wanting to cover my mouth, but it didn’t feel right. These people deserved my respect.

      The closer I got to the bars, the more I wanted to scratch myself. Shrugging the feeling off, I looked for some way to open the door.

      I couldn’t find any.

      There was a digital pad in front of the cage that mirrored all the other cages to my right and my left. I tapped on it, but nothing happened.

      I could feel the heat from the flames as I pressed the pad harder and harder in desperation.

      Still nothing.

      “The guards,” said an elderly man before me. “They have to press their fingers against the pad to deactivate the locks.”

      I looked at the flaming corpses that were nothing but char-grilled meat and my heart sank.

      The elderly man gave a soft chuckle. “Looks like we’re shit out of luck, young’un.”

      I frowned and then clicked my fingers as I remembered the headless corpse whose gun I had taken. Running back to it, I grabbed a hand and looked for something to chop off a finger.

      Search coming up empty, I called out to Mariya.

      She came trotting towards me. “We need to cut off his hands.” She gave me a puzzled look. “The cages will only open by using the guard’s fingerprints and seeing as most of them are burning...”

      “Whose fault is that?” she asked, bending over and taking out a knife from her pocket. She hacked at the wrist like a disgruntled butcher, part snapping it, part cutting it, until she ripped and tore the right hand off.

      She handed it to me. “What?”

      “Maybe a bit more finesse next time.”

      “Do you want finesse or do you want to free these people?”

      I snatched the hand from her and trotted back to the first cage I saw. Pressing a finger against the pad, it came to life and gave me the option of opening it. I pressed it and stood back as the cage slowly opened.

      I gestured for the occupants to come out. They looked hesitant, as if this was another trap or game the guards were playing on them.

      “My name is Kushim Blake! Son of Quinton and Poppy Blake. I—we—are here to offer you freedom, but only you can take it.”

      My voice carried through the cages, causing a cascade of whispers to descend upon me.

      Still, they didn’t move. But the talking increased.

      I stared at them, at a loss for what to do.

      Didn’t they believe me? Didn’t they want to escape? Had their spirit been broken so much that—

      A sharp whistle pierced the air. “Oi, dickheads! This man has gone through hell and back to rescue you. Show him the respect he deserves. Now get your asses out of those cages or I’ll come round with a flamethrower and burn you out myself!”

      Panic passed across the faces of the people in front of me as they hurried forward. “She’s only joking. She’s only joking.” I got out of the way of the mad scramble and stood to the side. Stopping four of the strongest-looking prisoners, I broke off three fingers and a thumb.

      “Use these to open as many cages as you can. Leave no one behind.” I passed the fingers around and handed the thumb to a man who gave me a pained look. “Let’s hope it works.”

      We set off as a group as Mariya did the same as me, handing out fingers.

      We worked like a team, moving with the speed only a New Human had. I knew the newly freed prisoners were weak, but they nearly matched our pace as they opened cage after cage.

      I grabbed the strongest-looking individuals and gave them instructions on how to get out of the compound. Each person took only a hundred people or less and made their escape. I also told them what soldiers to look out for and what my father’s men looked like. After that, there wasn’t much else I could tell them.

      The going was faster than I expected, with the cages emptying rapidly. In no time at all, there were only twenty-something prisoners left. They were the oldest or had been in the compound the longest. They would need all the help they could get to make their escape.

      Mariya and I followed them from behind, bringing up the rear.

      The heat and flames from the furnaces on this level roared behind us, bidding us farewell. I wanted to look back one last time to just take it all in.

      The pain. The struggle. The death.

      I wanted to bid the ones I couldn’t save a farewell, but looking back on the past would do nothing to help those of the present. I was happy we had freed everyone. Now we just needed to get this group to safety.

      I looked at Mariya. “This went better than expected. It was fairly painless. I was—“

      She gave me a look.

      “What?” I asked innocently.

      “You never. Ever. Ever. Not in a million—billion—years say a mission went smoothly, Monarch!”

      “Why?”

      “Because, Mr Blake,” said a deep voice ahead of us. “You never count your chickens before they hatch.”
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      Fear crept up my spine, but I shook it off.

      Before us stood Abdullah Aly and his masked guard, the Protector who fought Mariya back at The Office. Abdullah Aly radiated an aura of fear, but his guard bred it.

      I couldn’t take my eyes off the man.

      He was dressed head to toe in a black protective body suit that showed no flesh or facial features. Red lenses covered the eyes; in the flickering light of the fires, they appeared to burn from within.

      Two blades slid out from the back of his hands as he took a defensive stance next to Abdullah Aly.

      Mariya tensed up next to me.

      I could feel her fear. It stank of something rotten.

      Grabbing her hand, I squeezed it. “It’s going to be OK,” I said, more for her benefit than for the group of people around us.

      She gave me a nod, but there was no smile attached to it.

      “I like that in a man,” said Abdullah Aly. “Hope and positivity when all roads lead to defeat.”

      “I think you are mistaken,” I said.

      “How so?”

      “You are the ones who are being defeated. Surrounded by my father. Most of your men killed. Prisoners freed. Compound destroyed.

      “I don’t see how much more needs to be done to show you that this is over.”

      He gave me that all-knowing condescending smile that was beginning to grate on my nerves. “The prisoners who have escaped—” He snapped his fingers and a group of soldiers dressed in power armour holding weapons from swords to spears used to combat New Humans held ten prisoners between them. “We shall round up the rest of the escapees like we did the first time. It may take months, it may take years, but know I shall complete my mission.

      “Another compound can always be rebuilt. Mariya knows how well I design them. I built the pits, then I built this place. I shall learn from my mistakes and build something even better. In regard to the attacks by you and your father, I thank you. You have highlighted my weaknesses and I shall improve upon them.”

      We stood facing each other as the prisoners he’d captured cried and struggled. I looked at the New Humans we had in our care who stood behind us, huddled together.

      “Nothing to say?” he asked.

      I shook my head. This madness had gone on long enough. I was getting sick and tired of it. I could see Mariya out of the corner of my eye, tense and ready to go. Grabbing her hand I held her back. Now was not the time for rash decisions. We had hostages to think—

      Abdullah Aly snapped his fingers.

      They killed all ten prisoners.

      Time slowed down as I watched the scene play out before me. Weapons raised—they came down towards their victims like I was watching a movie frame by frame. They impaled necks and stabbed through chests. The prisoner’s mouths froze in anguished pain as the weapons hit. Blood squirted into the air.

      Through it all, Abdullah Aly stood in the background watching. There was no expression of joy. He watched the events like he was waiting for public transport.

      Mariya attacked.

      It was a mistake. Abdullah Aly was expecting her to do something rash and emotional. I couldn’t hold her back as she dived into the fry.

      Abdullah Aly’s people were prepared. They ducked and dodged her attacks with the grace and skill that spoke of hours trained to combat and deal with New Humans. Their power armour made up for the difference in speed and strength.

      Before I knew what was happening, I was in the fight. I moved and dodged while blades came for my body. Dodging a spear thrust, I grabbed the shaft and pulled the attacker off his feet towards me. My foot was waiting and buried itself in his gut. His hands let go of the spear and I pulled it free and buried it in his neck.

      I didn’t get time for a breather before someone else was coming for me.

      I moved my head as a sword swept down for it. I watched it sail past me before I jabbed with my spear—I think I did.

      It was all a blur.

      One minute someone was in front of me, the next they were falling sideways, blood spraying into the air. I felt the left side of my face get wet as I turned and blocked a sword point coming for my throat.

      I backstepped and slipped, falling on my back. The blade missed me, but I was in a worse position than I was before. Feet found my torso and I protected my vital organs as best I could.

      Blows rained down upon me.

      Wounds from the beatings I took by the torturer opened back up.

      All I could see were the soles of boots.

      What the hell was going on? I was better than this. I hated violence, yes. But my earliest lessons as a child were how to defend myself—how to kill a man. I was instructed in every weapon imaginable.

      I’m tired, a little whiny voice said. I’ve been cut—beaten—kept up for days. I’m not in my best physical condition.

      Shut up!

      Hadn’t Willis tied your hands and feet together and left you in the jungle for days? What did you do? Did you cry? Did you beg for mercy?

      No!

      You found a sharp stone and got cutting.

      What did you do when he kicked you off a cliff into the freezing lakes below?

      You survived!

      “Monarch! You ain’t dying on me, are you?”

      I blocked the next kick coming to my face and pulled the leg towards me, unbalancing my opponent. My attacker fell on top of me and took the blows of his friends until I found my fallen spear and swung it at any legs or ankles I could see.

      Cries of pain filled the air, allowing me to get to my feet.

      I took a step and swayed where I was. I looked for Mariya and found her battling with Abdullah Aly’s Protector. Although holding him at bay, she was bleeding in multiple locations while he forced her back. It was only going to be a matter of time before he got the better of her.

      I wanted to help but the enemy surrounded me.

      There were still too many soldiers to take care of. Weapons pointed at me in a circle. They moved in and out like a chest starved of oxygen as they followed my every move.

      Mariya took another blow that knocked her off her feet. She tumbled head over heels and blocked the leaping downward strike aimed for her head.

      I needed to do something.

      Rushing forward I pushed my body to its limit.

      Spear twirling around me I blocked and attacked, while they responded in kind. A sword sliced my shoulder, but I no longer cared. I took the blow and thrust my spear through his nose.

      It came out the back of his head; when I pulled it free bits of brain matter splattered to the floor.

      Another came for me, but I stepped over his decapitated head as I continued my assault. I could see Mariya through the field of bodies before me. Her situation wasn’t getting any better. I just needed to keep on pushing until I got to her—until I saved her.

      I roared in anger as two more got in my way but I disarmed them and continued on.

      She took a front kick to the face that put her on her back again.

      I was nearly there.

      Blood leaked from her broken nose as she waved her hands in front of her senselessly.

      The Protector stood before her, blades down by his sides as he no longer saw her as a threat. He turned his head to me and those red lenses took me in. They were soulless. Even from this distance, I could see my reflection in them.

      What a pathetic fool I looked.

      Here was I, once again unable to do anything to protect the person I cared about.

      I tried to push myself forward, but the amount of damage I had sustained previous to this was too much. My body simply wouldn’t listen to me anymore.

      Something heavy struck me across the shoulders, forcing me down to my knees. I lashed out and killed another but it wasn’t enough; it was never enough.

      The soldiers in front of me seemed endless.

      Hands outstretched, I tried to reach Mariya but she might as well be in another star system.

      With a nod to me, the Protector turned towards Mariya, blades raised, and stabbed down. Two blades pierced her just below her collarbones. I cried out as he pulled them from her body and placed them on either side of her neck.

      He looked to Abdullah Aly, who looked to me. “You see, Kushim, losing a battle all depends on your perspective. You don’t have to experience a million deaths to feel true defeat. Sometimes just one will do.”

      He gave his Protector a nod.

      The blades lifted in the air and descended, ignoring my screams for help. I did the only thing I could do and threw myself toward the path of destruction.
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      My son was on his knees, hands outstretched, mouth open in silent horror as Abdullah Aly’s Protector stabbed Mariya with his blades.

      They struck her just below the collarbone.

      She took the attack like a warrior. Not crying out—not complaining. Looking up at certain death, a smile lingered on her lips. Abdullah Aly gave his guard a nod and with it the Protector lifted his blades into the air, ready to take Mariya’s head clean off.

      The blades came down and before I could blink, Kushim jumped into their path.

      “No!”

      The words left my mouth before I could stop them as the blades sliced across my son’s chest. Blood sprayed into the air turning everything I saw red.

      I moved.

      One minute we were a hundred feet away, the next my hand was around the back of the Protector’s throat, slamming him face first into the floor. The force of the blow caused spiderweb cracks to appear in the flooring. Growling with parental fury, I lifted his head back and went to slam it back down again but his foot kicked me in the chest, causing me to slide backwards.

      The blades at the back of his hand followed up with an attack, narrowly missing my throat.

      One lens cracked, showed skin like a wrinkled walnut around his eye.

      “Ah, Mr Blake senior, I wondered—” began Abdullah Aly, but he never got to finish his sentence as Poppy slammed her fist into the side of his jaw, lifting him off his feet and spinning him in midair. He collapsed in a heap on his back, sliding along the floor until he came to a bloody stop.

      A groan escaped his lips as he tried to lift his head, but failed.

      I was surprised he was still alive.

      The blow Poppy landed had all the force and rage behind it of a pissed-off mother. Her face was a mask of rage the likes of which I had never seen. She hadn’t been this angry, not even when she faced Alvis. Rushing to Kushim, she lifted his head onto her lap and checked his pulse. Wide-eyed, she looked at me. I could read her thoughts. She didn’t need to say anything.

      Our boy was dying and needed medical attention.

      “Poppy, get him out of here now!”

      She didn’t need to be told twice as she picked him up, but stopped as more guards poured from all locations towards us.

      Fuck!

      Poppy looked to me, terrified. I knew the longer Kushim didn’t get the medical help he needed, the less likely he was to survive.

      I looked at the people I had with me.

      Willis—Zizi—and a handful of men.

      We had separated from the pack to get to my son as fast as we could. Now I saw what a stupid idea that had been. Pushing through our enemy’s ranks, we cut ourselves off from our forces. Now surrounded, there was no other option but to fight to the death to get back to safety.

      The way back we had come was getting more and more crowded as Abdullah Aly’s men rushed towards us.

      “Everyone on me!”

      Shotgun in one hand, spear in another, I led a spearheaded formation and tackled our enemy head-on.

      Poppy stayed close to me, carrying Kushim in her arms as I hacked—shot—and clubbed anyone who got too close to her. I pushed and pushed, gaining more injuries by the second, but none of it mattered as long as I could force a path to safety for my son and wife.

      Taking a slash across the arm, I returned with a blast to the face turning my attacker’s head into a watery mist.

      Enemies screamed in agony as Willis’s bullets melted bodies and Zizi’s war cries chilled bones as she fought like a lioness.

      On and on we pushed until we finally broke the ranks in front of us, allowing Poppy a chance to escape. I watched her slip through a crack in the enemy’s defences, her back disappearing as their ranks closed back up.

      They were free. Now it was in my wife’s hands to make sure our son would survive.

      I allowed Willis to pull me back from the attacking horde in front of me as we formed a defensive circle. They tried to overwhelm us, but for every one of us they killed, five of theirs had to be sacrificed.

      Abdullah Aly finally got up with the help of his Protector. Jaw broken, he tried to speak, but the words came out a jumbled mess. He tried speaking again but Willis interrupted him.

      “What?” shouted Willis. “No one can understand you, you eight-ball-headed looking fuck.”

      Abdullah Aly tried again.

      “Nah. Nah. Does anyone have a clue what this cunt is talking about? It sounds like he has my balls in his mouth.” A few of the men snorted on both sides, causing the first signs of irritation to appear on Abdullah Aly’s face I had ever seen.

      Finally giving up trying to speak, he tapped on the computer attached to his wrist, causing it to speak for him. “Know your deaths will be the limelight—skylight—”

      “What the fuck?” asked Willis. “I think he’s taken one too many blows to the head.”

      “Highlight. I mean highlight! Know your deaths will be the highlight of my career. When I’m done with you—”

      “My balls will be empty?”

      More laughter sounded through the crowd causing the mask to break further. “You think this is a joke!” Abdullah Aly tapped furiously on his computer as drool dropped from his lower jaw.

      “God damn! Not even my wife gets that excited when thinking about my balls.”

      Even I laughed now as our men slapped their knees and his men tried their best to hide the smirks playing on their faces.

      Abdullah Aly’s eyes whipped to his men, who coughed while their laughter died in their throats.

      “Come on, Abdullah, at least allow your men the joy of laughter before they die. I mean, it’s not their fault your head looks like my nutsack,” I said.

      Willis looked at me, confusion on his face. “You nuts are that smooth? Mine are so hairy it takes me minutes to find them.”

      “Eww, that’s disgusting. Male grooming is a must.” I looked at Zizi. “I am surprised you allow him to get close to you.”

      “I like it animalistic,” she purred.

      I rolled my eyes as more snickers danced around us.

      “What’s it going to be then, nutsack?” asked Willis. “You want to do some old gangster shit? Or you want to let bygones be bygones?”

      “No ,” both Abdullah Aly and I said.

      We looked at each other and knew that this had to end in death. Both of us had gone too far, committed too many acts of bloodshed and violence to know it would turn out any differently.

      I was a ruler. A conqueror. A leader.

      This man posed a threat to me and mine. The reports Willis dared tell me had Kushim held here as a prisoner while they—while they—my hands clenched as I took a step forward, weapons targeting me every step of the way.

      “Know this. Even if I die here today, my wife—my people—will not rest until you and everyone responsible here are punished. Blood has been split here and blood must be repaid.”

      “Strong words for a man outnumbered ten to one. It was fun while it lasted and I even got to pick up an injury, but it ends here. Goodbye, Mr Blake. I’ll send your regards to your family when I see them next.”

      He turned his back and walked away with the help of his Protector as the circle of his men closed in around us.

      I tried to go after him but was pulled back again by Willis. I snapped my head in his direction but he gave me a firm shake of the head before gesturing to our surroundings.

      We were indeed surrounded. No two ways about it.

      But it had become a stalemate. Each side waited for the other to act, knowing that most of us would not survive this skirmish. The tension rested on a hair trigger as muscles on both sides waited for some unspoken signal to act.

      I wanted to move—needed to.

      The longer I stayed here, the harder it would be to hunt down that prick and—

      I don’t know who made the first move, but it wasn’t us. A man on their side went down in a spray of blood. It coated the face of the man next to him. Everyone was looking around bewildered, trying to find the culprit, when another of their number clutched his throat.

      Blood leaked through his fingers.

      “What is going on?” said their crew leader before he too took a shot to the head.

      That was when we heard it. The pounding of feet.

      Looking through the gaps in the crowd, I finally saw who was responsible. Leading the charge, Michael and Gabriel ran toward us with a force five times stronger than what we faced.

      I saw the panic in the faces of the men who opposed us. They knew the situation they were in was a hopeless one.

      “Give them hell, you cunts!” screamed Willis as he charged into the fray.

      We attacked with earnest, hacking—slashing—and stabbing anything we could. Caught between the attacks to their front and rear, our enemy didn’t know what threat to face first.

      The indecision cost them their lives.

      The fight was over before it even began.

      Blood pooled at my feet, the smell of it heavy in the air. I took in the corpses around me and was pleased to see the lack of our men amongst them.

      Michael and Gabriel had saved the day.

      Walking towards them, I found both of them on their knees holding Mariya. She was in bad shape.

      I looked down at the woman who had brought my son to this place. A place where our kind was tortured, broken down for parts and then burned. I lifted my gaze to the cages around us. Filthy things whose floors were covered in waste and blood.

      This was the place she sought to bring him.

      My hand encircled my shotgun.

      Was this her plan along? To catch the attention of my son so I acted. Hadn’t she wanted this along? Wasn’t her plan to kill Abdullah Aly?

      I didn’t know if she had planned this from the start, but the more I looked at the puzzle, the more likely it seemed. My shotgun slowly rose in her direction, but then a hand grabbed me. My eyes shifted left and took in Willis, whose own hand was on his pistol.

      “That’s a shotgun. Widespread. You fire that and a lot of people are going to get caught in the blast.” His eyes lingered on Michael and Gabriel.

      I frowned as they picked her up.

      Gabriel looked our way. “Dad, we’re going to get her medical attention. Can you two handle this without us?”

      We gave them a nod as we watched them go.

      Hand still on my gun Willis said. “Why don’t we find that eight-ball-headed fuck and put that anger of yours to good use?”
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      We looked for him but couldn’t find him. It was like he had vanished into thin air.

      We searched the compound for a week, recording, documenting and exploring everything that we could find. It was no small wonder we couldn’t find Abdullah Aly as the more we searched, the more underground tunnels we found. He could have escaped in any of them and used one of the hundreds of ships we found to escape.

      The compound and the city gave us insights into what we would face in the future.

      The image terrified me.

      It showed an opponent ready to do whatever it took to destroy us from the deconstruction of our bodies to the power armour created and stored in warehouses to distribute in mass, I had truly underestimated the level of this threat.

      Now hovering miles above the planet, I could no longer see the grey sprawl of the cities covering it. Only the brownish copper colour of the planet was evident.

      Seated in a viewing room with floor to ceiling windows all around me, the only thing that occupied the space was a singular leather-bound chair and a coffee table next to its armrest. A glass of Beckford’s rum rested on top of it.

      The door behind me opened with a hiss.

      Less than a handful of people would disturb me at this moment. So it was a surprise that two of them chose to.

      “Oi, dickface, what you doing?”

      “Bet he was having a cheeky wank.”

      “Nah, he normally retires to his room early to unwind if he does that. Filthy—unholy habit, if you ask me.”

      “What? You never beat the meat—put on a puppet show—abuse the wicked stick—act out the grapes of wrath—summon the semen demon?”

      “No. What sort of heathen do you take me for? That sort of thing should be between a husband and wife.”

      “You’re telling me you have never—ever....you know?”

      “No.”

      I smiled as I took a sip from my drink. Through all the struggle, the pain, the heartache, I could still rely on my crew to uplift my spirits. But as nice as this was, we needed to get down to business.

      “So,” I said, turning to Willis and Fae. “Still no sign of him?”

      They exchanged looks.

      Fae answered. “There were sightings of Jason and Sindhu with him, but that was days ago, and before we could confirm anything, he had disappeared again. They must have used the chaos of us attacking the cities to slip through unnoticed.”

      “Jason and Sindhu, those assholes,” said Willis, “We still need to pay those two back.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked, irritation lacing my voice. “There are no other signs of them?”

      They both looked at me and shook their heads. I decided to leave it for the moment and change the subject.

      “How is Mariya doing?”

      “Better. She lost a lot of blood and the wounds looked deeper at first than they were,” said Willis. “The boys are happy to have their sister back. Growing up together in the pits, she was the only family they had. She protected them. Kept them safe. I owe her a lot.”

      I didn’t miss the look he gave me.

      “Be that as it may, she knowingly took Kushim along for this joyride. She left a big enough trail for us to find. This was all planned to force my hand to act.”

      “You don’t know that for sure.”

      “Don’t I? What’s to say Michael and Gabriel weren’t in on it as well?”

      Willis stepped in front of me and held my gaze. “You get one. One free pass to accuse my sons. Because we’re friends and I respect you, I won’t kill you. I know what you’ve been through with Kushim. But you say some shit about my boys again… I’ll put a bullet in your head.

      “The kind that melts. We clear?”

      “Fae, have the ships primed for fire,” I said.

      “Wha—what? Fire upon what?” she asked.

      “Upon the cities below us.”

      Silence met my statement.

      “But there are still civilians down there.”

      “Those people. Factory workers, guards, maintenance staff, they saw the horrors of what they did to our people every day and stood by and did nothing. They are as guilty as Abdullah Aly himself.”

      “Quinton—”

      “Have we taken all ships, weapons, power armour and valuable materials from all the cities?”

      She nodded.

      “Are all our people off the planet?”

      She nodded.

      “Then I don’t see the—”

      “You are talking about destroying an entire population!”

      “Bridge, this is your commander. On my mark, I want all ships to fire upon the planet below.”

      Silence came from the bridge until someone spoke. “Sir, can you repeat that?”

      “Fire. Upon. My. Command.”

      “Err…understood, sir.”

      I got up and stepped towards Willis. “You wanted this. All of you. You wanted this fight, you wanted this war. I was happy in my slumber—peaceful, blissful and ignorant of the world around me. But the powers that be couldn’t let me be. You couldn’t let me be. None of you. So now you have woken this thing that won’t stop, won’t rest, until this is done.

      “And it doesn’t matter who gets in my way, if you are a threat to my family, I will put you down.

      “Are we clear?”

      Willis swallowed before giving me a nod.

      “Fire!”
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      I groaned as I shifted my weight off the bed.

      Putting my weight gingerly down on the floor, I winced as I got up to my feet, the stitches in my chest pulling tight. Eyes blurry, I tried to get my bearings. A simple bed with a computer that monitored my vitals was tucked away in one corner; a few chairs dotted about the room and a desk tucked in another corner was the only furniture I had.

      Walking towards the door, it slid open and I poked my head outside. Grey metallic corridors that had seen better days greeted me. One far wall had a bible verse scribbled across it.

      The Kennel.

      I couldn’t remember how I got here or how long I had been here. The last thing I recalled was… my heartbeat stopped.

      Mariya.

      Abdullah Aly’s Protector was about to kill her and I leapt in the way.

      I remember seeing the blades descend towards me. I remember feeling the blades cut into my flesh—the searing pain, then... then... nothing.

      If I was alive then she must be too, right? Whoever saved me must have saved her, too. They wouldn’t leave her to die... unless... unless my parents were the ones to find her, then their priority would be me.

      They would view her as something to be removed. The reason all this happened. Although I hated to admit it and even thinking about it brought me sadness, my parents would do anything to keep me safe. They would remove any obstacle they deemed unsafe to me and their way of life.

      But still, Mariya had to be alive. She just—a member of the crew walked towards me and I flagged her down.

      “Excuse me, do you know where Mariya is?”

      She gave me a blank look.

      “She’s a woman with a mouth that would put the boatmen on The Floating City to shame.”

      “Have you met Zizi or Fae?”

      I chuckled and regretted it, holding my chest. “Fair point. This woman is a New Human who would have been with me when I was delivered to the medics.” The woman’s face remained blank. “She has a temper and she uses her nails as weapons.”

      Realisation dawned on her face as she snapped her fingers. “Ah, her. Yes. She’s… an interesting one. We had to restrain her a few times because of her… temper, but she calmed down when she realised we were only trying to help her.”

      I was confused. “Why would she think we didn’t want to help her?”

      “Err..” The woman looked uncomfortable.

      “Look, whatever you say to me shall be told to no one else.” Emotions fought across her face. “I am not my father or mother. I should have at least proven that amongst my people.”

      She placed a gentle hand on my shoulder. “Kushim, everyone loves you and no one wants to see you get hurt. Wherever I go—whoever I ask—they have nothing but kind words to say about you.”

      “Why would I get hurt?”

      “This woman, Mariya, she isn’t the type of girl who you bring round for dinner to meet your parents. I’m sure she’s a lot of fun, but fun only lasts for so long before things get complicated.”

      I ran my hand over my hair while I tried to make sense of the riddle before me. “Sorry, am I missing something here?”

      “She’s no good for you, Kushim. The things I’ve heard about her, the way your mother and father feel about her. There is a reason her so-called brothers Michael and Gabriel guard her day and night.”

      “Wait. What?”

      “They fear attacks.”

      My head span as the further this conversation continued, the more confused I became. “Michael and Gabriel are her brothers? How? Why?” I shook my head. “Why would they fear an attack when they are on my family’s…” Her raised eyebrows told me everything I needed to know. Shaking my head more firmly, I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

      She raised her hands, fear filling her eyes.

      I grabbed her hands. “Thank you for telling me what I needed to know and being honest with me. No repercussions shall come your way. If you are ever in trouble because of what you told me, ring this number and I shall help you. If you ever need anything ring me, I am in your debt. It takes a brave soul to tell the emperor he is wearing no clothes.”

      Tears filled her eyes as she stroked my cheek. “Be careful. Those who seek to protect us sometimes do the most harm.”

      I thanked her once again and went on my way to find Mariya.
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      After many false starts and attempts, I finally found the room Mariya was in. It was located in the back of the ship, near the maintenance cupboard, where they stored odd bits and ends.

      It did not shout hospitality.

      Stepping over a puddle of oil on the floor, I ran my hands over the dingy walls in need of a good lick of paint. Stopping in my tracks, I looked behind me as an overhead light flickered on and off.

      I turned around and looked down the hall I’d come from. Flickering lights highlighted how unused this part of the ship was. The Kennel had grown and evolved over the years since my father first captained it. It was now a behemoth with space and firepower to match any ship in production today.

      Niko’s hand was evident in its improvement.

      Continuing my journey, I came across Michael and Gabriel sitting on either side of a door, arms crossed. Their weapons lay casually across their legs while they leaned back in their chairs, eyes closed.

      They did not fool me for a minute.

      They would be alert the moment they heard my footsteps bouncing along the walls. When I came to a stop in front of them, Michael opened a lazy eye and grunted at me.

      “She in there?” I nodded to the door.

      He gave me another grunt.

      “How is she?”

      “Better.”

      “She up?”

      He gave me a shrug.

      Nodding my head, I walked forward, but he placed a hand on my leg stopping me. “Thank you. From both of us. What you did saved her life.”

      “Don’t mention it. If she hadn’t come back and got me from the torturer’s chair, then I wouldn’t be here today.”

      “Make sure you tell that to those who need to hear it.” We maintained eye contact until I gave him a small nod and walked through.

      At least the room had a window. That was the most I could say about it. Boxes of unwanted things stockpiled in corners gave little space for the medical bed and its equipment. Cobwebs dangled from corners and the heavy musk of a room not used for some time still hang heavy in the air.

      She lay in the bed, a white gown wrapped around her body while tubes implanted in her arms were fed from machines next to her.

      Her chest rose and fell with the rhythm of her breathing. I walked softly towards her until I got within touching distance, a hand slowly making its way toward her face. It never got there as she grabbed it and pulled me forward at the same time one of her nails found itself against the vein in my neck.

      Inches apart, I stared into her eyes. “I’m glad to see you doing well.”

      Her eyes narrowed before a wave of pain washed over her face, forcing her to lie back down. “Sorry, Monarch, thought you were someone else.”

      “Do you normally attack people coming to check on you?”

      “When I’m held prisoner aboard your father’s ship.”

      “I would hardly say you are a prisoner.”

      “Do all your guests get such fine treatment?”

      I looked around the room with a frown. “I have never been in this room, much less this area of the ship. But no, our guests are better treated. I shall have a word and get you moved immediately.”

      “Don’t bother. I’m hoping they’ve forgotten about me. It’s better that way.”

      Frown still on face, I wanted to say more on the matter but knew it was pointless. “Do you remember what happened after they attacked me?”

      “Some of it. Your father and mother did what they always do and got you to safety, while I lay on the floor bleeding out. Not that I’m bitter or anything.” Her face showed otherwise. “Then my brothers came to the rescue and got me to safety.”

      “Right… your brothers… Michael and Gabriel. About that…”

      “The three of us are not blood-related, but we grew up in the pits. We relied on each other—defended each other—loved each other. They were the only things that kept me sane. As sane as one can be in that place. When they were taken I thought them dead. Dead, Monarch. As dead as dead can be. The week they were gone is the same week I destroyed the pits. I had nothing else to live for. Didn’t care if I lived or died.

      “In a lot of ways, I have them to thank for my freedom.”

      I nodded. “I am happy about your reunion.”

      We stayed in silence for a moment while I watched the planet below us from the little window in her room.

      “Seems we have left the surface. Do you know if Abdullah Aly and his Protector are still alive?”

      “They escaped.”

      “I am surprised.”

      “Few did. If I can say one thing about your father, it’s that the man makes sure his enemies are no more. I have met a lot of monsters in my time, Monarch, but he truly frightens me. He is a man who would destroy everything to keep his loved ones safe. In a way, I am envious of you for having someone like that protecting you.”

      “A monster… It surprises me I have never seen him in that light.”

      “While the light’s warmth protected you, others only saw the shadows. There is a reason your father is in the position he is in, and if you want to take over from him, then you have to accept what actions need to be done to maintain such a position. Rulers leave behind bloody footprints which their offspring are destined to follow.”

      “You are wrong. Yes, we are at war, but we are only defending ourselves. If the World Government hadn’t taken prisoners and attacked my home, then none of this would have happened. My father is a peaceful man. He only does what he needs to do because he is forced—”

      The ship shuddered.

      We turned our heads to the window to see missile after missile shoot from our ship in the planet’s direction. At first, I thought it was a mistake. Then the other ships in our fleet did the same.

      My body moved towards the window on autopilot while my eyes sent images to my brain that made little sense.

      “What the fuck?”

      Face pressed against the glass of the window, I looked upon a planet I once walked on to see it struck again and again by missile fire. I didn’t—why—

      “The light doesn’t only protect, Monarch. It burns.”
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      I sat bolt upright as I looked around my room in confusion.

      Where was—

      The sounds of the jungle filtered through my open window as I rubbed my face. I didn’t know why, but something wasn’t right. I couldn’t quite place the feeling coming from my gut, but it was enough to wake me. Enough to force a chill to run through my spine.

      Getting out of my bed, I walked towards the window and took in the blanket of stars above me. I wished they offered me some kind of peace, but they only reminded me of fires blazing across a burning city. Cities my father had fired upon with his military might. There were still civilians down there. Yes, they were helping the World Government commit horrible atrocities but what right did we have to rain fire down upon them like they were insects?

      My father and I… hadn’t spoken since that day. Days had turned into weeks while we all recovered and still not a word had been said between us.

      To his credit, he had tried… but every time he opened his mouth, the only thing I heard was death.

      The worst part of it all was I understood why he did it. I just could not accept it. He should have been stronger than that. Violence was the last resort, but for him, it was the first thing he went to…. maybe… maybe I was the problem. Mariya had approved of my father’s actions, saying it was the only way the World Government would take us seriously. But that in itself proved the World Government’s point.

      They did what they did to protect themselves—their people—against a threat like no other. A threat created by the very man who looked to destroy them. Couldn’t my father see we were fulfilling Alvis Bowman’s dream?

      Alvis had wanted to create the ultimate weapon. He thought he found the answer in my mother, but he was wrong. He believed it would be me. But through the trials and tribulations he sent my father through, he created a weapon forged through pain and suffering.

      A weapon that not only had to survive Alvis’s attempts at killing him but also had to survive on the surface of Safe Haven.

      Having powerful enemies is a blessing.

      The gods had delivered.

      Now my father represented something I wished to never become. Something the World Government wished they would have left alone. I closed my eyes at the countless souls who would be lost in this upcoming war.

      Taking deep breath after deep breath, I opened them to see Mariya with a rucksack on her back walking with a purpose. Every so often she looked over her shoulder, but her pace was of someone who didn’t want to draw attention to themselves but needed to move as quickly as possible.

      Noting the direction she went, I threw on some clothes and jumped out the window after her.
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      Luckily, I caught her trail and followed her until she got to our shipyard.

      Once again she looked over her shoulder, forcing me to throw myself behind the nearest tree. Face flat in the dirt, I waited, listening for any signs that she had seen me.

      None came.

      Getting back up slowly to my hands and knees, I slid my head out from behind the tree until I saw her back as she walked away from me. She was heading deeper into the shipyard.

      I continued to follow her until she stopped in front of a ship belonging to Michael and Gabriel. Big enough for a crew of five, it was sleek, black and mean-looking, with a host of cannons and missile launchers fixed to the bottom of both wings.

      The cargo hold doors slid open and she stepped through.

      Moving from shadow to shadow and keeping my body low, I waited until the last minute and hopped on board. I thought the noise from the engines covered my tracks, but I found her waiting for me with her arms crossed.

      I came to a halt with a look like a child who had been caught in the cookie jar.

      “Err… hi! Funny seeing you there, I was just out for a walk and—”

      “So that wasn’t you following me in the dark like some sex pervert?”

      “Hey, hey,” I said, lifting my hands defensively. “I don’t know about any sex pervert stuff, I was just out for a simple walk when I happened—happened to come across you and I thought Where is she going? Seeing as we have not spoken for a while, I thought it would be good to catch up, you know?”

      Arms still crossed, she nodded at me again.

      I rubbed the side of my neck. “Where—where are you going?”

      Sadness flashed through her eyes. “Just… you know…”

      “No. No, I don’t.”

      “Monarch. Don’t make me do this.”

      “Do what?”

      The engine noise from the ship increased as we lifted off from the ground. With a slight speed of acceleration, we began to move. Mariya sucked her teeth as Gabriel walked up from behind her, looking shocked.

      “What’s he doing here?” he asked.

      Mariya turned to him and a look passed between them I didn’t understand, before she turned to face me. She walked towards me as the wind from the still opened cargo ramp whipped her hair across her face.

      “I will forever be in your debt for you saving my life, but—”

      I placed a finger over her lips. “‘Buts’ shatter dreams. Better to let it go unsaid.”

      She pulled my hand away and kissed it. “You and I are two different people from completely different ends of life. I had to kill every day to survive while you lived the life of a prince. You believe there is no place for conflict in this universe, but I have travelled enough star systems to see what a lie that is. Violence—conflict—is the only way one gets peace.

      “The violence your parents had to inflict before you were born is the only reason your life has been so peaceful.

      “I want that peace. I need that peace.

      “The only way I’m ever going to get it is by taking it. I can’t do that under your roof. Under your judgemental eyes. So I’m leaving to find my peace. It’s for the best.”

      At a loss for words, I said the only thing that came to mind. “But I love you.”

      She kissed me hard, biting my lip until it bled. “I know,” she said, nose to nose. “I know. Which makes this the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do. We are above a lake. Your landing should be soft. Just remember to hold your breath and close your mouth before you hit the water.”

      “Wha—” was all I could say before she pushed me out of the ship.
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      Kushim

      

      I crouched low as the wall above me rained masonry upon my shoulders.

      Ahead of me, guards fired in my direction from multiple points. They defended a house with wire fencing around it. The few windows the guards were not firing out of were boarded up. A piece of brick flew past my face, nicking me.

      “What the fuck are we waiting for?”

      I looked at Uncle Willis, who gave me a wide-eyed stare, a rosemary necklace entangled in his ginger chest hair.

      “Well, Uncle, we wouldn’t be having to wait here if you had listened to me. Now—”

      “It’s not my fault that dickhead thought he was hard enough to try me. What am I to do—”

      “You are to listen to me and follow my instructions.”

      “I follow—” A meaty slap echoed, forcing Willis to grab the back of his neck. He looked to his left with a shocked expression.

      Zizi met his gaze with a fiery stare. “You do as he says. This is your fault we are in this mess.”

      I hid my smile as I returned my attention to the problem at hand. There was nothing for it. We would have to storm the building while trying not to incur any injuries.

      A whispered female voice spoke into my earpiece. “Kushim. I am having difficulties finding any targets at the rear of the compound.”

      “Skadi, have the twins found a way inside yet?”

      “They would have, but it appears someone alerted them to our presence. I wonder who that would be?” she asked in a monotone voice, which I had grown to find comforting.

      I looked at Willis. “We had certain complications at our end. Nothing to worry about, but our cover is well and truly blown.”

      “Do you need support?”

      “No. I shall handle it at this end. Just make sure the twins enter the rear. Cover their back where you can.”

      “Understood.”

      “OK,” I said, turning back to Willis and Zizi. “Willis, you and I are going to storm this building. Zizi, I want you to lay down covering fire. Try not to destroy the building. There are people inside we are looking to save.

      “On my mark.”

      More dust rained down on my shoulders as I passed my fingers over the pendant shaped like a crescent moon with a howling wolf to activate my metal suit. Willis did the same.

      Metal expanded from the chains and pendants around our necks and enveloped our entire bodies. Flexible and lightweight, it allowed us to take damage from projectiles up to a certain point.

      Will I find her in here? After all the houses we searched. After everything I have—a hand on my shoulder forced me to turn my head.

      “Focus,” demanded Willis.

      I nodded as my fingers curled into a fist.

      The HUD in my helmet showed the projectiles coming my way. Another added design feature made by Niko. Since our last battle with Abdullah Aly, on the planet where he kept New Human prisoners, she had gone above and beyond in militarising every aspect of our day-to-day lives.

      She was a woman possessed.

      Willis gave me a fist bump as the demonic grin on his face disappeared behind a mask of metal.

      He sprinted off causing an exaggerated sigh to escape my lips as Zizi rolled her eyes.

      Placing a long-barrelled gun against her shoulder, she muttered under her breath. A stilled silence came over her as she sighted her target; satisfied, she pulled the trigger.

      The gun gave off a deep bass thud causing her to slide backwards. An upper window in the building ahead of us exploded in a mixture of brick dust and fire.

      I turned my head towards her in shock. “Remember what we came here to do, plus I would like to keep some of the enemies alive for questioning.”

      “You do your job and I’ll do mine.”

      I bit back my retort and sprinted after Willis. Nearly at the fence, he leapt over it clearing it easily. Landing on the other side, he lifted his arms towards his targets and weapons embedded into the sleeves of the suit fired at them.

      Bodies danced as bullets tore through them.

      “Damn it, Uncle! We need some of them alive. We need some of them—”

      “They’re plenty of the fuckers left inside the building.”

      I cleared the fence and landed in a crouch. On either side of me, two metal machines designed like dogs came sprinting toward me. Red lights for eyes glowed as they locked onto my location. Willis had sprinted too far ahead to give me any cover.

      It didn’t matter.

      I put my hands behind my back; two small metal discs popped out from a hatch in my suit and landed in my hands.

      Launching myself from my knees, I left a trail of dust behind me. I ignored all and kept my eyes locked on the metal door of the house barring entry to it.

      The machines were closing in fast. Eyes flicking from left to right, I saw them leap toward me, jaws wide, looking to lock onto my flesh. My hands flicked out, and the air buzzed with the sound of death slicing through the air.

      The machines fell back to the ground, both sliced cleanly in two.

      The discs returned to my hands, homing magnets in their centres always making sure they came back to my metal gloves.

      A score of bullets tore the earth to my left making me roll out to the right. Before I had time to get back to my feet, another boom—another window in the building exploded into fire.

      Getting to my feet, I sprinted toward the metal door and launched my discs again. They bit into the hinges and locks before returning to me. I sent them back again and this time they cut all the way through and entered the building.

      Debris rained down upon my shoulders as I kicked the door open and slid along it like a surfboard.

      Arms out either side of me, I let my HUD pinpoint all the hostile targets in the room. Set to nonlethal targeting, the stun gun function in my arms picked off my targets one by one.

      The door skidded to a halt as I scanned my surroundings.

      Bare walls showing only plaster. Doorways without doors. Floors without carpets. Dried dark stains on walls.

      Crouched low, I listened.

      The odd gun blast still sounded outside, but apart from that, nothing else made a noise.

      Where the hell is Willis?

      A floorboard creaked above me. I held my breath as I looked up and switched my sight to heat vision. No sooner had I than bullets came blasting through the floorboards above me.

      Rolling out of the way I switched the guns to lethal and fired.

      The rounds tore through the rotten boards, causing a loud crack to fill the air before a screaming body fell through. They landed head first with a crunch, their twitching body moved once, then was still.

      Movement out of my left caused me to flick my discs that way. Blood splashed against the far wall.

      Catching them out of the air, I moved on.

      A flight of stairs to my left went up. As my foot touched the first step, a body smashed through the window next to the landing. My weapons locked onto the figure as it got to its feet and blasted two attackers off theirs. A third tried to rush the figure, but got thrown over the newcomer’s shoulder down the flight of stairs.

      My arm followed the poor soul as he bounced off the wall—step—wall—step, until he came to a twisted stop at my feet.

      I looked back up the way he came. “What?” said Willis. “He’s still alive, ain’t he?”

      I looked down at the man at my feet; arms and legs all pointed in different directions.

      I looked back up.

      “Don’t give me that. If a fucker doesn’t know how to fall down a flight of stairs correctly, then whose fault is that?”

      “I think he was already dead before he touched the first step on his way down.”

      Willis gave me a shrug as he moved off to secure the rest of the top floor. I left him to it and moved through the house until I came to a door. As it was lined with lead, I couldn’t see what was on the other side. Moving to the side, so my body was out of the way, I tried the handle but it wouldn’t open.

      I rapped my knuckles across it. It was too thick. It would take too long to blast through.

      Hand-searching the wall on either side of the door, I found what I was looking for. A computer console hidden behind a false wooden panel. The panel lifted, it asked for a password.

      Touching my hand against the screen, sensors in the fingertips of my armour suit scanned its database for the right combination. It didn’t take long for it to find the right numbers. Again, I thanked the marvels of Niko’s suit.

      It acted more like a computer than a piece of armour.

      The door slid back silently, allowing a wave of oppressive silence to wash over me. I took a step forward and stopped. Foot touching the first step I didn’t go any further. Something didn’t feel right, but I couldn’t pinpoint what it was.

      Standing on the top step looking down at the staircase led lead into nothing but darkness, I used my senses but saw nothing but an empty flight of stairs that twisted right.

      Maybe I was being paranoid.

      Lifting my foot and placing it on the next step down, I heard something click as the step sunk under my weight.

      Shi—

      I didn’t have time to react as an explosion lifted me from behind and threw me down into a pit of darkness.
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      Quinton

      

      I sat in a top-floor office that showed me nothing but broken homes and cutthroat businesses. Businesses so corrupt that unless you had security working the premises twenty-four-seven, your rivals would either burn your place down or rob your store of everything it had.

      A woman staggered across the street, weaving left and right between moving traffic, until she came to an unsteady stop in the middle of the road. Lifting her skirt, she squatted down and relieved herself.

      I turned away. I didn’t want to see what came out.

      My office was one of the old Junk Yard Dog safe houses we used to hide in back in the day. Back then, we only owned the top-floor apartment; now I owned the entire apartment block. Sat with my back against a wall away from the floor-to-ceiling window, I had my office doors ahead of me to my left.

      I flicked through the mountain of paperwork in front of me, wondering where to start. Picking up a report covered in red scribbles, I turned to the first page and sighed as my door opened.

      “Don’t give me that look. You know you’re happy for the interruption.”

      I lowered the report and took in Fae as she swept into the room with a stack of papers in her hands.

      “Nah—nah—nah,” I said, lifting my hand. “I’m snowed under as it is.”

      “The responsibilities of being a leader and conqueror, I’m afraid.”

      I rubbed my temples as she dropped what was in her hands on my desk with a thump. The folders and papers spilled amongst each other like dye mixing with water.

      “Why are we still using paper documents? You should send all of this to me digitally.”

      “We tried that, remember? But you ignored all the emails we sent you. Out of sight, out of mind with you.”

      “I need an assistant. Can’t we hire someone to go through all this shit? I just need someone to tell me the most urgent things that need doing now.”

      “All of them are urgent.”

      I picked up a folder and brandished it in her face. “Permits to move a water pipe a metre from its original location?”

      “Like I keep saying, the responsibilities of being a leader and conqueror.”

      I shook the folder in her face harder.

      “It’s not all rooftop shootouts and wild freaky sex. Some of what you have to do is decide whether one street gets access to clean water over another.”

      I groaned.

      “Don’t be a pussy.”

      “Which brings me back to my original point. Why don’t I have an assistant?”

      Fae gave me a look with a raised eyebrow.

      “What?”

      Her eyebrow stayed raised.

      “What?”

      “You know what.”

      I gave her a shrug.

      “Poppy used to do all this shit.” She waved her hand at the papers on my desk. “Her AI brain could process the information and spit out the best choices to make, while anyone else would spend hours going round and round in circles.”

      I threw the folder in my hand down on the desk. “Well, Poppy isn’t here right now, is she?”

      “She still sulking?”

      “Since Kushim left and I... wouldn’t go after him, she’s upset with both of us. She feels like she is no longer needed as a wife or mother. I’ve tried explaining to her that all children leave the nest eventually. It’s just the natural course of life.”

      “More like he was pushed out of the nest.”

      “I have no idea what you’re on about.”

      She lifted her hands up and down as if they were a set of scales. “Pushed out of the nest—pushed out of a ship. What’s the difference?”

      I gave her a blank stare.

      “We all heard the arguments, Quinton. Fighting between families is never pretty. But you should have known the boy would have gone after Mariya.”

      “Even after she fucking pushed him out of a moving ship!” My hand slammed down on my desk, causing papers to fly. “What a damn fool! I thought I—” Deep breath in, I tried to calm down. “I thought I raised him better than that. Better than to just go chasing after some girl who gave him a bit of pussy. I mean... Fuck. What kind of legacy am I leaving when my heir can be so easily manipulated?” I closed my eyes and leaned back in my chair. “When did parenting become harder than running an empire?”

      “If God created a drug better than pussy, then she’s keeping that shit to herself.”

      I snorted despite myself and sat back up. “Right. All this shit,” I gestured to my desk, “can wait. What can’t wait is what’s happening in this borough. Update me.”

      She gave me an unsatisfied look before saying. “The fighting is still intense. It’s the same old story of toppling the alpha predator, and the bottom feeders all come out of their hiding places looking to see what they can get. We’ve killed off most of John Lee’s men—friends and associates. The only thing left to do is show the rest of the bottom feeders who the big dog is around here. It will take time, but once we have settled things, everything shall come into place.”

      “I know this is going to sound cliché, but time is something we do not have. We need to gather our forces from this planet and make a move against the World Government. I am nervous about the lack of aggression on their part.”

      “Especially since your boy is destroying every compound he comes across.”

      I looked at her confused. “Where did you hear that?”

      “Willis and his adoring wife.”

      “They are still with him?”

      Fae nodded. “They say they are keeping a watchful eye on him, but I think they believe following him will give them the best chance of finding their boys.”

      “Michael and Gabriel,” I muttered like a curse.

      “Michael, Gabriel, Mariya. Three souls intertwined by Abdullah Aly. It is a pity Kushim has gotten mixed up in their mess, but mixed up he is. You never know, Kushim, doing what he’s doing may be to our benefit.”

      “How so?”

      “The fearsome trio are out for Abdullah Aly’s blood. If Kushim finds them, then he finds Abdullah Aly. If you find Kushim, then you find all involved and like that, you solve all your problems.”

      I shook my head. If only it were that easy. “Your plan sounds simple enough, but… I do not have the resources to spend chasing after Kushim—plus I believe it’s time the boy stood on his own two feet.”

      Fae sniffed the air. “Do you… do you smell that?”

      I sniffed the air while her brow furrowed in confusion.

      She took another deep sniff. “Oh! That’s right. It’s bullshit!” My face reddened as she laughed. “What’s going on? What’s got you so worried that you don’t want to send any forces away?”

      “I destroyed a major stronghold of my enemy, yet… nothing. No sightings. No attacks. Nothing.”

      “We calling planets strongholds now?”

      I raised an eyebrow but said nothing.

      “I know you do not want to address it, but you’ll need to eventually. People are talking. People are not happy. Not even Alvis—” Anger flared across my face. “I know, I know,” she said, gesturing with her hands out in a sign of peace, “but not even Alvis destroyed as many cities as you did in one go. Cities with civilians in. That act alone has put you in rarefied air.”

      “Of?”

      “Monsters.”

      I snorted and waved her comment away.

      “You disagree? If you were facing a man—a being—a monster, who not only defeated the big bogeyman himself, Alvis Bowman, but conquered the most ruthless and vilest planet in the star system, and destroyed all your cities on a major planet stronghold without taking many casualties, wouldn’t you be scared to approach him? To fight him?”

      “You think I should try to broker a peace deal?”

      She gave me a look as if I was crazy. “Too much blood has been spilled on both sides for that to take place. You would be better off trying to rekindle the dwindling relationship between your wife and son.”

      “Kushim has not spoken to me since I rescued him, and Poppy....things were said, things I don’t think either of us can take back.”

      Fae shook her head, disappointed. “What a fucking mess. So that’s it, is it? We go out dying on our shields?”

      “I do not intend to lose this war. I intend to finish what I started.”

      “Which is?”

      “Defeating the World Government so soundly that they shall be nothing but a footnote in my family’s legacy.”

      Fae looked at me concerned, but I continued. “I was mistaken in believing I could ever find peace with them in the background. Mistaken and misguided. They forced my hand to act. By attacking my home. In truth, I would have ignored them completely if they never came to my shores. It pains me to say it, but I would have lived in a happy bubble while everything burned around me, as long as my family and I were safe.

      “But now… we must finish this. Even if it means a million cities burn. We must finish this.”
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      Kushim

      

      Lying on my back, still as a rock, I tried to breathe in and out slowly as my ribs screamed at me.

      The explosion from the stairs had tossed me down them like a coin thrown down a wishing well. Luckily, my suit had taken the damage, but the readings from my HUD showed it barely functional as red warnings flashed in my face. If I was lucky, it would stop a knife strike, but anything more dangerous was out of the question.

      I went to move but stopped as footsteps came my way.

      Staying as still as I could, I waited as the footsteps got closer.

      “You think he’s dead?” said a gruff voice.

      “Can’t see how he can’t be,” replied a nasally individual. “The blast destroyed most of the stairs and door.”

      “Speaking of which,” said Gruff, “how do you expect us to leave?”

      “I don’t follow.”

      Gruff sighed. “The stairs are gone…”

      Silence.

      “I don’t see—”

      “The stairs are fucking gone! How do you expect us to leave this basement when we can’t use the stairs?”

      “Ah… I can see how that would be a bit of a problem,” said Nasally.

      “Can you now? I’m glad it finally dawned on you because our asses will get handed to us by Abdullah Aly’s creepy guard if we fuck this up.”

      “Please, they don’t care about small fry like us. We are one of a hundred or more outposts doing this shit. We are just a number, my friend, and if you think any differently, you are sorely mistaken. Our role is just to collect as many wired freaks as we can, and deliver them to the ships that come to collect them from every outpost.”

      “I still don’t see why he is running it like this.”

      “Because having a hundred mini outposts like this is better than having one major compound. Easier to stay off the radar, harder to hit. Remember what Quinton Blake did to that planet with all the compounds on it?”

      “Yeah, I heard about that… ruthless fucker.”

      “Ruthless indeed. But effective. Because of him doing that he set the World Government back years. They don’t want to talk about it, but another big hit like that from Quinton Blake and they’ll have lost this war.”

      “That’s all well and good, but that still doesn’t fix our problem, does it?”

      “What problem?”

      Gruff groaned like he was told he had to wait in a two-hour queue. “The problem of the fucking stairs!”

      Silence.

      “You don’t have to shout. I’m right here.”

      They finally came into my view. One short and ugly. One tall and ugly.

      Short and ugly stroked his chin while he looked to the north of me. “Those stairs do look fucked,” said Nasally.

      “I know! That’s what…” Tall and ugly took a deep breath. “I know. That’s what I’ve been trying to say. The stairs are fucked. How are we going to escape?”

      “We can worry about that later. Right now, we are safe and sound. We just have to wait out the wired freaks trying to kill us and once they are gone, then we can figure something out.”

      Gruff put his hand on his hips. “Wait and see? Wait and see? That’s your big plan?”

      “You have a better one?”

      “Yeah, let’s check to see if this dickhead has any weapons on him we can use to blast the debris away blocking our path.”

      “You know,” said Nasally, “that doesn’t sound like a bad idea.”

      Gruff rolled his eyes as he bent down to reach for me. When he grabbed my wrist, I burst into action as I reversed the grip and pulled him down, smashing his nose on my helmeted forehead. Crying in pain, he leapt back as I jumped to my feet.

      Nasally took a hesitant step forward as Gruff kept backing away.

      “No—N—gentlemen. I—I—I.”

      Nasally looked at Gruff. “What the fuck’s wrong with his voice?” He got a shrug from his partner.

      I tried to speak again. “We can—hard—hard—way—easy.”

      “He’s lost his fucking mind!” said Nasally. “I heard about this. Them wired freaks all lose their minds in the end. The wires mess with their brain function or something. Heard it on a talk show. You know the one I—”

      With a frustrated sigh, I slapped the side of my neck causing my helmet to retract. “Sorry, the voice box appears to be broken. Now, where were we…ah, yes. My name is Kushim Blake and you fine gentlemen have something I need. Information. Information in regard to outpost movements, the number of them and collections. Now, sorry to sound cliche, but we can do this the easy way or the hard way.

      “The choice is really down to you.”

      Silence greeted my statement as they both looked at each other.

      “It can’t be. The Kushim Blake? Quinton Blake’s son?” asked Gruff.

      I said nothing as he swiped his bloody nose.

      “The same Quinton Blake who destroyed the city my brother was stationed on?” Face going the same colour as the blood crusted around his nose, he pointed a rigid finger in my direction. “The same Quinton Blake who killed my sister-in-law? Killed my nephews!”

      “I…” Eyes cast down, sadness swelled in my chest. “I had nothing to do with that. A father’s sins and doings should not mark his children.”

      “But mark them it does. Mark them, it does.”

      I lifted my head and met his stare. “Your brother knew what he was getting himself into. He knew the risks. His hands were not clean, he was not helping the sick and poor. I sympathise. Believe me, I do. Whereas others from my party would not care either way, I bemoan the loss of everyone involved in this war, but I must go back to my original statement. He knew the risks.”

      “His family were killed—”

      “More fool him for involving them in this mess.”

      “You expect a man to leave his family behind for more than a year?”

      “Many men have done so. In times of war or when they had to voyage to far lands to get work. Your brother is not the first and he wouldn’t be the last. Better men than him knew that you do not bring your family to uncharted waters for their own—”

      “Argh!”

      He came at me with a ferocity that put me on the back foot. With his hands swinging at my face, I registered at the last minute he had a knife, as my back hit the wall behind me. With nowhere to go, I ducked under his wild swing and came out from behind him.

      “Look, I meant no offence. I was just—”

      He leapt for me again, not giving me time to finish my sentence.

      The wild attacks were easy to dodge but I was so preoccupied with him, I completely forgot about his partner until it was too late. A blade flashed into my peripheral vision and I lifted my arm defensively, taking the hit on the shoulder. Sparks flew across my face, temporarily blinding me, as Gruff went in for the kill.

      I lifted my hand and screamed as his blade sunk into my palm.

      He smiled as he tried to pull it back and finish what he started, but I closed my fist around it, blood pouring after blood.

      “Not so fucking tough, are you? All the rumours I heard about how fast and strong New Humans are were just bullshit, were they? You lot are nothing more than scary stories told to kids.”

      I shook my head sadly. “Ah, my dear man. We are that fast. We are that tough. I am holding back, because I need questions answered.”

      “Like fuck you are—”

      Pulling my hand away from the knife, I moved with speed. My fist sunk into his stomach, crashing it to wrap around my hand. I felt the rush of wind fly by my face as he crumpled to the ground, but not before my knee drove into his nose breaking it further and lifting him off his feet. He collapsed to the floor and didn’t move.

      I turned my attention to his nasally friend.

      “Now, as I was saying. You both have questions I would like answered. Important—life-saving questions. Questions that need you both to be alive. I will get those questions from you both, one way or another.”

      Nasally puffed out his chest. “I know you. I have heard the rumours. You are not like your father. You are kinder, softer…weaker. You do not have the stomach to do what needs to be done to get me to comply.”

      I lowered my gaze to the floor and breathed in slowly. “You are right. But—”

      The debris from the ruined staircase blasted out from behind me, showering us with pieces of wood and stone. A cloud of dust covered everything, as red pinpricks of light shone through it.

      Nasally backed up hurriedly as heavy footsteps came from behind me. Falling over, he landed on his rear as he looked up at me. “I may not have the stomach to force the answers from you, but they do.”
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      Kushim

      

      With the enemy defeated and Nasally and Gruff taken into custody for questioning, I meandered through the basement of the house we had raided.

      Cages not big enough to fit a child, let alone a person, were used to keep New Humans in.

      Human waste burned my nostrils, the smell doing its best to overwhelm me. My foot kicked aside bones and food cans scattered across the floor. Bowls placed in the corners of the metal cages had scraps of food for the prisoners to eat from. Their waste wasn’t far from where they ate. The walls the cages backed up against had fingernail markings of words of love, hope, and prayers.

      I ducked low and crawled into one, sitting in a squat.

      How would I feel if this was my way of life? If I didn’t know the date or time, I would be snatched away by a ship and taken to my end. Would I dread its coming? Knowing it was the end of me? Would I look to these cages as something of a safety blanket, knowing that as long as I stayed within these bars, I would be safe? Safe from the oncoming death looking to claim me?

      Running a hand down a bar thicker than my thigh, I took in the bits of dried blood along it.

      What depths of evil will people sink to in acts of fear?

      I turned my attention to the messages on the wall and read them one by one. Words of hope. Words of joy. Stories about—wait, what? I moved in closer and traced my hand across words etched in the brown brickwork.

      “Monarch, save us. Save us from this hell. Save us from this pit of despair. We pray to you, we give you thanks because you and only you care about us.”

      My brow furrowed as I quickly backed out of the cage and went into another.

      “We offer our prayers to you, Monarch, the saviour of our people, the hope and light against this pit of darkness we find ourselves in.”

      A trickle of sweat ran down the back of my neck as I moved out of that cage and went to the next. “Monarch, please—” I rushed out of that one and found another further along. “Dear Monarch, my name is Curtis and I am twelve years old. I do not know if you are real or not, but everyone in my family thinks you are, so you must be. I hear my parents arguing with the other grown-ups about if you’ll come and save us or not, some people think you won’t. Some think you’re not real. They say you are a lie told to us, so we don’t think about this place. I don’t know if that is true or not, Monarch, but all I know is I will keep on praying to you at night, to stop the bad dreams from coming.

      “I hope you come soon. I don’t feel too well. Mum tells me I’ll be fine, but the coughing is getting worse. Please come soon, Monarch, it hurts being here.”

      Mouth dry, I stared at the message as I tried to back away, but I found myself frozen on the spot. This was the first time I had seen messages like this, but it wasn’t the first time people reacted to me in this way. The more people we freed, the more I got lingering stares and touches as if I was made of a precious metal.

      But this…this was not right, this—this.

      They should not be doing this. Treating me like some god. Treating me like—like—finally getting my legs to move, I hurriedly backed out of the cage and bumped into someone, causing me to jump.

      “Whoa there, dickhead, it’s just me.”

      I turned my gaze to Willis, causing the smirk on his face to turn serious. “What’s wrong?”

      My finger pointed at the messages on the wall. Saying nothing, he followed where I pointed and read what I had read. Coming back out he looked at me and said, “Are there many more like this?”

      I nodded and pointed to the other cages. He took a look before he came back to stand in front of me, hand passing down his face. “Fuck a duck.”

      “My thoughts exactly, Uncle.”

      “Have you seen this kind of thing before?”

      I shook my head. “No. When we’ve rescued people, I have heard whispers and seen people point my way, but I thought that was more to do with my father than anything else. Word of his exploits are legendary. While… I am still just the son.”

      “This smells like the work of someone else. Someone spreading your name like a religious zealot.”

      “Who?”

      “I’m not sure. But fuck me, I don’t like this. I don’t like this one bit. Things like this have a habit of spreading. Cults—fan worship—idolatry. It all leads to you being worshipped as some fake god and the next thing you know, people will start doing things in your name. Things they couldn’t justify doing by themselves, but with the blessings of the Monarch, they can act out whatever holy justice they think you’ll approve of. Next thing you know, you’ll have holy wars fought in your name with people doing sick shit, to prove how devout they are to the cause.

      “If you weren’t so wet behind the ears and I didn’t know how much of a pussy you are, then I would put two in your head now before this thing got out of control and the power went to your head.”

      “Err… thanks, I guess.”

      He slapped me on the back. “Don’t mention it. That’s what a good uncle does. Now, why don’t we go back up topside and check on those three fucktards you call friends?”

      He walked away as I took in the messages again. I hope he was wrong, about people thinking of me as some saviour—some god. I was just a man, a man who couldn’t even keep the love of his life from walking out on him. If I couldn’t do that, how did anyone expect me to save them from their misery—their pain?
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        * * *

      

      A large group of people stood clustered wrapped in blankets, with mugs of soup clutched in their hands. They chatted in a sombre tone, as the flickering fires from the house we had rescued them from cast long shadows in the background. Children ran back and forth, kicking a ball as shrieks of excitement left their mouths.

      As I made my way to our ship, its cargo ramp lowered and Sun and Moon walked down it.

      Twins, their Asian features always had a mocking tone as they never took life too seriously. It was one of the things that endeared them to me. “Alright, boss?”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Moon?”

      “Wrong again, big man,” said Sun.

      I shook my head. “Sorry, Sun, I will get it right one of these days.”

      Moon laughed. “Don’t worry about it, boss, it’s better than what Willis calls us. Dipshit One and Dipshit Two.”

      “That was last week,” said Sun. “This week we are Douchebaggette and Pain Perdu Asshole.”

      I looked at them askew.

      “I’ll admit, Pain Perdu Asshole isn’t one of his best,” said Moon, “but he’s going through a French phrase.”

      “I apologise for my uncle. He has a way with words.”

      “Don’t worry about it. Unlike most people, he says what he thinks about you to your face. I can appreciate a man like that. Plus, I bet he has a small dick,” said Sun.

      Moon clicked his fingers. “That would explain the anger issues. He knows he can get surgery for that, doesn’t he?”

      “Maybe we should tell him.”

      “Great idea.”

      “Hey, Willis—”

      I got in front of the pair, hands out wide. “No, no, no. Let’s not tell the ginger pent-up ball of fury he needs a penis enlargement operation, shall we?”

      They both gave me confused looks. “Why not?” asked Sun. “If I had a small penis, I would want to know that there are medical procedures to fix it.”

      “Yeah,” continued Moon, “maybe he doesn’t know. He doesn’t appear to be the most informed individual in regard to medical procedures, technology, or even hygiene for that matter.”

      I rolled my eyes. “And you wonder why he calls you what he calls you, when you say things like that. Just try to not ruffle too many feathers. We still need him and Zizi to teach the rest of our crew how to handle a gun and not panic at the first sight of conflict.”

      It was their turn to roll their eyes.

      “What?”

      Moon turned to his brother. “Do you want to tell him, or should I?”

      Sun gave him an unbothered shrug.

      “They need you more than you need them.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean,” said Moon, “that the only reason they are with us is because they have a better chance of finding their prodigal sons with you than without you.”

      The look I gave him showed how absurd I found that.

      Sun chuckled. “He’s right, their precious bundles of joy are with that bit—” My eyes narrowed. “Sorry. Sorry. I forgot we are not to be mean to someone who pushed you out of a moving ship. Anyway, Michael and Gabriel are with Mariya. You have a knack for finding her in the most unlikely of places, so it would stand to reason that being with you is their safest bet in finding their sons.”

      I frowned. Why had this never occurred to me before?

      “Oh, oh, oh,” said Moon, “he’s doing his frowny, thinking face again. You know what that means?”

      “Placing a large amount of blame—self-loathing and needless stress—on his shoulders?”

      I looked at both of them, lips quickly vanishing. Another cry of joy cut through the heavy atmosphere of the crowd at my back, causing me to turn around. “I am amazed at children’s capacity for always finding joy in the most desperate of times,” I said, turning back to them. “Thank you for finding them a ball to play with.”

      They both smirked as a look passed between them. “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing,” Moon said far too quickly. “Nothing at all.”

      “Yeah, stop being so suspicious, boss.”

      I continued to look their way.

      “We may—may—have given them some things from our inventory, but what’s the harm, right? We didn’t think you would mind.”

      “Oh, no. Not at all.” I returned my gaze to the crowd, an uneasy feeling resting in the pit of my stomach. “Have either of you spoken to them?”

      “Not properly, no. We haven’t given them the speech yet. But looking through their ranks, there doesn’t appear to be many fighting fit individuals. This group is made mostly of mothers and young children, and we know how you don’t like to take fathers away from their families.”

      I nodded. “I will not turn fathers away. But so far, I have filled our ranks with people with nothing to lose, no one to bemoan them.”

      “Ow!” Moon clutched his heart. “Savage, boss. Savage. Everyone knows our families are long gone, but you don’t have to rub salt into the wound.”

      “Sometimes he can be such a callous bastard.”

      “I didn’t mean to—” I began, but stopped as I saw the smirks on their faces. “Yes. I have only gathered orphans, for lack of a better word, into my ranks. I find them… more determined to get the job done. But we are still a family, are we not? What do you call us, Sun?”

      “Iron Canines.”

      “Right, cut the crap, boss,” said Moon. “You only want orphans because we are mean fuckers who want to pay back the World Government for what they took from us. No wonder Skadi scares me so much.”

      “I guess you could say that. Although I wouldn’t put it in so many words. I guess… I guess… I just wanted to give you lot a family again. Our crew is small, less than a few hundred members, but that plays to our advantage. I want us to be the elite special forces of my father’s army. The small group of individuals who complete the hardest missions. Take the biggest risks. So that’s why we still need Willis and Zizi to train us and turn us into something terrible.”

      They both looked unhappy. “Did I say something wrong?”

      Moon looked to Sun, who sighed. “Fine,” said Sun, “I guess I’ll be the bearer of bad news. We love you, boss, so this is only coming from a place of love, but we still need more people in this little special ops team you’re building, if we are ever going to make a dent against the World Government. I understand your logic behind the whole thing, but we need at least ten times our current number. Otherwise, your dream will be nothing but a suicide mission. I’m all for a suicide mission, being a sad sack who doesn’t have a family and all, but many do not have the same outlook on life as me.”

      I opened my mouth but Moon beat me to the punch. “Plus, you need to survive once this is all said and done. It’s no good you dying as a martyr or any such bullshit. Our people need you, they worship you. They look to you for hope and guidance. You can’t give them that if you’re dead.”

      I frowned. “But that’s the thing. I never wanted to be some holy symbol. The things I am hearing—reading—they believe me to be some great hope, some unstoppable force. But I am just a man looking to do what is right.”

      “The history of humankind is a story of people just looking to do what is right.”

      Sun nodded behind me. “These people need you. We need you. New Humans need you. Your father may have started this race, but only you can finish it.”

      I didn’t know what to say. What could I say?

      Moon grabbed my shoulder. “There is nothing to say. We know how you feel. Now, how about we give our speech? This is my favourite part.”
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      Kushim

      

      I stood elevated on the ramp of one of our ships. Facing the group we had freed, I looked to eager faces who turned in my direction, wanting to hear what I had to say.

      The speech was well rehearsed at this point, but it still brought butterflies to my stomach.

      Opening my mouth, I closed it again. Although the speech was sometimes the same, I tweaked it depending on my audience, and this audience differed from most. I had never seen such a group composed of so many mothers and small children. I spotted the odd father here and there, but they were few and far between. Young eligible men were even fewer in attendance.

      I cleared my throat. “Some of you may know who I am. Some of you may not. Who I am does not matter, what I represent does. My team and I have tasked ourselves with the difficult mission of freeing as many of our people as possible. That task has not been easy. It has not been safe. We have lost a number of our team to the enemy, but each loss we have suffered is the price of freeing more people like you. More people taken from their homes, their loved ones, all because of what they are—who they are. It is not fair, but as we all well know, life is far from fair.

      “Life may not be fair, but I can offer you something in return to balance the odds.”

      “Nothing is given for free,” said a hard-faced woman with a cleft lip. “What do you want from us in return for this…gift?”

      “Your lives.”

      Shocked silence swept through the group as they looked at me like I had grown two heads. I allowed what I had said to settle in, as their brains worked faster and faster.

      It was always the same.

      First disbelief. Then slow acceptance of what I had said. Then the spread of anger as it grew from stomachs and slowly made its way up their throats until it erupted out of their mouths in—

      “How dare you ask that of us!”

      “Who do you think you are?”

      “I didn’t just escape one death sentence to jump into another.”

      As the shouts and angry voices tried to climb over one another, I stood firm and listened. Why is it always the same?

      Gunshots rang in the air causing many to drop to the ground. “Shut the fuck up!” Gunsmoke moved in the air around Willis like a wedding veil as he cast a disgusted look at the people before him. “You sad miserable fucks were swimming in your own shit two minutes ago, so you don’t have any right to be angry at the man who’s given you a lifeline. All he’s asked you to do is listen. Nothing else! So shut your damn mouths and listen.”

      I looked at Willis and gave him a nod. Always the same.

      I looked past the crowd before me and took in the flickering flames of the burning compound we’d raided. It was situated in an abandoned industrial estate, with little to no foot traffic and even less air traffic, on some backwater planet whose name I did not know.

      We had raided a dozen compounds like this one across the planet all at the same time. The other members of my team had split into groups, tasked with liberating the New Humans caged there. The plan had gone well, with many more people like those in front of me waiting for me at different locations to listen to what I had to say.

      “What I offer is only for a select few. Not because we restricted it based on age or sex, but because of what I am expecting from you. I am expecting you to give up your old life, your families, your very souls.”

      My eyes locked on as many faces as I could. I needed them to understand the gravity of the situation.

      “What I offer in return for this is the means and knowledge of how to fight back. How to defend yourself. How to take the fight to an enemy who sees us as nothing but vermin. It means learning new skills. Skills that are violent. Skills that… will allow you to unlock a part of you that you have long since buried. That you have refused to face. That haunts your nightmares. It will be our job to bring it out. To shape it into something useful.

      “If this sounds like something you want to be part of, then speak to me or one of my lieutenants. But know this, we do not accept anyone. We are not looking to break families apart. We are only looking for hungry wolves who are tired of running alone.”

      

      I stood off to the side while I watched people get ushered into different ships. Children cried and mothers tried their best to hush them, but it was a losing battle on their end. Bags under eyes and darting fearful gazes told a story of many of them coming to the end of their rope.

      A child pulled away from his mother as his ball bounced away from him and made its way towards me. He came running towards me, then stopped when he saw me stop the ball with my foot. Eyes wide, he was like a startled deer who spotted a jungle wolf.

      I smiled at him, but it only made him take another step back.

      Flicking the ball up in the air with my foot, I kept it up in the air while I did trick kick-ups like I was a professional soccer player. His eyes turned from fear to amazement, as I kicked the ball over my shoulder to backheel it back over my other shoulder, where it came to a stop on top of my boot. Leg extended out before me, I moved it until it was in front of him. Two small hands slowly made their way towards the ball, stopping and starting until they snatched it from my foot.

      He ran back the way he came, but his mother sent him back towards me with a rigid finger. He came to a skidding stop in front of me. “My mum said to say thank you. Thank you.”

      “Well, you can tell your mum she’s welcome and because you’re a good boy and listened to her, you get this.” I pulled a hard-boiled sweet out of my back pocket and gave it to him.

      He grabbed it, popped it into his mouth and went to run off again before he came to a stop. He turned to me. “Thank you,” then he was off again.

      I watched him go with a shake of the head.

      “Where did you learn to do that?”

      I turned my head and took in the same hard-faced woman with the cleft lip, who had asked me a question when I was addressing the crowd. “The kids when I was growing up never let me play with them, so I had to become better than everyone on the field until not having me play was worse for their team than their hatred and envy of me.”

      “Hatred?”

      “What? You think I have never experienced hate—envy—resentment because of who I am?”

      Eyes made of steel bored into mine. “I just...”

      “People think because you are of the same creed or ethnicity as someone else, they should embrace you. See you as one of them. But my closest calls with death have been with people from my city. People who knew my family, knew my friends, had the same electrical components in them as I do.

      “Self-hate is a powerful weapon. A weapon our enemies know how to use well.”

      “Self-hate,” she whispered, looking down at her hands.

      “I know. I understand it. How can you not hate the very thing that you are? If you were a normal human, then you would have experienced none of this. You would live a normal life... a life still filled with pain—suffering—love and joy.” I smiled.

      “What?” she asked.

      “Saying it out loud makes it sound even more ridiculous. We are expected to traverse all that life offers as well as what the World Government places on us.” I shook my head and gave her my full attention. “So yes, despite what people may think, I understand better than most what causes a New Human to hate what they are.

      “I’ve seen it turn people into the most repugnant of creatures.”

      “Do you always do that?”

      “Do what?”

      “Philosophise on the smallest details?”

      I chuckled. “How do you think I got the name Monarch?”

      Her expression didn’t change as she looked off into the distance.

      “May I ask your name?”

      “Afet.”

      “So Afet, what can I help you with?”

      “Why do you think I need your help?”

      “It comes with the position.”

      She turned to me with a face made of stone. “What would one need to do if they wanted to join you?”

      “Husband?”

      “Murdered.”

      “Children?”

      “Murdered.”

      “I would say sorry for your loss, but that feels... hollow. Cheap.”

      “It is what it is.”

      “It would be even cheaper if I used those emotions for my gain.”

      She smirked, showing the first sign of an emotion different to suppressed fury. She pointed to me, then to the crowd getting on the ships. “Weren’t you doing just that... at the speech you just gave? Pulling on the hearts and emotions of your captivated audience.”

      “I was giving them a choice.”

      “Giving someone a choice between water and mud, when they are dying of thirst, isn’t a choice now, is it?”

      Frustration caused my brow to furrow, but I swallowed it back down. “I could see how you see it that way. But if you listened properly, to the same speech I gave, you would have heard me make an offer to the people present. My offer was for them to fight back, but my offer wasn’t an open invitation to everyone present. My team and I decide who gets chosen.”

      “Chosen,” she spat.

      “It all comes back to who wants you to play on their team, doesn’t it?”

      She said nothing as I saw Moon and Sun walking towards me. I held my hand, stopping them in their tracks.

      “So, why do you want to join my team?”

      “Team, now, is it?” she hissed.

      But I ignored her and continued. “You out for revenge?”

      “That would be a start.”

      “Want to leave a bloody trail of destruction and murder a mile long?”

      She nodded.

      “Want your enemies to beg for mercy while you see the light fade in their eyes?” She kept on nodding, a cruel smile plastered on her lips. “Want them to hurt like you hurt—make them mourn the loss of their loved ones—make them so petrified of a New Human that they do not dare to utter our name?”

      The smile now resembled a horrid, twisted thing that turned my stomach. She must have seen the look on my face because it disappeared and confusion replaced it.

      “What did I do wrong?”

      “Everything.”

      “But I haven’t even told you my—”

      “Your story?” I said, shaking my head. “Your story isn’t special.” Her anger resurfaced. “I’m sorry to tell you, but it just isn’t. Your story is like the tens of thousands we’ve rescued all across the star system. There are only ever two visions told by people like you. The first has you woken up in bed while military boots kick down your front door, and drag you and your family out of your home kicking and screaming, while your neighbours peer out from behind their curtains. You scream for them to help, but they do not move a muscle while their curtain slowly gets moved back in place, blocking you from sight.

      “The second has you on the run with your family. Not knowing who to trust or what to do. You have heard of a sanctuary New Humans can go to, where they live in peace, but you don’t know if that is true or not. You hope it is, for your family’s sake, but deep down you can not bring yourself to believe it. So you keep on moving until someone offers to take you there, and this is where everyone’s story balances on a hopeful throw of the dice. If your smugglers are genuine, then the large amount of cash you have paid will get you to one of those handfuls of destinations where New Humans are safe, but if it’s not….you end up in a place like that.”

      I nodded to the compound behind us.

      “So…is your story any different?”

      She spat at my feet and took a step towards me. “Fuck you!” I saw Moon and Sun out of the corner of my eye edge towards us, but I gave them a slight shake of the head.

      “Fuck you and the horse you rode in on. You think you know me? You don’t know me. You don’t know shit about me. If you will not allow me to join your so-called little team, then you can eat a bag of dicks. I’ll handle this shit myself.”

      “I am afraid I can not allow that. Our operation is too delicate to allow outside forces—”

      “You going to stop me? You going to lock me up like the World Government did? You’re no better than them, you self-righteous little prick. The so-called saviour of New Humans, you’re nothing more than a glorified politician. You think you’re so smart—so wise—but I know your story, Kushim Blake. I know you grew up like a little prince surrounded by yes men kissing your ass. I know you’ve never faced real-world problems, never had to worry about the bills being paid or finding work.

      “You’ve never lived in the real world. With all your proper talk and mannerisms.” Now she was in my face; her finger stabbed my chest. “These people may think you shit holy light, but I know different. I know you only want to use us to further your own agenda.”

      Her chest rose and fell as she wiped the spittle off her lips. Her outburst had gotten the attention of a few people who wanted to see how I would react.

      “Just like everyone else who gets told no, this outburst is no different. Some words may change, but the sentiment is always the same.”

      I walked past her and nodded to Sun and Moon, who knew what to do.

      “That’s it? That’s all you have to say?”

      “Goodbye, Afet. I wish you all the best in this life and the next. But we need to be leaving now as our presence has got the attention of our enemies. My friends here will take you to where you need to go.”

      I walked away from her as her shouts still echoed in the background, but my thoughts were elsewhere. They were on a certain individual who had told me the same things. That I wasn’t ready—I didn’t understand real life—that I wasn’t the person she believed me to be, all before she pushed me out of a ship.

      Everyday I had to battle with the simple question that kept repeating itself in my head… was she right?

      

      Quinton

      

      Riding in an armour-plated truck that cushioned the bumps and potholes in what Paradise Lost classed as a road, I sat in a leather body-hugging chair that offered the highest level of comfort. Two trucks ahead of me, two trucks behind me, signalled we were not a convoy to fuck with.

      Gangs littered street corners, while the local junkies bought whatever drug they could from them to just make their existence all that more bearable. Many an eye tracked our convoy’s journey, and I noticed more than one hand make its way towards a back or dig into a bag.

      Fae, sitting next to me, noticed my concern as I leaned forward and took in the activity. “Don’t worry. It’s just little boys posturing to look like big men in front of their dickhead friends.”

      I frowned. “I’m not so sure. There has been a level of violence towards us I thought would have settled down by now.”

      “They believe this will not last.”

      “What will not last?”

      “Your interest in this borough.”

      I gave her a raised eyebrow as she lifted the report she was reading. “Would you care to elaborate?” I asked.

      “Nah.”

      I swallowed down the sigh I wanted to express and instead glared at the booklet hiding her face. With an exaggerated lick of her finger, she turned the page. I continued to watch her, praying to the gods that my eyes would burn a hole in the booklet. Another lick and another loud turn of the page. I drummed my finger along my thigh as the tension grew.

      “Fae…”

      She dropped what she was reading and threw her hands in the air. “Gods, how am I supposed to do any work with you pestering me all the time?”

      I gave her a look.

      “Fine. If you must know, most of the gangs, crews and lowlifes in this borough think this is a passing fancy for you. They believe you’ll get bored or frustrated like you did when you toppled The Lady, and you’ll just go back to The Jungle. They don’t think this campaign will last. That’s why they’re being…difficult shall we say. They believe the more stress and ass-ache they cause you, the quicker you’ll pack your bags and go home.”

      “Is that what they think?”

      “Well, you haven’t got the greatest track record when it comes to this borough, have you?”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means your involvement in the last few decades has been slim to none.”

      “I showed my face. Spoke to people. Gave money where it was needed.”

      “You sound like a father who only wants to see his kids on the weekends.”

      “That’s not fair. I had other responsibilities. I had a family to look after.”

      “You’re not the first person in power to have a family, Quinton. Owners of companies—political leaders—managers, they’ve all juggled having a family and handling their shit.”

      “Paradise Lost was never…” I trailed off while I tried to complete the sentence but couldn’t. “The Jungle took up any available time I had.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Please. You were just lucky you had such a strong crew behind you who took care of the running of The Jungle, so you didn’t have to get that involved. If it wasn’t for me, Niko, Daanish Sing, Makenna, Guru Roshan and Poppy, then that place would have gone to shit. Even Willis and Zizi helped more than you did.

      “Not only that, but we had to take care of the Floating City as well. Brandon here,” she said, nodding at our driver, “thought you were white.”

      Our driver choked, slapping his chest as my eyes narrowed. “And why would he think I was white?”

      “When was the last time, if ever, you went to the Floating City?”

      I opened my mouth, but my brain couldn’t give me a response.

      “It was properly before Brandon here was born. Brandon, do your folks remember when he last visited?”

      “He,” I muttered under my breath.

      Brandon pulled on the collar of his shirt. “Errr. Miss Fae, we don’t talk about Mr Blake in that—”

      Fae slapped her thigh. “See? You’re not even discussed—mentioned—talked about, or even whispered… doesn’t that tell you all you even to know?”

      “What are you talking about? Brandon’s parents are good friends of mine. How do you think he got this driving job? He wanted to be on one of our squads, but his mother was worried about him getting hurt, so we made a compromise, didn’t we, Brandon?”

      “Doesn’t feel like much of a compromise when you don’t get what you want,” said Brandon under his breath.

      “Anyway, the fact of the matter is, the crew was just thankful you bombed the shit out of the Diamond District, otherwise there wouldn’t be enough bodies around to see that your kingdom runs so smoothly. So when the public of this borough thinks you won’t stay around, you can kind of see their point.

      “Hell! I’m surprised we’re still here, if I'm honest.

      “Now, is there anything else you would like to discuss, or can I get back to my job? You know, the one where I keep your kingdom running and you alive.”

      I opened and closed my mouth, while I tried to think of something to say.

      “You sure?”

      I said nothing as she lifted her booklet back up and continued to read. When I caught Brandon’s eye in the mirror, he quickly stared straight ahead.

      Allowing some time to pass, I muttered under my breath. “You’re lucky I like you, otherwise I’d have shipped your ass back to The Jungle.”

      “Please. Who else would put up with your bullshit and tell you when you’re acting like a dickhead?”

      I chuckled despite myself and returned to looking out the window.
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        * * *

      

      We continued our journey until nothing but dirty grey building walls surrounded us. They showed the level of smog and population this borough suffered from. It was something Kushim always wanted to tackle.

      I remembered the idealist attitude he had about the whole thing. He would always say how could you expect a population to grow and flourish when their environment didn’t enrich the mind and soul? Thinking back on the conversation now, I left remorse. I had laughed at the idea, saying the problem with Paradise Lost was root deep. That no matter how many makeovers you gave the place, the same old problems would still surface. The best cure for the place was to carpet-bomb the entire area and start again.

      *Much like you did to that planet?” asked a little voice that I refused to listen to.

      What was Kushim’s saying? “A society should always aim to have fewer losers.”

      The fewer losers a society had, the less a government needed to look after them, and the more they could participate in building their society with advancements in technology, art and culture.

      The truck came to a stop and I looked out of my window to be greeted by a man who swayed back and forth, while he urinated against a wall. He turned to face us before toppling forward and passing out in his own puddle of piss. 

      Maybe the boy had a point.

      Beyond the passed-out drunk lay a large set of industrial grey steel double doors. 

      Two of my armed men stood guard on either side of the open door. Dressed head to toe in combat battle suits that were now standard issue to everyone in my army, they scanned the perimeter like eager watchdogs.

      I turned to Fae, “Have all threats been taken care of?”

      “As per your orders, we allowed a few to escape.”

      “How many have we allowed to escape so far?”

      Fae touched the glass strapped to her wrist and brought up graphs, spreadsheets and plans. “Hmm. Since this whole operation started, where we have been trying to liberate the locals, we have allowed….thirty little piggies to run back home.“

      I nodded. “Good. I’ll leave it another month or two before we commence the second stage of my plan.”

      The truck’s doors opened simultaneously, and I stepped out and walked forward as my people walked in front of me and behind me. I slowed our walk and spoke to the guards in front of the doors. “Any trouble?”

      “No sir. All quiet on this front.”

      I gave them both a nod and continued. Corridors with bullet holes on both sides did little to distract from the fresh metallic smell of blood. About to put my foot down, I stopped and stepped over a red puddle. Flickering lights highlighted my men stationed along each section of the corridor. Many had blood splatters on their armour but most appeared to be uninjured. 

      A set of factory doors with a cluster of bullet holes stood before us. The glass panels at the top of both doors were shattered. Pushing them open, I crunched glass underfoot as a scene of carnage was revealed. 

      Bodies lay everywhere. 

      Twisted—broken things. 

      Opened eyes stared my way; mouths twisted in agony stayed on many a face.

      A warehouse space, a football field size in length, stretched out before me. Ten rows of tables snaked their way down the length of the space, all with white powder and various forms of pills fighting for space on them. Around the outside of the tables were stacked the white powder and pills that had been packaged up in neat rows waiting to be collected.

      I took a step forward and kicked a bunch of shell cases, disturbing the peace. 

      “Fuck me!” said Fae. “Look at all this blow. I’m going to get high off my tits. Boys, start taking all this away. We can’t allow this to get into the wrong hands. Please deliver it to my place as I’ll need to do some… research… in regard to where its originality came from and what is actually in it.”

      “Although you’re a New Human, you know you can still overdose?”

      “I’ll be sensible.”

      I rolled my eyes as I knelt in front of the first body and pulled back a sleeve. A snarling tiger with a bloody dagger in its mouth was tattooed on the inside of the deceased’s arm. Moving along to the next body, I did the same until I found a tattoo of a growling bulldog with a pair of knuckle dusters around its neck. On and on I went, checking each body until I was satisfied.

      “This is interesting,” I said, turning in a circle on my heel. “I count six different gang tattoos on the individuals here. Normally, I would expect only one gang to be in control of an operation like this.”

      “Normally, you would be right,” said Fae. “But since the passing of The Lady, these scumbags have learnt that there is strength in numbers. They call themselves The Collective.” She rolled her eyes. “The Collective are a collection of the six biggest gangs in Paradise Lost working together.”

      “Working together?”

      “As much as a bunch of cats can work together. I would call it not killing each other long enough to share the profits of their ill-gotten gains. They still operate as individual groups, but on big operations like this, you’ll find some or all of them coming together.”

      “Hmm... was John Lee part of this?”

      Fae shook her head. “The Collective only formed recently. Around the same time as your arrivallll.” She drew out the last word with a wiggle of her eyebrows. 

      “Really?” I asked innocently. 

      “Coincidence? I think not.”

      “What do they want?” 

      “What all criminals want. To make as much cash monies as they can, with the least amount of effort.” 

      I took in the dead bodies, the severed limbs, the guts hanging out of slit stomachs, with a passive face. Once upon a time, the scene before me would have left me a quivering wreck, while I emptied the contents of my stomach all over my shoes. 

      But now...but now.

      Boredom ate at the edges of my thoughts. I was so done with this. Done with the constant fighting. Done with the running of this empire and all it involved. This was never the plan—never the goal. I only wanted to escape the hold everyone had on me and be free. Spend the rest of my life with my family and once my son was old enough, take a ship with Poppy and just explore space.

      Who knew how long Poppy would live? Who knew how long I would live now that I was a New Human?

      But I was not complaining. I saw the advantages of being free from the grips of ageing. I could spend the rest of eternity with the woman I loved while we travelled to distant stars and saw things no one had ever seen before. 

      But now...now...

      “Was there anyone else working here? I doubt these idiots were the ones doing the handling and packing.”

      “As cliché as it may sound, we found a bunch of naked people holed up in the back.”

      “Workers?”

      She nodded.

      “Let them go.”

      “I already have.”

      “Good,” I said, turning to leave.

      “What do you want us to do with all this?”

      “Burn it all.”

      I heard gasps from a few of the men. 

      “This isn’t all of it. There are tons of the stuff in containers out back. We are talking billions here.”

      “Burn it all. The bigger the dent we leave in this Collective’s pocket, the more likely they’ll be willing to talk to us. In fact,” I snapped my fingers and turned to Fae. “I want us to hit their pockets deeper than ever. I doubt this is the only operation like this in the city. I want us to destroy every factory, every smuggling operation, anything they use to make money.”

      Fae looked at me like I was crazy. “If you think the violence was bad before...if we go down this route...”

      “Make it happen. And keep leaving Judas goats out there in the open. Their value will become clear soon enough.”
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      Kushim

      

      Another day. Another compound.

      I had lost track of the amount of places—compounds—planets we had been to. They all blurred together in a congealed mess, where all that stood out to me were the faces.

      So many faces.

      Throughout this journey, I always thought the killing would be the thing that kept me up at night. I had been against taking someone’s life for as long as I could remember. Naïvely, I thought I could complete my overarching goal without killing, but as soon as I chased after Mariya, that had all gone out of the window.

      Death followed me like it followed my father. Maybe he was right... people in our position could not afford the luxury. Could not make the galaxy a better place without getting our hands dirty.

      No, what kept me up at night were the faces of the people we rescued. It wasn’t the physical wounds that stayed with me; it was the eyes. The look of hopelessness, the look of misery, but worst of all, the blank stares of the children who acted like they were mute. I kept seeing their faces no matter what I did. Their stares accusing me of why I didn’t act quicker, why I didn’t save their parents, why I allowed the bad people to hurt them.

      Time and time again, I bolted up awake with their eyes still visible like an overlapping image over what I saw.

      No matter what I did to numb the pain, it didn’t work. I exercised until my body shook and wouldn’t get up from the floor. I drank until I passed out. I even smoked something one of the twins told me would chill me out, but none of it worked. Some vices would silence the voices for half the night, allowing me to get a little sleep, but they would always come roaring back with vengeance.

      Something poked me in the ribs. “Huh?”

      I looked to my left and took in a ghostly pale woman with razor-straight white hair. Features sharp, there were no smile lines on her face like the twins. Face smooth as an egg, it looked like it was made of an emotionless mask.

      An AI humanoid birthed me, but she looked more robotic than my mother ever did.

      “I said, are you done daydreaming?”

      “I was not daydreaming, Skadi. I was merely surveying our surroundings.”

      She said nothing but gave me a blank look that conveyed more meaning than a scientific dissertation.

      I coughed in my hand while I turned my attention back to the task at hand. The area we were in reminded me of The Jungle. Dense thick trees with vibrant green foliage surrounded us. Strange animal calls murmured throughout the treetops and birds with six-feet-plus tail feathers coloured anywhere from pink to black flew overhead. Unlike The Jungle, the weather was chilly with heavy moisture in the air.

      Lying down on a cushion of damp long grass, I looked at the scene below us.

      A squat villa with an open porch that wrapped around it sat in the middle of a valley clearing. They had cut trees a hundred feet all around the villa, but there was still plenty of brush and high grass to sneak up on the compound unannounced.

      “What do you think?” I asked.

      “Of what?”

      “The compound.”

      Skadi turned her head slightly sideways as she took in the compound through the sniper scope resting before her. She moved the sniper rifle from side to side. “I would say they have based the architectural design of the building on seventeenth…maybe eighteenth-century Spanish design. You can tell by the way those pillars slope from the rear. It isn’t surprising, as this entire planet was first colonised by the Spaniards.”

      “Err, okay. I was thinking less architectural design, more how are we going to approach it without being noticed? We need to find a way to be sneaky.”

      She pulled away from the scope and gave me another look that said, how stupid are you?

      “It is amazing how you say so little, but your face says so much.”

      “Sneaky, as you’ve put it, shouldn’t be a problem. The flaw in this compound is that they have elected to stay somewhere, where they are hidden. Unless you knew this place was here, then you wouldn’t find it. Even if you knew the area well. No access roads. No landing pads. They built this villa not to be found. But because of that, they have left themselves vulnerable to attack on multiple fronts. The building isn’t even heavily fortified. No guard towers, gun nests; I haven’t even seen a guard patrol. This will be our easiest compound to tackle yet.”

      Mouth open, I just stared.

      “What?”

      I shook my head. “Nothing… I… just have never heard you talk so much before.”

      “In explaining something to children, one has to leave no doubt that they understand what is being said.”

      I chuckled as the wind blew droplets from the grass onto my hand. “Children, now, are we?”

      “I think you mean, are you?”

      Chuckling harder, I took in the building the World Government was using to keep New Humans hostage. This really would be our easiest target yet. I saw the madness behind it though. They fortified all the other compounds we had attacked to the max. At the start of this, there was only Willis, Zizi and me. Many a compound we had to abandon because we didn’t have the manpower and attacking them would be suicide. It pained me to leave those compounds, knowing who was inside and what they were experiencing.

      It was Willis of all people who talked sense into me. “Don’t allow emotion to make you its bitch.”

      That was all he said as he tapped me on the shoulder and walked away. He was right. If I had listened to those emotions, I would have died at the first hurdle instead of doing all the good I had.

      Another poke in the ribs forced me to look Skadi’s way. She gave me one of her looks.

      “I was not daydreaming.”

      “As I have said, capturing this compound is child’s play. It would take an idiot to—”

      “Who is that cunt making their way to the property?” asked Willis in my ear.

      Skadi and I turned our attention to the compound to see a figure storming it head-on. Weapon in hand, they sprinted towards the building without a thought for their safety.

      Using my advanced sight, I zoomed in on the person. My lips twisted with anger.

      “Friend?” asked Skadi, finger resting on her trigger.

      “Not even an acquaintance. But if we don’t do something, she’s going to get herself killed.”

      “Everyone take the building. I repeat, take the building.”

      “What about the heroic dickhead storming to her death?” asked Willis.

      “Protect her at all cost.”
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        * * *

      

      I walked across the front lawn of the villa. Smoking craters littered the ground. Stepping over a limb, I took in the cast of bodies strewn around me like the earth had thrown them up. Stopping in my tracks, I took in the large purple bird that perched on top of the villa roof. We eyed each other as the wind rustled the leaves of the trees.

      I closed my eyes. Ahhh, how that sound reminded me of home and happier times.

      When I reopened my eyes, the bird extended its wingspan and two yellow demonic eyes looked down at me from the patterns in its wing feathers before it took off.

      “I hope that isn’t an omen of things to come.”

      I continued until I came to a woman whose hands were tied behind her back. One eye blackened, cleft lip sticking out angrily, bloody knees poking out of rips in her combat trousers, she looked at me defiantly. It was Afet. “Who gave you that black eye?” I asked.

      “I did,” said Zizi, storming up to us. “She’s lucky I didn’t put my spear through her thick skull.”

      Afet said, “Is that how you treat someone trying to do the righ—”

      “Shut up! Because of your stupidity, our people got hurt trying to save your dumb ass. What did you think you were trying to accomplish? You don’t have any training with weapons, unarmed combat, or military conflict. I’m tired of New Humans like you thinking that because you’re a New Human, you somehow turned into an unkillable superhero.

      “We are not fucking gods! A bullet in the head can still kill us.”

      Zizi took a step forward, but I laid a hand on her shoulder. She gave me a look but I gestured to our people who watched the scene with interest.

      “All of you need to hear this,” she said, stepping away from me and looking at the gathered crowd. “I see some of you walking around like you’ve got balls too big to fit into your trousers, but that attitude will get you killed.

      “Killed! Do you hear me?”

      Gaze snapping from face to face she continued. “Overconfidence is a warrior’s biggest killer. You think because you are faster and stronger than the average human, with some fancy weapons coming out of your body, that the World Government soldiers aren’t a serious threat, but they are.

      “They are scared. Scared shitless that we are some new threat that is going to wipe out humanity, and because of that, they will keep on fighting even when all hope is lost. Even with their last breath.”

      A young man stepped forward. “Come on, Zizi, you can’t honestly believe that?”

      “I would rather have a person who is terrified of losing everything fight next to me than some overconfident asshole with all the skills in the world.”

      With that, she turned on her heel and stormed off.

      Silence descended around the group as feet shuffled and eyes avoided faces. “Alright everyone,” said Sun, clapping his hands so all eyes were on him. “We know what we need to do. We’ve done this a million times. Make sure everyone is safe and clothed. Direct the injured to the medical bays and try to ease minds where you can. If I see anyone chatting up the yummy-mummys, I’m looking at you, Walsh, then you’ll have Zizi to deal with."

      A man with a silver beard looked around with mock hurt as the others chuckled and the crowd dispersed.

      Turning my attention back to Afet, I took her in. “I thought I told you to leave?”

      “You are not my master! You don’t—”

      “It was a rhetorical question.” She stared daggers my way, but I matched her stare for stare. “I told you to leave, and that was what I expected to happen. I may not be your master, but the men and women who fight for me, their lives are my responsibility. The people I am saving are my responsibility, so for you to jeopardise that now makes you my responsibility. A responsibility that I now have to deal with.”

      “What are you going to do? Kill me?”

      “That would be too easy. People got hurt here today because of you. People that didn’t need to be. Because of that, you now have a debt to pay off.”

      “What if I don’t want to pay it off??”

      “Your choices and freedoms are back on that planet where I told you not to follow me. When I told you this wasn’t for you. Now you don’t have a choice.”

      She stared at the dirt, sullen and beaten. I allowed her time to digest what I said.

      “Do you know why I told you this wasn’t for you?” She didn’t respond. “It was because you were too emotional. Emotion can play a part on the battlefield, a small part, but what wins fights—battles—wars, is critical thinking and logic. Good rational decision-making. All the chest pumping and screaming at the top of your lungs while you storm the enemy gates is all good and well in movies, but out here, in the real world, where it counts, that stuff will get you killed.

      “I’m surprised that little stunt didn’t get you killed. If you can bring some of that luck to my crew, then I’ll gladly have you.” Her head shot up as she looked at me. “It will be work, a lot of work. Zizi will push you harder than everyone on the team because of what you did, but if you stick at it, then pretty soon it’ll be you calling the shots with your own team of people.”

      As I kept on talking, she kept on nodding until tears prickled the corners of her eyes. She looked away from me as her cheeks grew rosy. Making my way behind her, I undid her shackles and helped her up.

      “Thank you,” she said, rubbing her wrist. “I—I—I apologise for what I did. I thought I was helping.”

      “No need to blame yourself. As I said, you are my responsibility, which means your mistakes are mine. I should have foreseen your actions and planned accordingly. The blame lies with me.”

      Her head jerked back and I saw something flash underneath the mask she wore. Was it shock?

      “Anyway, how did you get here?”

      She shrugged. “I was a smuggler and gun runner in my past life, so it wasn’t hard for me to smuggle my way aboard your ship.”

      “Fair point.”

      “Kushim!”

      I turned my head to see the twins running my way. “We’ve got a problem. You need to see this.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      Kushim

      

      I followed the twins along with Willis, Zizi, and Skadi.

      The compound was a lot nicer than many of the others we had invaded in the past. Wine glasses rested on marble coffee tables with fruit bowls in the centre. Vintage leather sofas looked out onto open verandas. Plants hung from wooden beams and glass sculptures dotted the property here and there.

      I stopped in front of a veranda that offered me sweeping views of the surrounding valley. “If it wasn’t for the caged hostages trapped in the basement, I would say this property belonged to someone important.”

      “From my experience,” said Zizi, “important people have the most skeletons buried in the basement.”

      The twins shared a knowing look and gestured for us to continue.

      We passed art galleries, libraries and studios used for painting before we got to the master study. A large oak table with red leather on its top dominated the room; bookshelves lined the walls.

      I took a step closer to the table and ran my hands over the engravings of an A in each corner of the desk.

      “Who do you think this belonged to?” asked Zizi.

      “I don’t know, but I’ve seen this symbol before.” I tried to search my mind for the answer, but the harder I tried to grab it, the more it eluded me.

      “If it wasn’t for dickhead over there pushing me,” said Sun, nodding to Moon, “we would have never found this.”

      Moon smiled. “You're welcome.”

      We all looked at them confused, as we took in the room. “Found what?” I asked.

      “This.” Sun walked to a section of the bookcase and pulled a book forward. There was an audible clunk from behind the walls, and part of the bookcase swung forward until it showed a secret room.

      I took a step forward, but Willis grabbed my shoulder. “Look for traps, boy. Didn’t nearly getting blown up on the stairs teach you anything?”

      Giving him a nod, I bent down and ran my hands along the tiled floor before me. I felt nothing as I allowed my senses to sweep the area. Nothing showed up on infrared. I stood up and held out my hands for the others to wait as I took a step forward and held my breath.

      Nothing.

      “All clear.”

      I took in the room properly. It was a small study. A leather chair tucked behind a desk facing a wall took up most of the room. Plastered to the walls were designs, maps, and blueprints. I ran my fingers along a few and saw many were designs for missiles. Other pictures showed designs for different compounds. I stabbed one design with my finger. “I recognise this. We have attacked this compound before.”

      “And that one,” said Zizi.

      “And that one,” said Moon.

      I kept on scanning the wall and the more I saw, the more I felt a tingle in my gut that screamed trouble. Coming to a stop, I stood in front of the oldest diagram in the room. Faded with time, it showed an underground compound with a pit stationed below the building. My breath caught in my chest as I leaned forward. “It can’t be,” I whispered. I ran my hands along the designs and saw that the compound had prison sleeping quarters, scientific laboratories, and many other features that I had seen when I was taken prisoner in the World Government’s main compound.

      Taking a step back, I looked at the wall as a whole.

      “It’s a progress map.”

      “A what?” growled Willis.

      “A progress map. The first design is the final stage of what this person wanted to build. They started with their final version visualised, then they needed to work backwards. All these compounds we have been hitting are prototypes of the final thing. Have you not noticed that some compounds we have been attacking are better defended than others? Better equipped to deal with the New Human threat. If I was to guess, by the lack of security measures this building has, I would say this is ground zero. Where it all began. From there, it spread out until its owner built The Pits.”

      “The Pits?” asked Sun.

      “It’s a place built to imprison New Humans,” said Willis solemnly. “Actually, what the fuck am I talking about? It’s a place used to kill, torture, and experiment on New Humans. It’s a place my boys had to survive growing up while they fought for their survival. It’s a place where they met their sister Mariya—” He looked at me, as the mood in the room darkened. I could feel Sun, Moon and Skadi tense up.

      “Yes,” I said after a while. “The Pits were a place where unspeakable things happened. Abdullah Aly ran it. Which makes this find even more interesting.”

      “You think this place belonged to him?” asked Zizi.

      “The information would suggest so. But I have a feeling we are only seeing the tip of the iceberg. He may have started his ideas here, but this isn’t where they ended. From my understanding, The Pits were the prototype for the compound they held me in.“

      A hum came from behind me as Sun sat at the desk. Confused, we gathered closer as he ran his hands along the top of the desk, which was a touchscreen.

      Fingers flying across it, he brought up holo images that showed grander designs of compounds until we finally saw one I recognised.

      Willis nudged me in the ribs. “That looks mightily similar to the compound we broke you out of.”

      “I would say they were identical.”

      Sun kept flickering through files and images but there was nothing new here that we hadn’t seen already.

      “Alright,” I said, walking out of the room, “I do not think any of this will help us, but download it anyway. Take all the designs off the walls and let’s get out of—”

      “Wait!”

      I turned back to see Sun pointing at what appeared to be a round ship. Confusion crossed my face as I got closer. Dark and menacing, the image floated in the air in a slow circle. It was smooth like an eight ball. I didn’t fully understand what I was seeing.

      Sun touched the image and it broke apart into four sections.

      Writing appeared next to the outer hull.

      The ship will need to be made with denser metals if it is to survive the output of power I need. Because of this, its creation can start on a planet, but its completion needs to be done in space. The ship will be far too heavy to leave a planet’s atmosphere without it costing a great deal.

      Next, text appeared next to the engines.

      The ship will need to be composed of mostly engines and weapons.

      An arrow pointed to the interior of the ship.

      Because of the size and power needed for the engines and weapons systems, I shall keep the living space to a minimum. I could make space for a larger crew, but more crew means more energy needed to keep them alive and fed. No, a skeleton crew is all that shall be needed to man this vessel.

      The image of the ship vanished and in its place stood a tubular cannon that ran the entire length of the ship.

      This shall be the bringer of death. The destroyer of all things. With this weapon, we shall be able to wipe out a planet with nothing but a press of a button. It is not something we are prepared to use, but it is something we must use if there appears to be no win to this war against the New Humans.

      I hope—I pray—they understand what needs to be done to win, but if they do not, then I shall have to take matters into my own hands.
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      Quinton

      

      I rubbed my eyes as the lines on the paper before me doubled.

      Jaws splitting into a yawn, I shook my head as I stamped my initials on the paper in front of me. It was for planning permission to move a school away from a waste recycling plant to a better location. The idea was a no-brainer, but I didn’t see how all these problems had become my problem.

      None of the previous leaders of Paradise Lost had to deal with any of this bureaucratic bullshit.

      It was all trade deals and fancy dinners.

      But maybe that was the point, maybe that was why this borough had gotten into the state it was. Nobody had given it the attention it needed, the love and care like the other boroughs. Yes, Paradise Lost was founded by criminals but there were plenty of cities and countries that were founded by criminals that become thriving superpowers in their own right. I knew Paradise Lost could become that too, it just needed a push in the right direction. The people here were resilient and resourceful.

      Yes, they were resilient like cockroaches, and could survive like a rat in a wasteland, but they survived. It took a very special someone to live in The Lost, someone who could do whatever it took to survive and still be able to look at themselves in the mirror. It was one of the reasons why I didn’t want Kushim to grow up here. I didn’t want him to lose his innocence, that spark in his heart that saw the good in everyone. Paradise Lost would have beaten it out of him and turned it into something twisted, before that spark could catch a light in his heart.

      I picked up another file off my desk, looked at the title, and dropped it without a second glance.

      Getting up from my desk, I walked to the full-length window in front of my office and took in the view.

      How long had I been working?

      I looked out of my floor-to-ceiling office window and took in the hive of activity below me.

      Day had turned to night.

      Shaking my head, I didn’t realise how fast the day had gone. The advantage of being a New Human allowed one to go without food and drink for days, but it also meant you could get stuck doing something and not realise the day had gotten away from you, because your stomach didn’t tell you it was time to eat.

      The door to my office opened and the familiar steps of Fae sounded behind me.

      “You ready for your meeting?”

      I took one last look at the streets below me and nodded.

      “You sure they are going to meet us?” I asked.

      “Nothing is a hundred percent guaranteed in this life.”

      “It just feels like a step up, that’s all.”

      I turned to her and she gave me a shrug. “Of course, it’s a set-up. You’re meeting the six most powerful people in this borough who hate your guts. You’ve destroyed their businesses, cost them a fortune in money and staff, and it doesn’t appear you’ll be leaving anytime soon.

      “If I were them, I’d be looking to put a bullet in your head any chance I’d get.” A faraway look came over her. “Right between the eyes. Maybe when you were asleep...yeah—yeah, that’s when I’d do it. Right in that stupid, smug look you always have when you are asleep. Just pew—pew. Nice and clean.”

      She said nothing for a while, as I continued to stare at her. Snapping out of her daydream, she looked at me.

      “What? Why are you staring at me like that?”

      “You done fantasizing about my death?”

      Shock on her face, she placed a hand on her chest. “I would never fantasize or daydream about our great leader’s health and well-being. Not even when he asks you to do mundane menial tasks that he can do himself.”

      A smile crossed her face as she turned on her heel. “Come on then, great and powerful leader. Time to go.”

      Frown on my face, I followed.
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        * * *

      

      Back in the truck, we were making our way towards our rendezvous point. Our truck in the middle followed the one in front, while the truck behind gave supporting cover.

      “So, what do I need to know about this lot?”

      “This lot?” said Fae, with a raised eyebrow.

      “Yeah, the gang we’re meeting.”

      She closed her eyes as she breathed out slowly. “Sooo, I’m taking it you didn’t read the documents I prepared for you in regard to this meeting?”

      About to gulp, I stopped myself. “Err... documents? I must have missed them. You know how busy I’ve been.”

      “I don’t see how. I placed them on top of the shit heap you call a desk. I even wrote on the folder with a bright red marker, important don’t ignore.”

      “I don’t think I saw it...”

      “Really! The baby pink folder with capital red writing on the front, you didn’t see?”

      My thoughts went back to the last few days and the folder in question popped up. I remember lifting it up, thinking it was one of her jokes, and placing it in the bin. I grimaced internally.

      Shit.

      I would need to get that folder from the trash before she did.

      “No... it must have fallen behind something. You know how messy my desk is.”

      “You see what I have to work with, Brandon?” she said, looking at our driver.

      Brandon didn’t make eye contact, keeping his eyes glued to the road.

      “Think yourself lucky you don’t work with him on a more personal basis. I know you wanted me to put in a good word for you, so you could be his bodyguard or something, but I wouldn’t bother. He wouldn’t do as you asked him and he’s a law unto himself.”

      I looked offended. “That’s not true.”

      But she continued to ignore me and said. “If you want a real good laugh, then speak to Willis. He’ll tell you stories about our mighty leader that will have you cracking up for days. Stories that you wouldn’t believe. About him pissing himself and not being able to fight.

      “There was a time the great Quinton Blake was nothing more than a pen pusher scared of his own shadow.”

      I caught Brandon’s eyes flicking to my face in disbelief. Embarrassed that I’d caught him, he returned his eyes to the road.

      Leaning forward, I patted him on the shoulder. “Never follow a man who hasn’t tasted defeat—the bottom of someone’s shoe—or the humiliating, sobering reality of failure. Those winners who claim to know the secrets of life have never been tested.”

      “Sir, isn’t that a good thing that they have never lost?”

      “Would you rather stand by a man who has dealt with loss and knows how to react—handle it—or someone who doesn’t know what it feels like and will do anything to avoid it?”

      “But sir, I know plenty of people who have never really lost at anything.”

      “And what great things have they accomplished in life?”

      About to open his mouth, he closed it again and looked thoughtful.

      “Anyway, Fae, you were about to wow me with your detailed research, which you have painstakingly sourced. Research, I may add, that will help us win this war.”

      Frown still on her face, she gave a sad shake of the head before bringing up some holo images from her computer.

      Six individuals floated in the air before us.

      “I’ll give a brief rundown of each leader, as we have got little time.”

      She pointed to a Chinese male with dark hair and golden tips. “This here is a relation of John Lee, a distant cousin, but he, John Lee and Mr Lee are all related. His gang are called the Bloody Tigers, and his people call him the Fang.” I rolled my eyes as she pulled up an image of a tiger with a bloody dagger in its mouth. I recognised the tattoo from the last drug warehouse we had raided.

      “This next gentleman,” she said, pointing to a bald man in his fifties, with a head like a watermelon, “is Big Dave. Underground bare-knuckle boxer, he used to work as muscle for the gangs in his youth until he realised how much they were earning and how little he was getting paid. After one unfortunate heated argument with an employer of his, where he ended up running their head through a wall, he took over their business and never looked back.

      “His gang is called The Firm.”

      She showed an emblem of a growling bulldog with a pair of knuckle dusters around its neck.

      “Next we have Bloody Mary.”

      “Fuck me!” I said, face-palming myself. “How shit and ridiculous are these names? Just because you’re a gang leader doesn’t mean you have to have a gimmicky name. Look at The Lady, such a simple name, yet one of the most ruthless people I knew.”

      Fae said nothing as she pointed to Bloody Mary, whose red hair and pale skin did nothing to soften her stern expression.

      Cold, ruthless eyes pinned my soul to the chair.

      “Maybe regarding her, her name is quite apt.”

      “Then we have—”

      The truck shook as the vehicle in front of us went up in flames.

      None of us had time to respond as the vehicle behind us did the same. I saw shadows detach themselves from the streets on either side of us.

      “They’re trying to block our escapes and pin us down,” I screamed. “We need to move now!”

      Brandon turned towards us. “We can mount the sidewalks but there may be collateral damage.”

      Bullets pinged off the bulletproof windows

      “Just use the fucking horn!” said Fae, as the bullets sounded like a tropical downpour.

      Brandon launched the truck forward, back wheels spinning, causing the truck to fishtail. Enemies tried to jump on the hood of the car but they were rolled over. The truck lifted in the air as it hit the sidewalk and came back down with a thud.

      With the horn being pressed for all it was worth, people leapt out of our way as we sped down the sidewalk.

      “We’ve got company,” said Fae, looking behind us.

      Looking out the back window, my mouth dropped open as what appeared to be a fleet of vehicles stormed towards us. Cars—motorbikes—trucks—and even push bikes, all chased us like we were a grand prize to be won.

      “Company is an understatement. It looks like the whole fucking borough is after us.”

      “It’s because they are, dickface,” said Fae, pressing a button under her seat. “I told you what would happen once you pissed everyone off.” A hidden chamber slid open revealing an array of weapons.

      “I tried peace, remember? But all these pricks understand is violence.”

      She passed me a Jungle spear designed by Niko, which I took; I shook my head as she tried to hand me a shotgun.

      Taking off my dress coat revealed my special shotgun, The Peacemaker. “I’ve got my own.”

      “You got your combat suit on or do you need a spare?”

      “What do you take me for?” I said with a smirk. “You think I’d go—” An explosion spat flame to our left forcing the truck back on the road. “You think I’d go to a meeting in The Lost without being armed to the teeth?”

      She returned my smile as she touched a necklace shaped like a crescent moon, with a howling wolf in the middle surrounded by a forest of trees. The metal expanded out, quickly covering her from the neck downward.

      I pulled my sleeve back and placed my palm on a sliver bracket with the same howling wolf emblem engraved in it. Like Fae’s, the metal from it expanded and covered my body.

      Turning to Fae I watched as her face disappeared behind a mask of metal, but not before she gave me a wink and mouthed, “I love this shit.”

      She grabbed a sniper rifle from the case at her feet and pressed a button to open the sunroof.

      “Do you think that’s wise, miss?” asked Brandon.

      “You just keep your eyes on the road, Driving Miss Daisy, while I handle the big bad men.”

      “I don’t know what that means, miss.”

      Fae shook her head. “The youth of today, no culture—no appreciation for the classics.”

      “Fae, be careful,” I said, but she waved me off and popped her torso through the sunroof. No sooner had she gone up than she was back down again.

      “Some fucker shot me right in the tit! The tit.”

      She pointed to where the bullet had struck her on the chest and deflected off, leaving a mark in the metal. “Right. Now those fuckers are going to get it.” Dumping the sniper rifle to the floor, she picked up a silver pump action weapon that looked like a shotgun.

      “Err. What’s that?”

      As she pressed a red button on its side, I could hear the smile in her voice. “Someone’s going to get fucked with no lube.”

      She popped her torso back through the sunroof. I turned just in time to see the front end of one of the trucks following us crumple in flame. It stopped like it hit an invisible wall and front flipped onto its roof.

      “That’s what you get for shooting a woman in the titties.”

      I chuckled despite myself, causing Brandon to look at me through the rearview mirror. “Is she always like this, sir?”

      “More or less. In fact, thinking about it now, most of my inner circle team are a bunch of crazy weirdos. You just have to accept them for who they are.”

      The air vibrated as another explosion came from behind us.

      “Sir. We got trouble up ahead,” said Brandon.

      I looked through the windscreen and saw a blockade of cars snaked across the road. Men crouched behind vehicles with weapons pointed our way.

      “Can we smash our way through?”

      “We could sir, but there is a possibility that we get tangled in the wreckage, slowing us down and giving our enemy enough time to disable our vehicle further.”

      “Kind of like a zombie apocalypse type thing.”

      Confused eyes looked back at me through the rearview window.

      “Ah! Youth nowadays. Have you never watched I Am Legend or World War Z?” The confused look remained. “Never mind, I’ll take care of it.” Selecting an explosive round from my shotgun, I rolled down the window on my side and steadied my aim.

      The HUD on my helmet pinpointed the best location to fire, but we needed to get closer.

      “Err, sir, we are getting quite close now.”

      “Just keep your foot on the gas.”

      I kept my aim steady and my breathing in check as I watched the distance decrease. The men behind the cars fired our way trying to shoot out our tires, but they were bulletproof enough to stop a sniper round.

      “Sir?” came a panicked voice from the front.

      I ignored it as I stopped my breathing and rained down death.

      My explosive round hit dead centre, lifting the car in the middle into the air and slamming it onto the car next to it, giving us the space we needed.

      Panicked faces behind the line tried to move out of the way but were too late, as our truck threw bodies everywhere. The space wasn’t big enough, but our armoured truck knocked aside the two cars on either side of it giving us the space we needed.

      Our vehicle shook from the vibration of an explosion to the back of us.

      All eyes took in the chaos and flames behind us.

      “What the fuck did you do?” I shouted to Fae.

      “Hit something gassy.”

      “Gassy?”

      “Yeah, a gas main pipe or maybe a gas truck or a truck full of chickens. Who cares? It took out most of the fuckers.”

      “I care! This is my borough and the more you destroy it, the more it’s going to cost me to rebuild.”

      “Oh, don’t get your panties in a—”

      “Fuck!” was all Brandon shouted, forcing our attention forward.

      In front of us was a tank. A war machine not belonging to civilian streets. A machine that shook lamp bulbs out of street lamps. An. Honest. To goodness. Tank.

      Its turret rotated towards us.

      “Fuck.”

      “Fuck.”

      “Fuck.”

      —was all we said as it fired upon us.
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      Kushim

      

      I was sat in the captain’s chair of my ship as we followed a vessel from a distance. Long and boxlike, the ship we were following had made itself look as ordinary as possible.

      No expensive weaponry adorned its outside and no flashy paint job covered its hull.

      It looked like an ordinary everyday cargo liner. It even had a company logo on its side.

      “Are you sure this is the right ship?” asked Moon.

      “Because you know, boss,” continued Sun, “the other dozen ships we followed proved to be... how do I put this tactfully?”

      “A fucking waste of everyone’s time. We’d be better off punching ourselves in the dick to get answers,” said Willis.

      Moon nodded. “You never know, boss, we could try it. Human beings have come up with some weird rituals since our existence. Everything from reading chicken bones to taking drugs and having fits so they can speak to the gods.”

      “Heathens. Fuck all that rubbish. What we all need now is to come together and say a couple of prayers and—”

      Groans swept through the bridge as Willis’s head whipped from left to right.

      “Oh! You motherfuckers are too good to say a few simple prayers now? Excuse me for trying to bring a little hope to this dire situation.”

      “I don’t think you praying for us, Willis, is the plan that we need. Now, if you had a better plan than the one we currently have…” said Sun.

      “Any idiot with one nut has a better plan than…”

      I blocked out their conversation as I tackled the matter at hand. It had been a while since our last mission. The prisoners we rescued had all been dropped off at various planets. We choose planets that have a strong New Human colony population. At first, the only place we were placing them was Safe Haven, but after much discussion we thought it best to spread our people far and wide. If we were all on one planet, then it would be easier for our enemy to destroy us. When we first started developing the plan, many thought I was crazy and paranoid, but after discovering Abdullah Aly’s plans of building a ship that could destroy a planet, the doubters were silenced.

      I hated to think about it, but if my father, a man I thought I knew, could snap his fingers and destroy cities on a whim, then it would take less than that for the World Government to destroy Safe Haven.

      Why they hadn’t was anyone’s guess, but the longer this went on the sooner they would move on Safe Haven. We just had to act before they did. After brainstorming with my inner circle, I realized there were only two reasons the World Government hadn’t acted.

      One: the planet destroyer they were building had yet to be finished. Or two, they were keeping the ship in their back pocket as a final trump card because they thought they were winning the war. No matter how much they believed in their power, they couldn’t possibly think this war was going their way. My father destroying their main compound of operations, me attacking every compound and outpost we could find, and the heavy losses they were suffering could only point to one thing, them losing on a mass scale unheard of since the time of Alvis Bowman.

      Which made our next mission even more important.

      We could no longer find any compounds holding New Humans. They were all either deserted or destroyed by the time we got to them. The abandoned compounds I could understand. We were just late getting to them, but the ones we found destroyed made little sense. When I—we—first started this campaign of freedom, there had been a few compounds we found destroyed but they were few and far between; lately, though, we were finding more and more compounds completely burnt down to the ground. At first, I thought those destroyed compounds were simply the result of New Humans escaping and breaking free from their jailers. Now I wasn’t so sure.

      The way we found them had a sense of someone else’s hand at play, but I did not know who. Liar, whispered a voice that I brushed aside.

      Whatever the cause, New Humans were no longer being taken prisoner, which made me think the World Government was planning something big and the only big thing that came to mind was this planet destroyer.

      We had gotten intel from a source that the ship we were following was transporting building supplies. That in itself was not very interesting. What was, was the location the ship was going to. If our sources were right, the ship would lead us straight to a secret World Government location where they built all their top-secret weaponry.

      It was a slim chance, but if a planet destroyer ship was being built, then going there would be our best bet of finding it.

      The many locations we had followed cargo ships to had been a bust, but we had good intel that this ship was the one.

      I looked to Zizi . “Are you sure your intel is right on this one?”

      About to open her mouth, she became aware of mouths talking but ears half listening. She gave me a shrug. “How much can you trust a person who you meet in a place that allows you to spit on the floor?”

      I wanted to groan but knew I had to keep it together for the crew.

      “So... this is another dead end?” said Sun.

      “You have something better to do, youngun?” snapped Willis.

      “I just think we should seek to free more of our people instead of looking for random clues.”

      “This is helping our people,” said Zizi.

      Sun shook his head. “No, this is only helping you two,” he pointed to Willis and Zizi, “find what you want.”

      Willis got up from his seat. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means,” said Moon, “that we are following this ship because you think it’s the best bet to find Michael and Gabriel. Judging by how you describe them, only they and that crazy bitch Mariya, who I still can’t wait to meet by the way, would think this harebrained idea is worth chasing down.”

      “Watch what you say about my—” started Willis, but Sun cut him off.

      “Six weeks. Six weeks we’ve been chasing nothing but ghosts and half-truths. Six. Mind-numbing. Weeks. I know the rest of the crew won’t speak up because you two trained them and they fear you both, but we are bored and restless. Bored and restless and all thinking the same thing. That no matter how much time we give to this, all we are going to do is turn up empty-handed.

      “I mean come on! The only clue we’ve found is some blueprints and documents decades old, and bits and pieces of information from dickheads who go by Billy Two Fingers.”

      Zizi stood up and I knew her temper was worse than Willis’s. It was a bite with no bark.

      “Do you trust me?” I asked the room.

      No one turned in my direction.

      “I asked a question.”

      I didn’t raise my voice. I didn’t need to. The tone was enough.

      Moon and Sun faced off against Zizi and Willis. “Do not make me repeat myself.”

      Moon was the first to break. “But Kushim—”

      “When I first asked you to join me, what was the first thing I said?”

      “Trust me,” whispered Moon.

      “Trust me. Do you know why I said that?” No one answered. I got up to my feet and stood between the pairs. “It is because I do not want blind loyalty or fear. Any tyrant can wield that. I need trust and love because that is the only way we are going to change what happened to us. How people view us. This journey—mission—we are on was never meant to be easy.

      “Fighting for your freedom is the hardest thing anyone can do. Do you know why?” Head shakes and blank stares. “People love having power over others. People love telling others what to do—what to say—how to think. We,” I pointed to my chest, then to others on the bridge, “threaten that. The World Government fears us like they feared Alvis Bowman, because they could not control him and they can not control us. We are too powerful. Too strong. Too independent. But all that power means nothing if we do not work together. If we do not trust each other.”

      My gaze lingered on every face until it came to Afet. She looked at me with an expression I couldn’t decipher. It was like a dog who didn’t know if it should trust its new owners or not. I maintained eye contact with her for a couple of seconds longer than necessary and moved on.

      “If you can not trust me to lead, then I will have to kindly ask you to leave.”

      Stunned silence met my statement before Sun spoke. “Boss, we didn’t—”

      “I love and care for each and every one of you. No matter if you have been in my service for months or years. Although you all work for me in one capacity or another, this is not a dictatorship, so anyone who disagrees with my actions or what I choose to do can leave. There shall be no hard feelings and I shall give you all the help needed to support yourself outside of this.

      “It is the least I can do for the service you have given me.”

      With expressions ranging from worried to upset they looked back at me as no one said anything. I continued to look over the bridge for another full minute, waiting for thoughts to fully settle in place before I spoke again.

      “Thank you for trusting me. Now, I understand we’ve been at this for a long time, but I have placed my trust in Zizi and the information she has gathered. We shall continue following this ship until it reaches its destination and if—if—it proves to be another dead end, then I shall have a meeting with my lieutenants and re-evaluate our next step. Only then shall we change our current plans.

      “If anyone wants to speak to me privately, they can find me in my quarters.”
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        * * *

      

      It was sometime later that I heard a knock at my door.

      Laying my book down on the coffee table next to my leg, I got up and made my way towards my door. Waving my hand in front of the scanner to open it, I saw Afet staring at me on the other side of the threshold.

      She ran her left hand down her right arm as her gaze went to the floor. I took a step back and gave her her space, as she tried to collect her thoughts. Eyes looking back up at me, she opened her mouth but nothing came out as she shook her head.

      Leaving the door open, I walked to my drinks cabinet and sliced a lemon and dropped it in my glass before I poured hot water over it. “Drink?” I gestured to an array of bottles with varying coloured liquids inside them. From their designs and shapes they looked like art pieces. “I don’t drink myself, but the twins were fed up with only getting hot lemon water when they came to see me, so they brought me every alcoholic drink under the sun. All paid for by me, of course.”

      She still stood rooted to the spot outside the door.

      “I’ve got everything from beer to some weird tequila with a snake in it.”

      “I’ll have… I’ll have a gin and tonic if you have any.”

      I nodded and poured her a glass that I set on the coffee table next to a chair that faced me. Then I took a seat in my leather chair, which tried to swallow my body whole. I wiggled myself into a comfortable position before I picked up my book and continued to read.

      Less than five minutes passed before she came into the room at last and closed the door behind her. Sitting on the edge of her chair, she picked up her glass and sipped it. “This is good.”

      I gave her a nod as I continued to read. Five minutes more passed before she spoke again.

      “What are you reading?”

      “The Alchemist by Paulo Coelho.”

      “Why do you read it?”

      I gave her a skewed look and smiled. “Most people ask, what is it about or if it is any good?”

      “Most people are stupid, going through day-to-day life in a daze, unable to see the real truth before their eyes.”

      “I was once such a person. Only seeing what I believed in. Never taking a proper view of the way things are, wishing—wanting it to be the way I saw it. Then my eyes got opened by a woman. I hear that’s how most of these stories go. She forced me to look at the world not as a spoiled prince, but as a regular person. She taught me to look through different lenses.

      “Through the lens of a single mother and the struggles she may have.

      “Through the lens of a young man with no direction in life who wants to prove himself—prove he is a man, but doesn’t know how.

      “Through the lens of someone who has lived their life and only wants a comfortable end.

      “She and she alone, through her own selfish actions, taught me that if I wanted to accomplish what I was trying to set out to do, then I would need to embrace all realities and be understanding to all. Only then could I accomplish my goals.”

      “Which are?”

      “To be a better ruler than my father. To be someone that my people can look up to.”

      “Those are lofty goals.”

      I nodded, sipping at my drink.

      “And reading that book will help?”

      “Not only this one book, but many like it. Books give you the fastest insight into a person’s mind. If it’s a good book, then you’ll uncover and discover things about the author that the author never intended you to learn. We spill our secrets through our hearts and souls when we think no one is watching.”

      Her head nodded along with my words. “You know, you’re not like I expected.”

      “Really? How so?”

      “The things they told us about you. The evil deeds you and your family have committed. The ruthless nature. It all seems so… far fetched, now that I sit here in front of you.”

      I looked at the art on my walls depicting nature. Vibrant greens of the forest that appeared to glow off the canvas. Pinky sunsets over mountain lakes. Animals nibbling at vegetation in the undergrowth. They were the images that calmed my mind and took me away from the violence—the horrors of the things I had done.

      “Some of what you have been told is true. I will not sit here and lie to you. My father…is a man who found himself in a situation where he either had to adapt or die.

      “He chose to adapt.

      “And with that adaptation came actions not even he would think were possible when he first started on his journey. I do not…” I looked at my paintings, thinking best how to word what I was trying to say. “I do not judge him for the choices he made. He thought them right at the time. If he didn’t make them, I would not be here today. If he didn’t make them, you would still be a New Human slave under Alvis Bowman’s control.

      “No, he did what he did, so I could stand on his shoulders to see further than he ever did. For that, I shall always be grateful.”

      She said nothing as she downed her drink and went to pour herself another before coming back to sit in front of me. “Anyway, enough about me. Why are you here?”

      Looking uncomfortable, she bit the inside of her cheek. “I wanted to see if what you said back on the bridge was real, if you truly believed what you said.”

      “Which bit?”

      “All of it.”

      “Ah, I see.” I placed the book down to one side and leaned forward so we were eye to eye. “I meant… every… single… word… of it. No one is here against their will. My crew and I shall feel no ill will towards someone if they leave. This life is not for everyone and not everyone will survive after this is all said and done.

      “Before everyone starts this journey with me, I make them aware of that. It would be dishonest of me if I didn’t.”

      Confusion crossed her face as a thought popped into her head. “But what do they get out of it?”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “After this war… what do they get? Riches? Land? Stocks? Human slaves?”

      “The knowledge that they did the right thing. That they and they alone stood up to tyranny when others turned a blind eye. Sometimes doing the right thing is all the wealth needed.”

      She gave a snort of disbelief as she got up to her feet. “If you expect me to believe that, then you’re a bigger fool than I thought.” As she walked towards the door, I spoke to her back.

      “Then why are you choosing to stay?”

      Her shoulders tensed up as her hands clenched and unclenched at her sides. “You already know the answer to that. You would be a fool not to.” She left with me staring at her back in deep thought.

      There was a problem that would need to be dealt with sooner rather than later.
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      Quinton

      

      Brandon spun the truck sideways and sped forward, but it wasn’t enough to avoid the blast from the tank.

      My stomach lurched forward and I held on to my seat belt as our truck flew through the air, turning and flipping like a roller coaster. A bone-jerking thud shook me, followed by the sound of breaking glass.

      My body slammed from side to side, up was down and down was up, before the wild ride came to a sudden stop.

      I expected silence, but all I heard was the whine of the engine and the spinning of the wheels from the truck. My vision blurred in and out of focus as my senses tried to make sense of what happened. I didn’t want to move because I knew if I did, everything was going to hurt, but I needed to because it was only going to be a matter of time before trouble turned up.

      With a deep intake of breath that hurt my ribcage, I moved my limbs and expected pain, but none came.

      Thank God for Niko’s combat suits.

      I would need to give that woman a borough or kidney when I next saw her.

      Vision finally clearing, I saw the carnage that was inside the cabin. Glass-stained red littered everything. Smoke coming from the overheating engine drifted into the cabin.

      Something dripped onto my lap. Confused, I took a closer look and saw that it was red. It dripped again, landing like a raindrop on my lap. What’s— where is that coming from? Was I bleeding? Eyes travelling up, I found its source.

      A metal pole was sticking out of the back of Brandon’s seat. But wait, that couldn’t be right. His foot was still pressing the accelerator.

      Unclipping myself from my seatbelt, I moved my body around his seat until I could see his face. With a blank expression he stared toward the broken windscreen. I bit back the feeling of guilt and rage that welled up inside me as I took in the metal pole that had punched through his chest with the force of a piston. He hadn’t been wearing any combat gear. Even if he had, I don’t think it would have saved his life.

      Guilt crawled at my insides as I took in the blank expression. Fuck. He was only a kid. I had given him the job because he was insistent on joining my army. Insistent on fighting against the forces that looked to overwhelm us. I knew his parents. They had come to see me about his involvement and how they didn’t want him to see combat. I had promised them he wouldn’t, hence the driving job. But now... I should have known anyone close to me was at risk.

      I was too dangerous to be around.

      A slew of friends’ faces all killed because of me flashed in my mind’s eye. I closed his eyes and said a silent prayer to anyone who would be listening.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t protect you.”

      Something tugged at my thoughts. I was missing something. Something important. But what—Fae!

      Making my way out of the truck, I saw what we had crushed into. Some poor shopkeeper's corner shop was totalled. Our vehicle had crashed into the front of the store, taking out everything in its path; cans of food rolled around the floor and hanging discount displays were torn to pieces. “Fae!” I called, squashing fruit and veg underfoot.

      I scanned the wreckage.

      “Fae!”

      Where was she? Think. Think, damn you.

      She had been standing through the sunroof, firing out of the truck, when the explosion happened. I looked back at the vehicle, which was now upside down. A lump caught in my throat. Did she get trapped underneath? Moving slowly forward, I dreaded to think of what I would find. Visions of her mangled body flashed through my mind.

      “Fae...”

      “What!” I nearly jumped out of my skin. “What’s with all the name-calling? You sound like a jealous ex who had too much of the good-good and now won’t leave me alone.”

      I followed the sound of her voice to find her slumped amongst human-sized sacks of marshmallows and flour bags. Covered in white flour and pieces of marshmallow, she looked like a human cake.

      “You alive?”

      “I won’t be for much longer if we don’t do something about that.”

      I followed her finger and saw the tank rumbling towards us. “Ah, fuck.”

      “Ah fuck indeed.” She got to her feet. “Brandon?”

      I shook my head.

      She lowered her helmet and I could see the anguish on her face. “Was it quick?”

      “As quick as it could be.”

      She went towards the truck, but I held her back. “Later. Let’s deal with these dickheads first.” She gave me a nod as her helmet went back up.

      I turned my head in the direction of the sound of motorbikes and other vehicles coming our way. I picked up my spear and strapped it to my back, as I loaded my shotgun with explosive shells.

      “Who do you want to take?” I asked.

      “Tank. Those fuckers are going to pay a slow death for what they did to Brandon.”

      We walked out of the hole the truck had caused under the flickering street lights and prepared ourselves for what was to come. I held out my fist and she bumped it. “Leave no one alive.”

      Surprise coated her vocal cords. “You don’t want to leave any Judas goats?”

      “Leave. No one. Alive.”

      “Your command is my wish, my lord.”
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        * * *

      

      I walked towards them with nothing in my heart but contempt.

      They hooted and hollered, pressing on their horns as they sped towards me. Blacked-out trucks flickered their lights and dirt bikes did wheelies. I continued walking toward them at a steady pace, then stopped. I would need to be stationary for what was to come next. Securing The Peacemaker to myself, I watched them get closer. They thought me no threat. I would prove them wrong.

      Three explosive shells left my gun and I quickly followed behind them.

      They impacted the front line of the convoy, turning it to flame and debris. The unarmored trucks disintegrated into shreds of hot metal, while the armoured vehicles turned into flaming balls of destruction. They barrelled into the bike riders, knocking them off their bikes and turning them into acrobats. Some landed head-first, their helmets doing little to protect them from the crash. Others were not so lucky and found themselves wrapped around street signs. They still moved but limbs were not meant to bend that way.

      I left them to their misery and sprinted at the nearest undamaged truck. It tried to run me over, but I was too quick on my feet and blasted the front windscreen. Armoured, it didn’t shatter, but spiderweb fractures spread across it making it impossible for the driver to see out of it. Swerving left and right it slammed into another car causing both to crash into metal barriers.

      Bodies flew out of the fronts of windscreens and skidded along the tarmac leaving bloody trails.

      I took out two small discs from a compartment in the leg section of my suit and threw them ahead of me. Like magnets, they flew to the two nearest cars, expanding as they spun faster and faster. The two cars tried to avoid them, weaving back and forth as the discs kept on expanding until they were four feet in diameter.

      Despite both cars’ best efforts, the discs still struck underneath the chassis of their targets.

      I watched in amusement as the drivers looked shocked when nothing happened.

      The smiles on their faces warmed my heart before the discs activated and acted like the magnets they were and smashed the cars together. It crushed two dirt bikes caught in the middle between the weight of the cars, before the drivers lost control and crashed into a brick wall.

      I didn’t have time to see if there were any survivors, as I had to leap out of the way when a dirt bike rider swung a chain at my throat. Rolling out of the way, I got back up to my feet as he turned back around for another attack. My HUD helmet picked up another bike speeding towards me from the rear.

      Placing my shotgun in its holster, I unstrapped my spear and twirled it around in my hands.

      This was going to be fun.

      The bike coming from my front got to me first. I ducked low and swept the blade of my spear through the front wheel, causing it to front flip over me and crash into the bike to my rear. If it weren’t for my combat suit, then I would have suffered third-degree burns.

      Stepping out of the flames like the devil himself, I faced my last challenge.

      A single 4X4 stopped in the middle of the road and revved its engine.

      I could see the driver and their passengers inside the cabin. The driver gripped and re-gripped the wheel while the people in the seat next to him shouted at him. I zoomed onto their mouths and smiled like a shark knowing it was about to feast. They were begging him to flee. But he wasn’t listening.

      He had seen me murder his friends. He had a duty to avenge their honour.

      I sympathised with him, but his ego was going to get him killed. He revved the engine once more and came for me. It would be his last mistake.

      With the power of my suit and my New Human abilities, I leapt over the truck and fixed my gaze on their faces as I fired normal slugs through the windscreen and the top of the roof filling the cabin with lead.

      I landed behind it on one knee and heard the squeal of metal as it crashed behind me.

      My gaze swept through the hell-like landscape for another target, but there was none. The ones that weren’t dead would soon be from their injuries.

      I turned my attention towards Fae and the tank and saw something even more horrific.

      The tank was on fire with its occupants pinned to its outer shell like medieval ornaments.

      We made eye contact. Her voice was like death speaking in my ear. “I should have listened to you. The only way to win this war is by fear. So let us make them afraid of who we are.”

      I saw the faces peering down at us through apartment blocks and shop windows. They had seen two people take on the borough’s most vile and cruelest, yet here we still stood.

      Lowering my helmet, I lifted my arms in the air and did a slow circle so all could see my face and know who was responsible. Word of this would spread. It would turn into rumours, myth and exaggeration, before it reached the ears of those who ordered the hit. If there was one thing this borough loved it was a spectacle; now all I had to do was sit back and wait for the other pieces of my plan to come into play.

      It would see me become a monster that rivalled The Lady, but rival her I must, if I wanted to see this bloodshed come to an end.
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      Kushim

      

      We continued to follow the ship for another week while tensions remained as they were.

      Like a rumbling volcano, they didn’t simmer down, but they didn’t erupt either. I knew the longer we kept on following the ship, the more likely someone was going to explode. So it was with a sigh of relief that the ship finally approached its destination.

      A brown marble planet with a strip of white wrapped around its centre took up our screens as we watched our target approach it from a distance.

      “Are there any signs of activity we need to be worried about?” I asked, leaning on the edge of my seat.

      Fingers danced across keyboards before I got an answer. “None that we can see, sir. The space around the planet is empty of any ships or satellites.”

      “What about on the surface?”

      “It appears to be unpopulated, but habitable. I am not picking up any signals. That doesn’t mean to say there are not any,” said the person at the controls.

      I nodded my head and looked at the twins.

      They both shrugged before Sun spoke. “We’ve been following this heap of junk now for the best part of two months. For it to come all the way out here, to an unpopulated planet, seems—”

      “As fishy as Willis’s socks,” said Moon.

      Willis gave them both a narrowed look. “I know this plan was mine and Zizi’s, but being here and now… I don’t know. Something doesn’t feel right.”

      I rubbed my chin. “Glad I am not the only one who feels like that. The whole thing seems off. But if we leave now, the time we spent following it would have been wasted.”

      Hands tapping on the armrest of my captain’s chair I looked to Afet. “What do you think?”

      Stationed behind Zizi she looked around startled, before slowly pointing to herself. “I think… I think we’re fucked if we do and we’re fucked if we don’t. At least if we do, we know what’s waiting for us. If we don’t, the constant feeling of not knowing could be worse. This could be the thing we’ve all been looking for.”

      No one said anything as she continued to look uncomfortable before blurting out, “We get either get fucked now or get fucked later. At least if we get fucked now, we can see who’s doing the fucking.”

      Zizi barked in laughter. “I knew there was a reason I liked her.”

      I frowned at her choice of words, but knew there was some truth in them. “Alright. Sun, Moon, and Willis, you are with me. Pick only your best to accompany us. I want our party to be no bigger than twenty. We shall take a small cruiser down to the planet and follow the ship from a distance. From there, we can decide what to do.”

      Skadi stepped forward, face passive, but I could read the annoyance rippling underneath. “You leave me behind?”

      I chose my words wisely. “Your skills are not suited for this mission. If we need a sniper to cover our backs, then we are truly in a trap we can not escape. I would rather have you on the ship as backup. Suit up and be ready, but I pray we do not need you.”

      She wasn’t happy and I would no doubt pay for it later down the line, but right now, she would have to accept my decision.

      “Zizi, you have the bridge.”

      We all walked towards the bridge exit when a voice shouted out, “Wait!”

      I turned to see Afet jogging towards me. “I want to come.”

      The twins gave me a look I saw out of the corner of my eye, but now wasn’t the time to discuss it. I kept my face blank as I took her in. She stared into my eyes, but I could see some sort of inner conflict swimming under the surface. “Are you sure?” I asked. “We may not be coming back.”

      She swallowed and nodded.

      I could feel a pair of eyes burning a hole in the side of my face. I knew who they belonged to, but dealing with the issue now would only cause further problems.

      “OK. As you wish. Everyone! I want you to be ready in less than five minutes.”
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        * * *

      

      Our ship followed from a distance. We kept the ship shielded and flew slowly to keep off our enemy’s scanners.

      The planet below us was nothing but a dusty red sand pit that had no vegetation and even less wildlife. Looking down at the rolling sand dunes, I shuddered to think of living my existence on such a barren world.

      We continued to follow the cargo ship as it meandered across the sky. Its target became evident when we saw a large complex half buried in the sand. Glass tubes reflected the sun, crisscrossed around it like electrons spinning around an atom. Grey sandstone made up most of the building blocks of the buildings. Like the glass tubes, the stone was sunk into the sand, hinting at a larger complex underground away from the intensity of the sun’s blaze.

      Landing pads dotted around the complex were home to a number of ships, but judging by the state of them, they hadn’t flown for some time.

      “Alright, pull us back. Let us find somewhere to land further afield, and we can make the rest of the journey by foot.”

      Sun, Moon, and Willis looked at me like I was crazy.

      “What?” I asked.

      “You sure about that, boss?” asked Sun.

      “I don’t see the problem here.”

      The trio shared a look. “What am I missing here?” I asked, more confused by the minute.

      Willis looked at Sun. “Do you want to tell the idiot or should I?”

      “Why don’t you do it? You have such a way with words.”

      “We are about to land on a sun-scorched planet, you cretin. Do you know what that entails?” I gave him a blank look, waiting for him to continue. “The heat is going to be unbearable. We have not packed properly for this mission because we were in such a rush to chase after this ship. Our water supplies will not last a journey to the compound and back to the ship. That’s assuming nothing goes wrong and we’re not running for our lives after we leave whatever place this is, and don’t even get me started on the sandworms.”

      “Sandworms,” I said in a mocking tone. “This isn’t Dune.”

      “Oh, don’t you worry, cockface. Sandworms are all too real. They were a nice little surprise for the people who first discovered them. Although not two-hundred-foot monsters, like you would find in Dune, these fuckers are more vicious. They come in an array of shapes and sizes, like your normal snakes. Some like anacondas are not venomous, but are just as big and lie in wait buried in the sand until you step on them, then they wrap around your legs and drag you under the sand into their den they’ve hollowed out. They’ll crush your bones faster than you can snap your fingers, and all the while you’re trying to fight for breath around a mouthful of sand.

      “Then, you have sandworms that are like vipers. Small deadly fuckers that sink enough venom into your system that you’ll be dead before you take ten steps.

      “And don’t even get me started on the little fuckers who wait till you sleep and crawl into your orifices.”

      The ship had gone silent while everyone looked at him with bated breath.

      “Having to pull a sandworm out of your asshole ain’t no fun. Take it from me. They have backwards pointing barbs that once they hook in…oh boy! Say goodbye to your ring-piece ever being intact.”

      I took a deep breath as I buried my face in my palm. Speaking through it, I asked, “Is there a point to all of this?”

      “How further afield were you thinking of?”

      Lifting my head I waved dismissively. “I don’t know. Fifteen miles—”

      He looked at me with a raised eyebrow.

      “Ten….”

      One of his hands formed a circle, while the other formed a hook. He placed the hook in the circle and yanked it out violently.

      I threw my hands in the air. “Fine! Oh, wise one, please tell us the appropriate distance you think we should land at.”

      “Five—”

      “Are you insane?”

      “Yes, I am. But that is beside the point. We are shielded, so they don’t know we are here. If they know we are here, and this is a trap, then landing an extra ten miles will not make much of a difference now, will it? Plus, if we land closer and it is a trap, at least we are fresher to face the oncoming threat.”

      I addressed the pilot. “Land five—no. Land six miles away.”

      Willis looked at me, lips slowly vanishing.

      “Just so we are both clear on whose mission this is,” I said, slapping him on the thigh, as I sat back in my chair closing my eyes.

      I could feel his eyes on me, but I only smiled. “Are…are the missions always like this?” asked Afet.

      “No. He used to be a bigger ass when he worked for my father. If you can believe that,” I said.

      “Listen, you little shit! I didn’t work for your father. The prick worked with me. He wouldn’t be the man he is today if it wasn’t for my guidance and teaching. Something you have yet to learn. If anything, I—”

      I pressed the button on my combat suit and allowed my helmet to encase my face, cutting him off.
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      Kushim

      

      The heat battered us from all sides.

      I’d felt nothing like it. Wiping my brow, I passed a dried-out river-bed-like tongue over my lips and looked up at the orange hurtful glare of the sun. I knew I was imagining it, but the heat felt like it was pushing my shoulders down while the sun’s rays on my back felt like bullwhip lashes from an angry pirate captain.

      “How the fuck is it this hot?” Sun moaned.

      “Arggh, I can feel my balls being baked as we speak. My future generations are dying in the sweatbox that is my underwear,” said Moon, as he took out his water canteen and poured it over his face.

      “Oi, dickhead!” shouted Willis, stomping over to Moon. “You waste your water, you get no more. That goes for all of you ,” he said, looking around the group. “Our rations have to last. I know we’re all New Humans who can survive on a lot less than your average human, but shit like extreme weather can still kill us. Sips only.”

      The crew all gave him a nod and Moon apologised for his behaviour with a wave of his hand.

      As we continued hiking towards our destination, I marvelled at the endless sprawling dunes stretching out as far as the eye could see. I twisted my head this way and that as something in my gut crept up my stomach.

      It was endless.

      There were no landmarks. No trees to guide as waypoints. No mountains.

      Just an endless sea of sand.

      Chest tight, I backed away step by step as my head continued to whip this way and that until my back hit something. Turning around in a panic, I saw Willis looking at me with concern. “Different, isn’t it?”

      I looked back out onto the unchanging landscape and could only nod.

      “All the planets we’ve been to have been cities or landscapes similar to your home. But this couldn’t be further from the jungle if you tried. It’s OK to be panicked. Just don’t let your people see you rattled and you’ll be fine. Just remember that no matter how well travelled you are, everyone is a fish out of water at some point.”

      I looked at him taken aback.

      “What?” he asked, puzzled.

      “Nothing…just. This is not like you. The caring uncle.”

      He gave me a slap behind the head. “I can give two fucks about you, dickhead. If you get killed, I am the one who gets it in the ass.”

      “Good to know,” I said, with an eye-roll.

      “Plus, I would have to deal with your mother,” he said with a shudder.

      “Not worried about my father?”

      “Your father is only a man. Your mother, on the other hand—”

      I took a step back and he leapt forward, yanking me towards him as his free hand whipped out the knife attached to his thigh. His arm stabbed over my shoulder and I stumbled forward and turned around to see what it was.

      Stabbed through the body, a brown serpent the length of my arm and the colour of the sand under our feet wiggled back and forth. Green blood ran down its body. It had no eyes; whiskers along the side of its mouth moved as its fanged mouth snapped at the open air.

      The rest of the group who were ahead of us stopped and stared at the animal in horrified shock.

      “Didn’t I tell you cunts? Sandworms. Some of them hunt their prey through sight, but most of them use vibrations through the sand to track down their prey. If you’d got bit by this fella, you’d be shitting blood in less than ten minutes.”

      Still, no one said anything as he took out a second knife and beheaded the thing.

      Wiping his blades clean on the sand, he walked ahead of the group and shouted over his shoulder. “Watch where you put your feet, my lovelies. Watch where you put your feet.”
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        * * *

      

      I wanted to say the journey was quicker than I imagined, but every step felt like torture. Everyone else had adjusted to the heat better than I had, so I kept my complaints to myself and just pushed on. I just hoped we wouldn’t have to hightail it back out once this mission was over. The thought of running across the sand in this heat was not something I was looking forward to.

      Sun and Moon had gone on ahead of us, acting as scouts while we hunkered down in a dune. We didn’t have to wait long before they returned.

      They shared one of their looks. “We scouted the location as well as we could,” said Sun, “and we found nothing.”

      “Which is weird in itself,” continued Moon. “There were no signs of life. I mean a facility that big you’d at least see a worker or two, but we found nothing on the surface.”

      “Maybe, it's too hot to work on the surface, so all the work takes place underground,” said Afet.

      Sun nodded. “We thought of that too. But… I don’t know, I can’t put my finger on it. It doesn’t seem right. Take, for instance, the ships stationed here. They are so rusted and old that they must not have been used in years. So that means the people stationed here either haven’t left this planet since then or….”

      I looked off into the distance as all eyes turned to me waiting for a decision.

      “What about the cargo ship we followed? Have you seen anyone leave it?”

      Again the twins shared a look. “Yeah, we did. But you're not going to like what we found.”

      “What?”

      “Jason and Sindhu,” said Sun.

      Willis slapped the ground. “Those double-crossing fuckers.”

      “They won’t be alone. They had an entire squadron with them armed to the teeth,” said Sun.

      “How large?” I asked.

      “Triple our number.”

      “Regular troops?”

      “No. They were all wearing New Human combat suits.”

      Damn! Similar to our combat suits, they gave the wearer an edge, making the battleground a level playing field between New Humans and humans.

      Again, all eyes looked to me for direction. It was a feeling I still hadn’t gotten used to. Should we stay and see what Jason and Sindhu were up to and risk the chance of death and injury, or go back to the ship and come back with reinforcements?

      Going back was the safer option, but they could be gone by the time we made the return journey.

      “Alright. We are going in. This is a scouting mission to see what information we can find. We do not engage the enemy if we do not have to. I want us in and out, with them not knowing we were ever there. Am I clear?”

      Nods all around.

      “Alright. Let us move out.”
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      Kushim

      

      Silent as wraiths, we moved across the sand fully suited up.

      Our suits did their best to cool us down, but the sun was attracted to the metal like a moth to a flame. The reflection from the glass blinded anyone who dared to stare at it.

      Our team’s weaponry comprised a mixture of anything from spears to rifles. Although different in nature, all weapons had Niko’s signature blue energy ball inside them. Our long-range fighters supported our melee fighters from the back.

      Placed in the middle of the pack, I directed my people where I best saw fit.

      A large steel double-door entrance at the front of the complex was sealed shut. Footsteps in the sand marched up to the faded grey metal. I gave the signal for us to find another way in, as the entrance was likely guarded from the inside.

      We walked through the complex spotting broken rusted machines piled high in corners. Someone had completely stripped them of all the wiring, leaving nothing but an empty carcass. I stopped at a water pump and tried to see if it was still operational, but all that poured out of the hose was sand. Frown on my face, I turned my attention to the two members behind us, tasked with cleaning up our footsteps in the sand so no one came across our trail.

      A nudge in my ribs made me look to Moon. He pointed ahead of us. Everyone slowed their pace as we took in the sight before us.

      “What. The actual. Fuck,” muttered Willis.

      Clustered against the back door, lying in various forms of death, was a skeletal pack of animals. Long dead, their ivory bones looked like art pieces left on display. We inched towards them scared they were about to come to life any minute.

      Stopping in front of one, I pushed my finger through the round bullet hole at the top of its skull.

      It was squat and low with stumpy legs; its long snout ended in two long pincher-like front canines. Splayed-out bones for its paws told me it had webbed footing. A long bony tail half its size, but with the thickest bone development on its body, spread out behind it.

      “Do you know what these things are?” Afet asked me.

      I shook my head and looked at Willis.

      He shrugged. “Fuck if I know. But going by the size of the bones, these things are the size of a full-grown man.”

      “That doesn’t bother me,” said Sun. “What does, are those teeth. They look like fangs.”

      Moon tried to snap one off but he couldn’t. “I can’t break them. These fangs are as tough as steel to bend.” He bent low and looked underneath on. “They’re hollow.”

      “Hollow?” I asked.

      “The tips have a tiny hole at the end like bone-made straws,” said Moon.

      Willis made the sign of the cross. “Like vampires?”

      We all shared a look.

      “I can deal with sand worms but I refuse to deal with any fucking unholy blood-sucking vampire-like creatures.”

      I gave Willis a pat on the back. “You are overreacting, Uncle. Blood-sucking creatures don’t— oh, what am I talking about, I am from The Jungle, where half the animals there drink your blood in one form or another.” Groans from the crew made me wave their complaints away. “Look, animals are smart. Whatever killed this pack probably drove off any others looking for an easy meal. If we do what we’ve come here to do and do it right, we’ll be in and out of this compound with the information we need and no one knowing we were ever here.

      “Now, come on. Let us get this door open and let’s get moving.”
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        * * *

      

      We moved, weapons at the ready, trying our best to minimise the sound of our footsteps.

      Yet to come across any employees of the complex, I was happy that we had found some signs of life. A half-eaten meal here—an unwashed cup with liquid still inside it there—computer screens still on and functioning.

      “I’m surprised this place isn’t crawling with surveillance,” said Sun.

      “Not if you don’t want to record what you’re doing,” said Moon.

      My stomach tightened at his statement. The number of atrocities we had come across before could be so bad here that they didn’t want anyone finding out about it.

      We turned another corner down a grey faceless corridor and passed posters about well-being and mental health. I peeled off a poster and studied it. It was a list of names written for the weekend quiz night. Continuing, we passed workstations with holo screens showing blueprint ship parts and whiteboards with equations scribbled on them.

      Something caught my eye, causing me to stop. Separating from the group, I walked into a workstation and took in the designs properly. The blueprints before me looked similar...where had I seen—no. It couldn’t be. Getting the information I wanted on the computer embedded in the wrist portion of my combat suit, I brought up the designs and blueprints we took from Abdullah Aly’s house. They showed up in my HUD. Overlapping them onto the designs from the holoscreens showed they weren’t the same, but the older versions we had taken from Abdullah Aly’s place were just older in design. The engineers had taken the original idea and expanded and refined it.

      I flicked through more designs and saw the progression. It was horrifying to watch.

      Sun and Moon walked up next to me. “Is that what I think it is?” asked Sun.

      I gave him a nod.

      “Looks like we hit the jackpot,” said Moon. “Judging by all this, it looks like this is the complex where they designed the planet destroyer. We are calling it a ‘planet destroyer’ now, aren’t we?”

      “Designed, yes,” I said, “but did they build it here as well?”

      The twins both shook their heads before Sun said, “I doubt it, boss. Ships this big are partly built on a planet and then completed in space. That way, you are not restricted in the size of the ship you want to build. Plus, you use a lot less fuel getting it into orbit. There is a reason luxury cruise liners don’t land on the surface of planets.”

      “So you think they started to build the ship here, and then what? Finished the completion of it elsewhere?”

      Moon and Sun both sat at the computers while they filtered through the information. Moon nodded. “That looks to be the case. But there is too much information here to go through and be sure. I mean, there are records here of people who have invested in this, and intergalactic politicians passing bills so certain planets could be mined for its ore and—and—fuck. There’s so much here. Stuff that could incriminate some powerful people.”

      “That is...worrying. OK, I want you two to stay here and download everything they have. I mean, I want it all. No matter how insignificant it appears to be. If it is on their database, I want it.”

      Moon looked worried. “But boss, that’ll leave you short two people.”

      “I don’t care. This is more important. I do not want you two leaving here until it is done.”

      They looked annoyed. I pointed a stern finger their way. “I mean it. You two are not to leave here under any circumstances. No matter what you hear, be it screams or gunshots. This information is more important than all of that. This is what we came here for. Above everyone else, you two have the most important jobs.”

      “What if Willis is screaming for help?” asked Sun.

      “Yeah, what if old ginger nuts needs to tell us we are the greatest men he’s ever known? That he wishes he was more like us, but knows he’ll never amount to the pinnacle of men that we are,” said Moon.

      I lowered my helmet and gave them a blank stare.

      “Fine,” they both said.

      I rested a hand on their shoulders. “If anything happens to me—to us, I want you two to survive and make it back to Zizi. This information we’ve found here is critical in winning our fight against the World Government.”

      Sadness crossed both their faces. “Boss…you’re asking us to leave you behind?” said Sun.

      “If it comes to that, yes. This is bigger than me. Bigger than all of us. We do this for our people.”

      They looked unsure.

      I held out my hand. “I need you to swear this oath to me that no matter what, you’ll get this information off the planet. Even if it means leaving me to die. Swear it.”

      They both looked at each other and something passed between brothers I couldn’t comprehend. “Fine,” they both said, before each clasping my hand and going for a half hug.

      I know they didn’t like what I was telling them, but they would listen to me and see that it was done. With my helmet back up, Willis’s voice sounded in the mic in my ear. “There’s someone up ahead. I hear shouting.”

      “We’ll be with you shortly.”

      I pointed to both of them once more time to illustrate my point before I left.

      Pushing the pace, but keeping as quiet as we could, we found Willis and a handful of people crouched low against the corner of a wall. Beyond the corner was an opened square floor space that looked down onto the lower floors below. A see-through glass partition that came hip-high protected viewers from falling to their death.

      “What’ve we got?” I asked Willis.

      “Those two traitorous ass swipes, Jason and Sindhu, are down below. Voices are being raised. Sounds like the people stationed here are not liking what they are being told.”

      I nodded and lay flat on my front. “I’m going to take a better look.”

      “I’m coming,” said Willis.

      “Me too,” said Afet.

      I could feel Willis’s eyes bore into the back of my skull as I fixed Afet with a stare. “Maybe it would be best if you stayed with the rest of the troops.”

      She shook her head. “I want to see the faces of the fuckers who did this to me. I want to know my enemy.”

      “Fine. But don’t make a move unless I say so.”

      We crawled flat on our stomachs across the washed-out stone floor until we came to the glass partition. Head down, we looked through the gap that was between the glass partition and the floor and took in the scene below.

      What we found was confusing.

      A group of men and women dressed in either lab coats, casual clothing or engineer’s overalls stood facing Jason.

      Helmet down, Jason stood in front of them while the rest of his squad formed a half circle behind them. Although their weapons were pointed to the floor, many still had their fingers resting on triggers. My gaze swept the armed group for Sindhu, but I couldn’t find her.

      “What do you mean you’re shutting us down!” said an angry woman, wearing a lab coat, with grey streaks in her hair. “Do you know how many years—decades—we’ve sacrificed so we can see this dream come to fruition? Now, you are going to take all that away because of what?”

      Jason sighed like he was a substitute teacher assigned to teach the delinquents of the school.

      “I mean, the research and development of this thing may be done, but there is still so much left to do. We have yet to touch the surface on our other projects.”

      “I thought he told you to leave those alone,” said Jason.

      The woman looked uncomfortable. “He just doesn’t understand the significance of all of this. New Humans are so new—so special. I can understand his hatred for them, but there is so much left to understand—to uncover. It would be foolish to stop those now.”

      “If I am not mistaken, those other projects you speak of came to a dead end, no?”

      “I mean— I mean,” she stuttered, before finding her voice. “Yes, but only because he stopped supplying us with test subjects.”

      “Test subjects,” spat Jason.

      “What? Does the term make you uncomfortable? What would you rather I say? Test samples—wired freaks—unfortunate accidents? However you want to word it, what we are doing here would have gone a lot smoother if he kept on supplying us with what we needed. His stupid plans for The Pits and the further evolution of the compound Quinton Blake destroyed was pitiful. Pun intended. He was just recreating something the Nazis did with Auschwitz, the Soviets did with the Gulag, and the British did in the Boer War.

      “He should have learned from history. Learnt that putting people in cages to minimise their impact—to control them—has little effect. There was no vision, no plan, no—no—no, argh! The man is so bloody military minded he hasn’t allowed us to do our jobs properly. In these modern times, we need modern methods to deal with this New Human threat.”

      “That is why he had you create the ship,” said Jason slowly, like he was explaining something to a slow pupil.

      She threw her hands in the air and looked angsty. “Planet destroying ships! How wasteful.”

      “I find the best way to deal with your problems is by hitting them with a big hammer. We just needed a big enough hammer, and you nerds created one for us.”

      “That is the problem with you soldiers. Always using blunt force when a scalpel would do. Do know how many habitable planets there are in the regions of space explored?”

      Jason gave her a blank stare.

      “Thousands. Not millions. Not billions. Not trillions. Thousands.”

      Jason shrugged.

      She groaned as she ran her hand down her face. “People—idiots—think the universe is an overabundant resource, and it is to a certain extent in regard to minerals. But habitable planets humans can live on are few and far between. Everything must be right for us to not only survive, but to thrive. So you destroying one of those planets is wasteful beyond ignorance.”

      Again Jason gave her a shrug. “We don’t much care.”

      “You may not…but the World Government may have something to say about it.”

      “Oh?”

      “Do you think the World Government doesn’t have the means and know-how to build one of these ships? You think Abdullah Aly, or we, are the first people to figure this out? The World Government has known how to build one of these ships since the time of Alvis Bowman. The reason they didn’t is the same reason they locked up Alvis Bowman.”

      “Fear,” said Jason.

      She shook her head. “No. They understood destroying a planet humans could live on would mean destroying our ever-advancing progress into space. It is easier to clean a table of the leftovers on it than it is to destroy the actual table and look for a new one.”

      “Be that as it may,” said Jason with a bored tone, “we are shutting this facility done.”

      “And what if we don’t want you to? What if we threaten to take our secrets elsewhere? Tell the World Government what Abdullah has been up to? They wouldn’t be too happy if they found out what he was spending their money on.”

      Willis and I shared a look. This woman didn’t know the trouble she was in. She hadn’t seen real violence close up and didn’t understand the danger Jason’s men posed.

      Jason snapped his fingers and his men raised their guns. “Which brings us to the real reason we are here.”

      She took a step back, horror highlighted on her face, but my eyes were on something else. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Afet lose her grip on the knife she held. It slipped through the bottom of the partition as I lunged to reach for it.

      I watched it turn blade over hilt as the panic in my stomach grew.

      It felt like an eternity, but when it finally landed on the stone floor with a clang like a church bell signalling mass, I knew our cover was blown.

      All heads took in the blade, then looked up directly at us. I didn’t wait, but pulled Willis and Afet from the glass as it shattered under a hail of gunfire.
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      Quinton

      

      Rested. Cleaned. Healed.

      I was back in my office again, going through documents and paperwork that only I could handle. It would be something I would have passed to my council who ran The Jungle, but they had enough on their hands dealing with the affairs of the other boroughs. Since the failed attacks against me here, my enemies sought to destabilise my power elsewhere.

      Looking at the stack of paperwork in front of me, I knew I needed to find a team suitable to run this borough, and I needed to find a team fast. There just wasn’t anyone I could trust.

      That in itself was sad but understandable.

      The people of this borough still saw me as the big, bad tyrant. Even more so, after what many saw me do to the forces who attacked me and Fae. Apparently, a video was going around of us during the encounter. Annoyed at first, I came to see it as a blessing in disguise as it held back the attacks. Our enemies saw what we did to their strongest and best; now they hesitated in case they ended up like their brothers in arms.

      I wonder if this was how it was for her, The Lady.

      Did her reign begin as violently as mine? Did she have to kill countless numbers before they saw the futility of what they were trying to do? What horrors did I have to repeat like she did until they got the picture?

      With a sigh, I looked at the collection of pictures in the picture frame on my desk.

      They showed different stages of Kushim growing up. Many had both me and Poppy in them. A few were just of him. His smile was so bright and innocent that it melted my heart whenever I saw it. They were of happier times. Times I would cherish until I died. Times I would never get back. Times that were—times that were....

      My hands went to my face as emotion threatened to overwhelm me.

      When was the last time I spoke to my son? My mind fought through a collection of memories, but none of them gave me the answer I wanted.

      Was it that long ago?

      What sort of father was I, when I couldn’t remember the last time I spoke to my only son? Worse yet, when was the last time I spoke to my wife? I had tried on multiple occasions to get in touch with her, but I couldn’t reach her. She blamed me for Kushim leaving. She blamed me for not dealing with Mariya. She blamed—she blamed me for everything. Most people would say that was unfair of her, but I was the leader of the household, the unsuspecting man who found himself king. It was up to me to protect my family. It was up to me to make sure they were alright, and no harm came to them.

      So far.....

      The door to my office opened and I wiped my eyes clean as Fae strode towards me.

      “Stop beating your meat for one second and do some actual work, will you?”

      I gave her a deadpan stare as she walked over to my drinks cabinet and poured herself a gin and tonic. Taking a sip she smacked her lips before downing it in one and refilling her glass. She read the label of the bottle and gave it an approving look before tucking it away into her clothes.

      “Oi! That shit is expensive.”

      “Put it on my tab.”

      “So… to what do I owe this pleasure?”

      “Oh, you know, I just love to annoy you. Few people can now, since you’ve become Mr Billy Big Bullocks.”

      “The perks of the position.”

      “Do you know some people believe you don’t piss or shit?”

      “What?” I asked in disbelief.

      “Yeah, something to do with defeating Alvis Bowman and getting all his secrets. Apparently, you can’t die. You don’t need to use the toilet. You can speak to animals and use them as spies against your enemies. You—”

      “Speak to animals? People believe that?”

      “I guess it’s something to do with your time in The Jungle. Who knows?” she said with a shrug. “And my personal favourite, you have a robotic dick that shoots lasers.”

      Silence swept through the room as I tried to digest what she had told me.

      “Laser… laser dick?” I said with a raised eyebrow. “Really?”

      “You’re a man with many talents.” She looked at me over the rim of her glass as she slowly took another sip.

      “Hold on. Did... did you start these?”

      She said nothing but couldn’t hold back her smirk.

      “Laser dick? Laser dick! You couldn’t think of anything better to come up with?”

      “What are all men worried about, think about, and are self-conscious of?” Resting her glass on my desk, she extended her hands wider and wider. “You should thank me. People think you’ve got a robodick. Do you know how many men would kill for that kind of PR?”

      “No, Fae. No, I don’t know how many men would kill to have a robotic phallus. In my very interesting and varied life, I can honestly say it is not something I have ever thought of.”

      “Well, I bet you’ll be thinking about it now.”

      “Not going to the toilet? Where do they think it all goes?”

      She shrugged again and took a drink. “That one I didn’t start. It’s amazing what some good camera work and directing can do for you. Spread a few little lies here, a few little lies there, and pretty soon it all takes care of itself. This is emperor-king shit  one oh one. Do you know there was a dictator in Africa who claimed he used to dominate lions by fucking them because he was so powerful and masculine? And people believed it. How crazy is that, right? People are idiots and will believe whatever people in power tell them.

      “We, being the good people we are, just have to look out for their interests. Which brings me to the real reason I am here.”

      “There is always something, isn’t there? If it’s any more waste management plans, you can turn right back around.”

      Fae held up a hand. “No. No. Nothing like that.” Her eyes took on the edge of steel. “We’ve had contact from The Collective.”

      “What. Do. They. Want?”

      “To discuss terms.”

      I lifted my fist to slam on the table but stopped myself. “Discuss terms. Discuss terms. Discuss fucking terms! The only thing they need to discuss is their surrender. And if—if—I feel charitable then I will accept it.”

      Fae said nothing as I got up from my chair and paced up and down.

      “Discuss fucking terms. Who do they think they are? After attacking me when I was going to meet them about coming together and ending this. I have…” I kept on mumbling under my breath as Fae took a seat in one of the spare chairs.

      I didn’t start this violence. It was John Lee.

      Then from there, the other cretins thought me weak. Thought they could test me and hurt me and mine. I was tiring of this.

      Fae said, “We do not have to attend the meeting they have arranged. We can continue as we have been and hope to flush the rats out…but, the thing with rats is they multiply faster than you can kill them. There will always be more rats to take their place. If we discuss terms—” I gave her a sharp look. But she held up her hands in peace. “If we discuss terms, then we can stop the violence now. We can start trying to rebuild what we have before it’s too late. Before the World Government attacks again and we are facing a war on two fronts.”

      I stopped my pacing and looked her dead in the eye. “I attended Brandon’s funeral last week.”

      Her face twisted into a mask that tried to hide its emotions. It took a second or two, but she wrestled the mask until it was under control and blank. “How was it?”

      “It… it was good. A small affair back in The Floating City. I forgot he was from that part of the world. They pushed his body out on a small boat, then set it aflame. Didn’t know that was their custom. It was final. Fitting. Made me think about my mortality—death. I think I would like to go out like that, or down with a burning ship. Funny how you never think about death until you attend a funeral. I used to think about it all the time, during the killing, but now I am so far removed from it, so desensitised, that I don’t think about it at all. Like tying my shoelaces.

      “It’s even more removed now that I am a New Human. Who knows when I’ll die? So seeing Brandon’s body like that, so young, a New Human with hundreds of years in front of him if he was lucky… it just—the loss felt bigger. Hurt more.”

      Blank-faced, Fae asked. “His parents?”

      I gave a sad smile and walked towards my floor-to-ceiling office window. How I wanted one of these when I was just a pen pusher. How I envied my manager… what was his name again? It mattered little now, but I would always stare out of his window on the top floor and envision how it must feel to be at the top. Be the big dog. The man everyone looked to. The man responsible for everyone’s livelihood. What a fucking idiot I was.

      “Like many people in my life… people… people I have come to care about… they chose not to speak to me.”

      “Oh,” was all that was said, but it was enough.

      “We shall have a meeting. But it shall be on my terms. And we shall discuss things I want to discuss, and if their answers do not satisfy me…” I turned to face Fae, whose mask had finally broken and mirrored mine. “They shall know what it means to truly anger a New Human.”
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      The bullets felt like they were everywhere.

      Luckily, we were on our stomachs, which kept our profiles as small as possible. Army crawling as fast as we could, we made it to our team as shouts and screams from downstairs filled the air.

      We got to our feet as Willis pulled a grenade out and tossed it down below.

      “No! There are innocents—” An explosion rocked the floor under my feet cutting me off.

      “You’re a fucking fool if you think any of those eggheads are still alive down here. This is a clean-up crew! Abdullah Aly is tying up any loose ends so the World Government doesn’t find out about—” Willis pushed my head down and fired Sodom and Gomorrah over my head. “—this.”

      I glared his way, trying to not let my rage cloud my thoughts.

      “We need to get out of here before we are overwhelmed,” said Afet.

      Willis and I both looked her way before sharing a look. Willis was the first to speak. “Couldn’t keep hold of that knife, no?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” snapped Afet.

      “It means, lass, what it means,” said Willis, standing to his full height.

      Our people all stood to attention, no one saying anything as Willis and Afet stared each other down. Bullets smashed into the brick above their heads, but neither moved.

      I got between the pair. “This isn’t the time for this. We have other matters to deal with.” They still didn’t move. “Cut it out! I will not have either of you jeopardising this mission. Do I make myself clear?”

      Faint nods from each were all I was going to get, but it was enough.

      I pushed both out of the way and unleashed a torrent of fire from my spear as some of Jason’s men appeared on the stairs. The bolts splashed against their armoured suits, pushing them back for a moment, but it didn’t have the stopping power to slow them down. During our many fights with Abdullah Aly’s men, we encountered the problem more and more, as the World Government’s people made armoured suits to combat the effects of our weapons. Only the World Government’s most elite troops used the suits, but they were still a pain to deal with.

      I grimaced as I pushed a red button on the hilt of my shaft.

      The blue orb inside my spear turning red, it hummed with increased power in my hand. I sent a silent prayer to any gods listening for forgiveness for my actions.

      The energy bolts now turned red. I watched in horror as they slammed into their target punching through his chest and out his back. The enemy I hit looked down at his ruined torso in shock before collapsing off the stairs and falling to the floor below.

      “Switch to Red!”

      My shout finally got our people to move as the group broke apart and began attacking Jason’s men coming towards us. as we hunkered down, more and more of his troops kept on moving.

      “We have the high ground,” said Willis. “I say push our advantage.”

      “We have less troops.”

      “We either push our advantage now or run through these corridors with an enemy at our backs, picking us off one by one.”

      I knew he was right, but I still didn’t like it. I would rather escape while we had the chance, but I still had heard nothing from the twins. “Everyone on me.”

      I laid down covering fire, pushing our enemy back down the stairs, until I was kneeling over the lip of the floor where the glass partition used to be. The scene below me was chaos.

      Willis’s grenade had left a smoking crater in the middle of the ground floor. Bodies of soldiers and engineers alike lay strewn about the floor. Some, still alive, cried in agony as they clutched missing limbs.

      What a mess. We had to end this, and we had to end this fast. The longer this continued, the longer the injured would suffer.

      Willis on one side, Afet the other, we slowly pushed back our enemy, making them retreat down the stairs. The smell of burning flesh filled my nostrils. It saddened me. It was a smell I was getting used to.

      Now back down the stairs and on the ground floor, there was nowhere our enemies could hide from us. We picked them off one by one, quickly reducing their number.

      “Boss! I hear shooting. Do you need us?” said Sun in my ear.

      “Has the download been completed?”

      “Nearly there. Only a few more minutes. You don’t need both of us to do this, one of us can come and help—”

      “I want both of you to stay where you are. Two heads are better than one and you can cover each other’s backs.”

      “Boss…you sure?”

      “I am positive—”

      “What the fuck is that?” demanded Willis.

      Focusing on the blood-covered floor below, I tried to decipher the chaos I was seeing, so I could see what had alarmed him. “What are you seeing? I don’t see—”

      He pointed. “Jason!”

      I looked to where he pointed and the bottom of my stomach fell out. Jason strode through the chaos like a man possessed, carrying a rocket launcher on his shoulder.

      “Move! Move. Move!”

      I didn’t wait for Willis or Afet to follow my orders as I grabbed both of them under the armpits and pulled them away. Time slowed down as other members of our team scrambled away. Some tried to get up and fell over and tried again. Others helped their brothers and sisters-in-arms get back to their feet as we each pushed one another away from the danger zone.

      All of us counted down in our heads waiting for the explosion to come. We knew we were running out of time. We knew most of us wouldn’t make it. But if only a few could—if only enough survived, then we could continue our work.

      I kept shoving Willis and Afet forward, then everything went black as I was lifted off my feet and thrown forward.
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      Blackness.

      Numbness.

      Emptiness.

      Was I dead?

      Had I been killed? Did I finally meet my end?

      I always thought I would meet my ending with more dignity and grace. But I couldn’t turn away from the small ball of fear in the pit of my stomach that was growing larger by the second. There were so many things I still wanted to do. So many things I wanted to say. My mission wasn’t complete, far from it. There were still New Humans who needed to be free. There was still the World Government that needed to understand that we were human just like them.

      They didn’t need to fear us. We just needed to understand each other.

      A face popped into my mind’s eye…my father. Guilt racked my breast. How could I talk about understanding when I didn’t give him the chance to explain himself? When I didn’t try to understand his actions? I had taken the high road and judged him as if I were innocent… as if my hands were not covered in blood.

      The things I had done since this started. Things that would forever stain my soul.

      He had warned me, hadn’t he? My father tried to tell me that this life I wanted so badly was not for the faint of heart. That if I wanted to destroy the monsters who walked amongst us, I would have to become one myself.

      I didn’t believe it. I was naïve. A fool.

      I would have taken a different approach than carpet bombing those cities, but then again, maybe I wouldn’t have. If my son was kidnapped—beaten—tortured, what would I have done?

      Another face flashed in the darkness.

      Mother.

      What had Father and I put her through? She was the greatest mother I could ever ask for, yet I left The Jungle without a word. Not even a note. I told myself it was better that way. If I said goodbye, then it would be harder on her, but thinking about it now, I was lying to myself and took the easiest path.

      The last face to surface was a face I tried not to think about. She was…she was a pain I still hadn’t gotten over. The things I wanted to tell her replayed repeatedly in my head every minute I closed my eyes at night. Now I would never get a chance—

      “Kushim! Kushim. Kushim, wake up!”

      Someone shook my shoulders and I slowly opened my eyes to see my HUD screen flicker on and off before stabilising. Kneeling in front of me was Afet. Helmet down, blood on her chin, she shook me again.

      “Wha—“

      “Oh! Thank god you are alive. I thought we had lost you there for a minute.”

      “Where…where am I?”

      “Secret compound being attacked by someone called Jason.”

      My eyes snapped open, and I tried to sit up, but pain flared across my ribs. I clutched them and groaned.

      “You took a good hit from the blast. Your armour saved you from the worst of it, but I think you may have broken ribs, plus I pulled this out of your thigh.” She held up a bloody piece of glass, a finger in length. “Lucky it didn’t hit any arteries.”

      I rolled to my knees with her help. “Willis? The rest of the team?”

      “Willis is in a bad way. The rest of the team…”

      I looked around and saw Willis laying face up, half his helmet torn away, showing nothing but bloody flesh underneath. I couldn’t even make out any of his features. Half of the team were now nothing more than lumps of smoking meat and metal. The other half were getting to their feet in a daze.

      Blackness closed around me once again, but something hit me on the head.

      “Kushim! Come on. They are coming.”

      I took a deep breath and thought back to all the lessons Willis and my father had taught me.

      Centre yourself. A muddy mind leads to the death of you and your teammates. Relax and focus. Relax and focus.

      Lowering my helmet, I looked at Afet. “Thank you, I needed that. I need you to collect Willis and gather the rest of the team and get out of here.”

      She looked at me in disbelief. “What about you?”

      “I’m going to hold them off as long as I can.”

      She looked at me like I was crazy. “You can’t possibly think that you’ll be able to hold them off all by yourself?”

      I knew I couldn’t, but that wasn’t the point. “Go! Go now before it is too late.”

      With the help of another member of the team, they lifted Willis between them. I grabbed Willis’s bandolier, which was made of grenades, and threw it over my shoulder before I gave them a push.

      I didn’t turn back as I slid along on my stomach, ignoring the glass and blood, and brought my weapon to bear.

      Men were coming up the stairs cautiously, taking one step at a time. I waited for them, keeping my breath steady as Jason stood still in the centre of the ground floor, arms folded.

      The arrogant smirk on his face was like a red-hot knife going into my guts. I waited till his forces were close enough to me and shouted, “Fire.”

      Firing wildly at the mass of people below me, I laid my fire in an arc, making my enemy panic. Red bolts cut through torsos and limbs, filling the air with cries of pain. The ones who were not injured leapt out of the way or trampled their comrades in arms as they tried to get away.

      I continued to lay down covering fire, rolling from one point to the other as return fire came my way. I wanted to make it seem like more than one person was firing their way, otherwise I would be overwhelmed by their numbers. I knew I couldn’t keep the facade up forever, but the longer I kept them at bay, the better chance my people had of surviving.

      Everyone was down here because of me.

      I had given the order to investigate. It was me who needed to find out what was happening in regard to Abdullah Aly’s plans for building this ship. It was all me. So for my people to die because of a mistake I made, just didn’t sit right with me.

      Rolling away from another blast, I slid along on my stomach as I blasted two soldiers in the head one standing in front of the other. Brain matter made the stairs slick, causing another to fall and break his leg.

      I let him be as I shot another trying to sneak up behind me.

      “Is that you?” I heard a voice shout before the screams. “Kushim Blake! Is that really you?” All movement from his men stopped as he waved for them to stand down. “It is you, isn’t it?”

      I said nothing as I kept perfectly still.

      “Huh. When was the last time we met?”

      “I remember being tied up,” I shouted from on my stomach.

      He snapped his fingers. “Has it been that long? Really? The last time I saw you was back at that compound? Huh... thought they killed you, but here we are.”

      “They tried their best. No thanks to you and Sindhu. Where is she, by the way?”

      “Not too sure if I’m honest; probably killing some of your people.”

      “We are not so easy to kill.”

      “Don’t I know it. Although we’ve tried our best.”

      “You should be ashamed of yourself.”

      “Don’t tell me you’re still butt-hurt about that little thing.”

      “That little thing? I would hardly call you betraying your people—your borough—your family and friends—that little thing.”

      He gave a thoughtless shrug. “Ah, what’re you going to do? Sometimes you need to do what’s right for you, and what was right for me was getting paid—getting laid—and surviving this clusterfuck your father started.”

      Confusion crossed my brow. “My father is innocent—”

      “Don’t you fucking lie to me! Your father is a monster. A monster who allowed you to live a life free from poverty—worry—stress. Your happy childhood memories, Kushim Blake, were built on the backs of slain foes.”

      “I will not deny the faults of my father. He has done things he thought were right at the time, but he acted with integrity and honour every step of the way. Could you say the same for yourself? Are your dreams not haunted by the faces of the friends you had to kill, to be trusted by Abdullah Aly?”

      “I was there when the bombs started falling. There was no honour in the screams and the cries of the women and children who died that day. There was no integrity to what your father did to those cities. Yes, they were part of Abdullah Aly’s plans in keeping the compounds running, but even the worst war criminals in history took prisoners of war.

      “Your father left no one alive.”

      “Yet you survived?”

      “I was one of the lucky few.”

      We both allowed the whimpers of the injured to fill the uncomfortable silence. He still stood with his arms crossed in front of him like a headmaster surveying his students entering an assembly hall.

      Here was a man who hated what he was—what he had become—so much, that he would do whatever he could to erase New Humans from existence.

      “Why are you doing this?” I asked.

      He looked up at me sharply.

      “I mean, for you to go to such lengths to kill your past—present—and future, there must be an end, right? Say Abdullah Aly wins and kills every New Human in existence. Where does that leave you? What’s next?”

      A faraway look came over Jason’s face as his body relaxed and his hands lowered to his sides. He looked around him and it was like he was waking up from a dream, seeing the death and destruction around him for the first time. I saw, then, his pain. His trauma. The guilt he felt for what he did because he had no other choice.

      “I… after I returned from the encampment Alvis was keeping us in… my wife…didn’t appear to know me anymore. It was like I was a different person. I saw it in her eyes. She kept her distance like I was a wild animal who would attack any minute. Her parents didn’t help. They never liked me in the first place—told her I was a danger to our child. That I couldn’t be trusted. Who knew what Alvis did to my brain? Didn’t my wife know about the stories of soldiers coming back from war and going berserk?

      “On and on it went until one day she just up and left.

      “All she left with was a note. One. Simple. Fucking note. That said one word…goodbye.” He inhaled deeply, causing his breath to rattle with emotion. “I tried to go on. Tried to fight the darkness, but then one day I am entrusted to escort this one New Human bitch over our border lines and I just had enough. Something snapped.

      “I don’t know if it was her attitude, the way she spoke to me, but in that moment I thought, fuck it. Why should I be the only one who has to carry this pain—this burden? It was like my mind was crystal clear for the first time. I knew what I wanted.

      “I wanted everyone to experience my pain. My suffering. I wanted everyone to know what the darkness truly felt like. How it could make you numb to it all. I wanted—no, needed—to show those smug New Humans like you that we aren’t special. We aren’t unique. We are just bags of flesh stuffed with wires.”

      “I’m sorry. I’m sorry you hate yourself so much. I’m sorry your wife left you and couldn’t see the amazing advantage you now have. Long life. Strength. Immunity to most diseases. Maybe she was just jealous it wasn’t her. Maybe…maybe, the more you shied away from what you truly are, the more she hated you for it.”

      He looked at me, mouth opening and closing, and I thought he was going to erupt. Tell me how wrong I was. But he did something that made my heart bleed all the more. He accepted it.

      “I guess you could be right, but it’s too late for that. Too many things have happened that have placed me on a path I can no longer turn back from. You are a good man, Kushim Blake. Better than your father, but I am afraid that as with most good men who threaten the status quo, I must kill you.”

      Jason gestured for his men to charge. They now knew I was alone and all they had to do was overwhelm me.

      They leapt up the stairs two at a time, intent on finishing what we’d started. My aim was to never finish this fight, my aim was to slow them down in any way I could, and I had achieved that by getting Jason to talk. Now, I just needed to do one more thing, so they couldn’t follow me or my men so easily.

      Dropping Willis’s bandolier of grenades at my feet, I sprinted off in the direction my team had gone until I reached the entrance to the corridor. Not stopping, I spun on my heels and aimed for the bandolier.

      The men chasing me had not seen it. There was little they could do now, anyway.

      Releasing one final red bolt, my aim was steady and true.

      It struck the cluster of grenades with a blinding flash that threw me backwards and covered everything in flame.
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      Heat like I never felt before hit me like waves from an ocean. It was suffocating. All-consuming. Intimidating.

      A wall of flame blocked off where I had just come from. It licked the top of the ceiling like a smoking red tongue. The heat threatened to cook me inside my metal suit, forcing me to shuffle back on my butt as fast as possible. I tried to penetrate the flame wall to see what was on the other side, but the flames were too thick. Still moving backwards to get as much distance as I could from it, my back hit something, forcing me to look up.

      It was Afet.

      She stood still, taking in the flaming chaos in front of us. Her helmet was down; the shock on her face mirrored my own.

      I got up slowly to my feet and lowered my helmet. “I thought I told you to make sure Willis got away safely.”

      Her eyes were still on the flaming wall. “Afet,” I said, giving her a shake that pulled her out of her trance.

      Her attention snapped to me. “Are you okay? Any injuries?”

      “Willis, is he okay?”

      “What?”

      “Willis,” I repeated slowly. “I tasked you with getting him to safety. Did you manage that?”

      She looked at me like I was insane. “Yes! After everything that has happened, that is what you’re worried about? Not your safety?”

      “My safety doesn’t come before my people—my team. If it wasn’t for them, then I would not be in the position that I am in. I am only here because of the trust and respect they have placed in me.”

      A rare smile graced her lips before she shook her head. “You are something else, you know that. Like a knight of old. People are not like you anymore, they’ve changed for the worse. But you, on the other hand…how do you do it?”

      “It's easy. I treat people like I would want to be treated.”

      “I see why they call you Monarch. Anyway, let’s get a move on, before that thing gets any bigger.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We didn’t have to go far to find Willis and the rest of the team. They had foolishly waited for me instead of doing as I asked them to.

      The twins gave me a sheepish look. “I thought I told you not to wait up.”

      Sun held up his hands defensively. “To be fair, boss. You said ‘If anything happens to me—to us—I want you two to find a way to survive and make it back to Zizi.’ And as far as I can see Willis and some of the team made it to us, so we thought you would be along shortly.”

      “Yeah, boss,” said Moon, “We were just giving you five minutes before we left. We know no one called Jason could kill you.”

      “What’s wrong with the name, Jason?” asked Afet.

      “What’s right with it? So old. So traditional. So stuffy,” said Moon.

      “Whereas Moon and Sun are…”

      Sun draped an arm over Afet’s shoulders and looked ahead of them like he was viewing a sunset on a sandy beach. “Names of the future.”

      I snorted as Willis coughed up what sounded like a lung. “Why are you fuckers in my house? And where is my wife?”

      We all shared a nervous look. I was the first to answer. “Hey, Uncle, how you feeling?”

      “Like I’m about to shit out a lung. Why the fuck are you in my house?”

      “Err, Uncle, we ain’t in your house. We are on a mission.”

      “Stop…stop talking bollocks. I’m just about to give the Mrs a good seeing to…” and with that, his eyes rolled back, and he slumped unconscious in Sun and Moon’s arms.

      “Well, that isn’t good.”

      The twins both looked at me before Moon said, “Is it just me, or would anyone else pay to see Willis have se—”

      “Anyway! We need to get a move on. I’ll take the lead with Afet. Moon and Sun, you stay in the middle of the pack, the rest of you protect our backs. I highly doubt I killed Jason, and there is still his partner in crime, Sindhu, lurking around somewhere. So be on the lookout. Alright, everyone move out.”
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      We moved through the grey-scale corridors as fast as our feet could carry us. I was conscious of the state of Willis, as he had not woken up since he last spoke. Each New Human made by Niko had nanobots in their system that healed them faster than their Alvis Bowman counterpart. It wasn’t common knowledge, but those in the know knew that the few people Niko had turned into New Humans like my father—Willis—Zizi—and Makenna, were superior to Alvis’s creations in that regard. Although we didn’t have the weaponry like Mariya with her extended metal nails, we were still superior in speed and strength.

      I had undergone surgery as a child at the request of my mother, to make sure nanobots ran through my body.

      Looking back at Willis’s bobbing head, I just hoped they were enough to keep him alive.

      We walked past meeting rooms filled with ergonomic chairs and break rooms with half-eaten meals. We kept pushing the pace until movement from the shadows of an office to our left had us all reacting with our weapons.

      A man whose face was covered in ash mixed with blood held his hands out. His bottom lip wobbled as he tried to speak. “Please—plea—please. Help me.”

      “Why should we, buddy?” asked Moon over my shoulder. “You sure as hell didn’t spare a thought for us New Humans when you were building your death machine.”

      “You know about that?”

      Moon gave a gleeful nod.

      “Look, I only did what I did for a paycheck. Nothing more. Nothing less.”

      “Eww, that makes you even more repulsive and me less likely to help you.”

      The man looked to me. “Please. I can tell you’re not with them, so that means you must be their enemies. Probably the New Human threat we’ve been hearing so much about.”

      “What New Human threat?” I asked.

      He wiped his bloody hands down his lab coat as his head snapped up and down the corridor. “We have all been on high alert, since New Humans have been attacking compounds and facilities belonging to the World Government. The compounds holding New Humans were one thing, but there have been attacks on research facilities much like this one.”

      I shared a look with the twins. That wasn’t right. All our efforts had been kept to attacking compounds. This was the first facility we had been to.

      “Who’s to say Abdullah Aly didn’t destroy the other research facilities like he did this one?” I asked.

      He looked thoughtful before shaking his head. “Highly unlikely. The other research facilities dealt in the research and manufacturing of weapons to be used against New Humans. They were places the World Government knew about. While this place…”

      Afet stepped forward. “While this place is a dirty little secret. We heard what your superior said about getting in test subjects. They used me as a test subject. Most of the people on this team have. Locked up in a cage so small you have to squat while you’re so close to the smell of your piss and shit that it burns the hairs in your nose.” Afet took another step until she towered over him. “Do you know what it’s like to wait till rats come and eat your shit so you can catch them to eat?”

      The man kept on backing away, but his back touched the wall behind him as Afet’s hands went for the blade at her side. Placing my hand on her forearm, I gave her a shake of the head and stepped in front of her.

      “Tell me, friend. Why should we help you, when all you’ve done is experiment on my people?”

      “I know where it is!”

      “Where what is?”

      “What you came here for.”

      The excitement in my stomach lurched like a hungry dog seeing a bone, but I kept my expression blank. “Is that so?”

      “Yes. Yes, it is. And if you get me out of here, I can tell you where they are keeping it. The construction isn’t finished yet, but it will be soon. So if I were you, I would want to get to it as soon as possible so you can destroy it before they finish building it.”

      I looked into his eyes to tell if he was lying, but deep down I knew the truth. Taking a step back, I pulled Sun and Moon to one side. “What do you two think?”

      “Fuck him,” said Moon. “We have all the information we need from the files we downloaded. It may take a while, but we can find the information ourselves.”

      Sun looked over his shoulder and took in the quivering mess that was the engineer before looking at his brother. “I hear what you're saying, bro, trust me, I do, but it may take weeks—hell, even months—to go through all that data we’ve found just to get a location. It might not even be the right location. You know how hard it was to find this place.”

      “I hear all that, but how do we know this scumbag won’t just try to fuck us over the first chance he gets?”

      “Oh, he’ll definitely try to fuck us over, but he knows we’ll be trying to do the same. It’s a game, and whoever sticks it in first wins.”

      Moon looked back to the engineer. “Oi! You haven’t said what it is you think we have come here for. It could be anything.”

      “You are after the location of the planet destroyer,” said the engineer.

      Moon gave him a dirty look. “You better wipe that smug look off your face before I shove my—”

      “Alright. Alright. All agree we take him with us?” I asked, looking between the brothers. They both gave me a reluctant nod, but I know it was the best I was going to get.

      Afet gave me an unhappy glare as I walked past her, but I ignored it. “Right, you better lead the way, then. What is the best way out of this compound?”

      “Out the back way. They have parked their ships out the front. If we don’t get spotted, then we should be fine.”

      I slammed my helmet down. “Right, you better lead the way.”

      

      The journey was uneventful.

      The only thing that changed was our surroundings. Each minute we walked brought darker corridors and damper walls. We continued to follow our guide, but everyone on the team was jumpy. They reacted to every sound and shadow. Moss grew on the damp walls, finding the only moisture it could in this arid climate.

      Our guide led the way, stopping when we heard footsteps in the distance.

      I kept pace with him, not trusting the others to not accidentally impale him with their spears. I took in his dishevelled appearance, his pens placed in the top pocket of his lab coat that had now leaked, and said, “What made you want to do this?”

      “Curiosity.”

      “Curiosity has you treating people worse than lab rats?”

      He chewed his bottom lip not making eye contact. “When I was a child, I wanted to know how everything worked. I would take apart machines and clocks and be fascinated by their inner workings. The way everything fitted together so uniformly—so perfectly—it was like magic to me. That is why I become a scientist. I wanted to find out how the universe worked. After many failed experiments and being laughed at by my colleagues, I found out about Alvis Bowman.

      “The work he had done in such a short timeframe was… beyond anything humanity had seen before or since. I become obsessed with the man. Tried to recreate what little work I found of his—got laughed at by some of my colleagues and then…then…”

      He took a deep breath, like a freed man stepping out of prison for the first time.

      “And then, when I thought all was lost, when I was about to give up on my dream of doing anything worthy with my life, New Humans appeared. It was like finding out unicorns were real,” he said in a whisper. “I mean, I knew his work with AI humanoids, but this was on a whole other level. How did he make it work? How did he get them to stay alive after the medical procedures? These were just a handful of questions that needed answering, and the only way I was going to get them answered was by doing things…things people in my field would normally turn away from.”

      I said nothing as we stopped at another junction and he waited for a few seconds to see if the coast was clear. Satisfied, we moved on.

      “Was it worth it?”

      He looked at me sharply before lowering his eyes to the floor. He said nothing as we took turn after turn, corner after corner. Ahead of us, a faint square light like the entrance to heaven greeted us. It was a steel doorway with gaps all around its edges, allowing in the light from the outside. Sand blown in through the gaps covered the floor before it.

      “Sometimes,” he said. “We must do things we never thought we would do, things against our morals—our better judgement—to achieve our dreams and goals. If you asked me ten years ago, would I ever be in a place like this, I would have said no. But yet here I am. I just need to keep telling myself that it was worth it, in the end, to see my dream come to reality.”

      I would have believed him if it weren’t for the haunted look behind his eyes, of a man who has sold his soul and has no way of getting it back.

      I gestured at the door. “Is that the exit up ahead?”

      He nodded.

      Moon opened his mouth, mistrust highlighted across his face, but I cut him off. “Then you wouldn’t mind going first.”

      Panic crossed his face, but he swallowed it back down. “I would have expected nothing less.”

      Squaring his shoulders, he walked confidently ahead of us and pulled back the lever that opened the door.

      I could feel the tension ripple through the group as we all held our weapons ready. Pressed up against the wall so we made ourselves as small a target as possible, we watched the door swing open and were temporarily blinded by the harsh sun spilling in from the outside. Luckily, our helmets adjusted for the change in light.

      We waited but nothing happened.

      The engineer stood still as I held my hand up for everyone to stay where they were, and I inched forward along the wall my back was against.

      Using the engineer as cover, I looked over his shoulder and saw nothing but sand and disused computers and other machines. I placed one hand on his shoulder and pushed him forward, using him as a human shield.

      When I exited the compound, sand swept over my feet as I looked left to right but saw no danger.

      The breath I was holding exited my body and with it, so did the tension. I waved the others to follow me. The return of the heat was something I didn’t think I would miss.

      We fanned out in a semicircle and took up positions around the engineer. I looked around and saw we had come out close to the door we first used to enter the compound. The skeletal creatures we had first encountered stood still, like guard dogs waiting for their master.

      “Alight. We all know where we are. We just need to walk back out the way we came and we should be home safe.”

      “Argh,” said Moon, “do we have to walk past the freaky burial ground? My nerves are on edge as it is.”

      “Cunt!” shouted Willis, startling everyone as his eyes snapped open. He glared our way before collapsing into unconsciousness once again.

      “Surely that can only mean he's getting better,” said Sun.

      I gave Willis one more concerned look before heading the way we come. As we came to the skeletal animals, an eerie silence swept through the team. “Alright everyone,” I said, trying to lighten the mood. “Once we get out of this compound, we should be home—”

      The door we had first entered to get into the compound slammed open and Sindhu and four others walked out.

      “Jason thinks he’s the big boss, but he can suck—” Sindhu stopped mid-conversation and looked our way in disbelief.

      We did the same.

      Nobody moved.

      The sand flittered across our feet. We each waited for the other to make a move. Like hunter and prey, prey and hunter, we knew the next few seconds meant life and death.

      Willis’s head jerked up from the two bodies carrying him. His glassy gaze took us all in before he screamed at the top of his lungs, “Cunt!”

      It was the match to the powder keg that set everything in motion, causing chaos to erupt around me.
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      Quinton

      

      Sat at the head of a grand dining table, I allowed my body to sink into the plush red leather that hugged my hips. Made of darkened oak, the chair looked like a throne, which I thought was fitting for this evening’s meeting.

      The table in front of me was laden with fine china plates and crystal champagne flutes,  spilling over with food and drink. A chandelier reflecting the lights from the candles on the table dazzled.

      Six people stuffed their faces with starters while I sipped at my water. They waved for more champagne and knocked it back like it was water. Others ate everything in sight like they were recovering from a hunger protest. They talked amongst themselves like wolves from different packs coming together in a shared kill. Hands didn’t stray far from knives.

      Fae stood to my left, hands behind her back, while her displeasure radiated from her.

      I knew why. Our guests… were not house-trained.

      Lifting my glass of water in the air, I tapped a spoon against it until silence descended on the room. All eyes turned to me. “Welcome. My name is Quinton Blake. I am sure many of you know who I am, but if you do not, let me elaborate. I am a man who had everything taken from me. Who found himself stranded on a planet—in a city—that tried to kill me more times than I could count. I was the student of a man who controlled one of the most successful crews on this planet, and the most ruthless people known to man mentored me. People like—”

      A shaven-headed white male, wearing a white-collared shirt that was opened at the chest, showing a tattoo of a growling bulldog with a pair of knuckle dusters around its neck, yawned with a mouthful of food. A petite Asian woman with red hair and lipstick to match, giggled behind a hand that had a poison-green butterfly on the back of it.

      I could feel Fae tense, but I gave her a subtle gesture with my hand. Smiling, I looked at Skin Head. “Please do not interrupt me again.”

      “I’m sorry, mate. I’m fucking sooo sorry, but when I hear something boring, my mouth moves before my brain tells it to stop.”

      “I would tell it to stop before it gets you into trouble.”

      “That’s the thing though, mate, I love trouble, don’t I? I wouldn’t be working for Big Dave if I didn’t want none. You know what I’m saying?”

      My smile grew wider as I nodded. “I know what you’re saying all too well. I guess we can forgo melodramatic speeches and get down to business.”

      “Good,” said Skin Head. “I was never one for foreplay. Just stick it in, shake it about, and be done with it.“

      Another round of chuckles.

      “You are here today—”

      “Because our bosses didn’t think it was worth their damn time attending,” said a tanned male, who wore a cowboy hat. “So you have their lieutenants here instead.”

      “How does that make you feel, big man?” said Skin Head. “To know that you’re speaking to the monkeys and not the organ grinder.”

      A woman wearing heavy eyeliner with clothes that were little more than underwear looked offended. “I am no monkey! Do you know how much these nails cost?”

      “Whatever you want to think of yourself as,” said Skin Head, “our bosses still didn’t think he was worth their time. I’m not surprised. No offence, mate, but thought you would have a bit more about ya.”

      “I thought he would be taller,” said the Red Head with a silk voice

      “It always looks big in the videos, ain’t I right, lads?” said Skin Head, to a raucous round of laughter.

      “You saw the video too then?” said a dark-skinned, black-suited male.

      “Yeah, I still say it was bloody edited for cinematic effect,” said Skin Head. “No two fuckers could deal with all those men and still stay alive, New Human or not. I call fake news.”

      “Gosh damnit, I knew that shit was fake,” said Cowboy. “Faker than a donkey with two dicks.” The room went silent as they all looked at Cowboy. “What? You ain’t never seen those special shows with a woman and a donkey?”

      Disgust flashed on Eye Liner’s face. “Because of those shows, my working girls can’t get any proper jobs without putting themselves in danger. Gone are the days when someone would just want a quick handy in a parked car.”

      Cowboy shrugged. “What can I tell ya, the masses want what the masses want.”

      My smile still remained.

      “So tell us, tin man,” said Skin Head, “was it fake?”

      My smile stayed as the room grew silent. My eyes rested on Skin Head’s face before I addressed the room.

      “The reason I called you here is because I have an opportunity. An opportunity like you have never gotten in your lives. This is a once-in-a-lifetime deal that will make each one of you rich and powerful beyond your wildest dreams. An opportunity that will not have you always looking over your shoulder, that will not have you running illegal operations just to get by, an opportunity that will make you owners, that will give you a stake in how this borough—planet—grows.”

      Silence met my statement.

      Skin Head was the first to break it. “Mate, we’re already rich as fuck. Do you know how much this watch cost?”

      “I’m talking about wealth. Generational wealth. There is a difference between being rich and being wealthy and if you do not know what that is, then maybe you shouldn’t be at this table.”

      They all shared looks.

      “When you talk about a stake, what do you mean?” asked Red Head.

      “Think of it like having shares in a company. The better the borough does, the more your shares are worth.”

      A Chinese male with blond tips who had yet to speak shook his head. A tattoo of a tiger with a bloody dagger in its mouth covered the back of his right hand. “Mr Blake, you must be misinformed. We already run this borough. You can not give us shares in a company we already own.”

      Black Suit nodded. “We may not be the heads of our represented crews, but we are the second in command. That alone brings power and prestige you can not offer. These crews have a long history in The Lost. We were around before The Lady, during her reign and after. And the same applies to you. You may think you have won because of what happened when you were last attacked, but the war is yet to be won. That was just a battle. Over the coming months and years, it will be you who is always looking over your shoulder.

      “There is a reason The Lady never left her hotel. It was both a castle and a prison.”

      “Yet, it was you who contacted us to discuss terms,” I said.

      The Chinese male spread his hands out in front of him apologetically. “Sorry if you misunderstood us, Mr Blake. This was not a talk to discuss our surrender, this was a talk to invite you into our fold.”

      My eyebrow raised. “Excuse me?”

      “The Collective, Mr Blake, was created because our leaders realised it was more profitable to work as one than fight over crumbs.”

      “Huh.” I sipped my water.

      Skin Head downed his drink and grabbed a champagne bottle. “It’s like the blond highlight fucker said, we could keep on fighting, warring over crumbs or we can come together and get laid and paid. With your New Human skills and resources and our knowledge of this borough, we could make a tidy profit.”

      The Cowboy nodded. “As our barbaric friend so eloquently put it, we can come together to greater heights. We could become a powerful force like none this borough has ever seen.”

      I frowned. “Maybe I was wrong in meeting with you. I thought I could spark the hunger in people who wanted to make it to the top, but instead I see why you are number twos. You do not have the drive to take the number one spot.”

      “What makes you think that?” asked the Red Head.

      “Because I have my sights set further than this borough, but the people at this table only appear to be interested in being hood rich. Being a big fish in their little borough.”

      “Not all of us think that way,” said Eye Liner. She shared a quick look with Red Head. “Some of us would like more, but such things are not easily taken unless you have the right support.”

      I looked between the two ladies, taking them in. They had been the first to arrive, had said the least, and had watched the whole affair while the others got drunker by the hour. Both their alcoholic drinks remained untouched.

      I gave them both a nod. “What if I could offer you that support?” They looked at me and shared a look again, but before they could answer, Skin Head slammed his fist down on the table, causing his glasses to fall over.

      Fae tutted as champagne ran onto the floor.

      “They do not speak for us. They are newly appointed to their position in their crews, and they are lucky to be here.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Yes,” slurred Skin Head, specks of food at the corner of his mouth. “The dyed redhead bitch and the cheap slut should keep their mouths closed and see how proper business is done. Us four,” he said, pointing to the other members in the room, “may not like each other, but we are the longest-serving members in our crews. We came up together. Supported each other. Saw that each one got in the position they deserved, then helped the other bloke to do the same. If it wasn’t for these three tossers you see before you, then I wouldn’t be in the position I am in.”

      “Nor I,” said the other three men.

      “So you see, nothing these two women say carries any weight. And if they keep running their mouths, then they will end up like their predecessors. Floating face first in a sewer canal.”

      I had completely ignored Skin Head during his rant and instead focused on the two ladies at the table. Both their cheeks were red as they kept their gaze lowered. I could feel the anger radiating from them, but they suppressed the emotion, digging their nails into the wood of the dinner table.

      I gave Fae a look. She smiled in return.

      “Do you know what Judas goats are?” I looked around the room to see blank faces staring at me. “Don’t worry, nor did I, until I listened to this amazing talk by a hunter. You see—”

      “Why?” asked Cowboy.

      “Why what?” I asked, confused.

      “Why were you listening to a talk by a hunter?”

      “Oh, if there is one thing The Lady taught me, it’s that if you know the way broadly, you will see it in all things. Meaning, that when you find excellence in one thing, you will find it easier in other disciplines. Which has led me to seek knowledge and guidance in the most unusual of places.”

      Skin Head huffed. “Is there a point to this?”

      “There will be. Anyway, sorry, where was I… ah yes, a Judas goat is a trained animal that was used in animal herding to lead farm animals such as sheep or cattle to a desired location. Once the animals reached said location, they would be slaughtered while the Judas goat in question would be spared.

      “Now, that in itself isn’t the interesting part.

      “The part I found fascinating was a project called Project Isabela. Project Isabela took place between 1997 and 2006, on the Galápagos Islands. There were goats on the island that were not native to the island, originally placed there by sailors of old. They would leave the goats on the island and collect them on their return voyage home for food.

      “Obviously, they didn’t collect them all, and those that were left did what goats did, and ate and fucked until their number got to some hundred and forty thousand, at their height. No one knew what to do until someone came up with Project Isabela.”

      “Which is?” asked Black Suit.

      “This is where it gets interesting.”

      Skin Head snorted. “I doubt it.”

      “You see, Project Isabela used Judas goats in a ruthless and effective manner. They would microchip a few goats and set them free, then when the chipped goats found other goats, the hunters would helicopter over the island and kill every single goat until only the Judas goats remained. Then the process would start all over again.

      “Judas goats found friends. Friends would be killed.”

      They all looked at me, lost for words, as I snapped my fingers and gestured to one of my men at the door. “You can tell the chef to bring in the main course now, Albert.”

      Skin Head looked at the others, anger lines wrinkling his forehead. “What the fuck has that bullshit story got to do with us?”

      I smiled at him. “I’m glad you’ve asked. You see, since I returned here, there has been nothing but constant attacks against me. People trying to poison—shoot—stab—club—or in one case, run me over. And during all those little incidents, one thing has remained constant. The number of people that have tried to kill me. The attackers have always come in pairs or sometimes in teams, and do you want to know why that has benefited me?”

      Confusion now swept across their faces.

      “Because it has allowed me to leave some alive. They would always get injured, but that was only because we needed to inject our little goats with a tracking bot. It is amazing how small those tracking bots can be or what you can place them on.

      “Each attack—each threat—there was always a little Judas goat to run back home. Run back to base where we could monitor his comings and goings—who was in his crew—where they lived—where their loved ones were kept—where they ate.”

      Realisation slowly dawned on a few faces.

      “But the best part of this little mission was that we could keep on adding more and more Judas goats to our little herd, until we had a big enough network to find out everything we wanted to about every crew in The Collective.

      “Every lover—spouse—parent—cousin—pet—neighbour, we found it all.”

      The doors to the room opened, allowing six servers in. They each carried a large plate covered with a metal dome and set themselves one to each of our guests.

      “I am old. Older than all of you, although I may not look it. Yes, your crews may have been founded long before I was born, but you forget, like you, this borough made me—built me—moulded me. Turned me into something twisted and hard, so I could survive whatever it threw at me. And survive I did.”

      The plates were placed in front of my guest, who had now sobered up and gone rigid.

      “But despite the constant attacks and threats on my life, there was still a small part of me that wanted to try for peace. Wanted to do what my son would have done. But alas, I see you did not come here to discuss peace. You come here to fill your stomachs and demand I bow before your might.”

      The servers lifted the metal domes off the plates, and the true horror of what lay underneath stared them in the face.

      Their bosses’ heads.

      Each mouth was stuffed with a rotting apple.

      “My time of bowing has long passed. Much like your existence.”

      I snapped my fingers and four wire cords pulled from my server’s sleeves wrapped around necks. The victims struggled and kicked, knocking over the heads of their former employers.

      One head rolled towards me and Fae stopped it with her foot.

      The struggling continued longer than I thought it would, but my staff were all New Humans and the guests were simply human. They struggled and thrashed like caught fish on a line until peace once again descended.

      I gave my people a nod of thanks as they collected the bodies and heads and carried them out of the room.

      Red Head and Eye Liner’s eyes were fixed on a rotting apple that was left behind.

      I smiled at them as I turned my attention to them. “Now, shall we discuss what kind of support you need from me, so this partnership can truly flourish to its true potential?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            20

          

        

      

    

    
      Kushim

      

      Both sides fired simultaneously, giving each other casualties we would not recover from. Two of our pack went down, spraying blood from wounds to the head and torso. Two of her party went down through limbs being blasted off.

      That only left three of them.

      We outnumbered them, and I could see the fear sweep through their ranks as the realisation dawned on them that death was near.

      Sindhu didn’t wait for us to offer her the chance to surrender, instead, she pushed her two teammates forward and sprinted away. The look of shock was the last thing on her teammate's dying faces, as they went down in a hail of red bolts that made their bodies dance, falling to the ground in a smoking pile. I didn’t wait for their bodies to hit the sand before I took off after Sindhu and shouted over my shoulder. “Protect the engineer at all costs.”

      She had gotten a good head start and with the aid of her power armour she was pushing a pace I was struggling to keep up with.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw someone else coming up on my left. I did a double-take when I realised it was Afet. Head down, she sprinted forward for all she was worth, pulling level with me. I noticed she was the only one.

      “What are you doing?” I puffed out.

      “I know that bitch!”

      She tried to pull away from me, but she wasn’t fast enough to shake me off. Sindhu ahead of us brought her wrist to her mouth and I knew she was calling for backup.

      “Damn! They know where we are. We need to pull back and escape,” I said, but Afet ignored me and kept on running.

      Thoughts of me stopping and leaving her behind crossed my mind, but she was part of my team. I knew deep down I couldn’t bring myself to do it.

      Shouts up ahead drew my attention as Sindhu waved at a group of six soldiers. The lump in my throat grew by the second.

      “Boss, you need to stop chasing her. We need to retreat,” said Sun.

      “I know that,” I said between breaths, “but Afet—”

      “Fuck her! If she can’t follow orders then she gets left behind.”

      I said nothing as my attention locked on the threat in front of us. I bit back my frustration and knew I had to deal with what was in front of me. Weapon in hand, I fired at the nearest target to me and brought him down. Afet aimed for Sindhu, who she missed, but hit another instead.

      Sindhu skidded to a halt and screamed for her people to go on the attack. They were too close to fire at us, so now, the game became one of close-range combat. Afet matched Sindhu’s battle cry and the two faced off, slashing and hacking at each other with little regard for anything else.

      The four remaining soldiers broke away from Sindhu and came for me. They formed a rough circle and kept on moving, so one of them was always at my back. They each had melee weapons that ranged from spears to swords. While Sindhu and Afet’s battle was one of screams and curses, ours was a silent affair.

      The scorching wind blew a mini tornado around my feet as I kept on moving. I needed to end this, and I needed to end this fast, if I wanted to save Afet and still get my team out of this alive.

      I shifted my weight on my back foot and shot forward. I faked going high and came down low, gutting the first person in front of me. I pulled my spear out of his gut and was on to the next opponent, who leapt out of reach of my slash. I pushed my advantage, slashing and stabbing, but he kept on evading my attacks. Whenever I would overwhelm him, the other two would rush to back him up and he would retreat behind them and another would take his place.

      On and on this went until I realised their tactics.

      They were stalling for time, waiting until backup arrived and they either took us captive or killed us.

      I would have to be reckless if I wanted to end this quickly.

      Diving amongst their pack, I took two slashes across the arms, but they were minor enough that my suit deflected the damage. My next attack found a throat and I punched out the back of its owner’s neck.

      I pulled my spear out and spun like a ballerina, decapitating the opponent to my left. His blood jetted from his neck like a fountain.

      The last one dropped his weapon, turned tail and ran.

      I let him be, turning my attention to the fight between Afet and Sindhu. Unlike our combat armour, where the helmet come up from the neck of the suit and covered the head, the World Government’s armour was different. They still had power armour similar to others, but their helmet was separate from the suit and reminded me of a motorbike’s helmet.

      So it was just Sindhu’s luck that she had forgotten to bring her helmet along, leaving her defenceless to counter the speed of a New Human.

      One thing we found out early on was that the World Government’s HUD in their helmets slowed down the movements of New Humans through cameras in the helmet. The power suit helped the wearer match the speed and the power of a New Human, but it was worthless if your senses couldn’t keep up with the fight.

      Which was the issue Sindhu was having.

      She moved as well as Afet, but she was always a second too slow to attack—a second too slow to defend.

      Afet swept Sindhu’s feet from underneath her dropping her flat on her back.

      Sindhu tried to move out of the way of the kick, but it still connected with her ribs rolling her along the ground. Afet took her time in following. She was playing with her food.

      Sindhu leapt up to her feet, but a kick square into her solar plexus had her back down again.

      Blood squirted from her lips as she backward rolled over her shoulder. Rolling onto her front, she used shaky arms to push herself up into a tabletop position. Her arms shook like she was on the last rep of her workout.

      Afet stood over her. “Do you know who I am?”

      A wad of blood mixed with spit flew out of Sindhu’s mouth. A saliva trail dangled at the corner of her mouth. She thought about wiping it away with her hand, but the effort was too much.

      “I asked you a question!”

      “Fuck you.”

      “Do you know who I am?”

      “A whinny bitch who can su—”

      The heel of Afet’s boot came down heavy on Sindhu’s back. Metal shattered and bones cracked.

      Afet ground her heel into the small of Sindhu’s back, causing her to scream out in pain.

      “That’s enough!” I pulled Afet away and turned her to face me. “We do not torture our enemies. We do not stoop to their level. We defend ourselves at all times and always offer them the chance to surrender. But one thing I will not have is torture and mistreatment of our opponents in my ranks.”

      Sindhu looked up at me, venom dripping from her eyes. “Always the noble one, huh, Monarch?” I looked at her in shock. “Yeah, your nickname is well known amongst us. Fitting, we all think, as you always act like you have a royal stick up your ass.”

      I squatted down to her level. “You know, it didn’t have to be this way. You could have come back. You could have surrendered.”

      She tried to laugh but coughed up blood instead. “You were always so naïve. You think Quinton would allow us to just come back with open arms?”

      “No, you would have served prison time as deemed appropriate for your crime and then, after you served that time, you would have been set free.”

      “Prison?” she spat.

      “A relative paradise compared to what the hostages you took have been subjected to.”

      Her venomous stare remained on her face as I got up to my feet.

      “If you will not let me do as I please with her, then at least give me the honour of killing her.”

      I shook my head. “That statement never made sense to me.”

      “What?” asked Afet.

      “There is no honour in killing.”

      Afet got in my face. “You can’t be serious! You are going to let her live?”

      “I am taking her prisoner.”

      “Like hell you are!” they both said.

      I ignored them both and bent down to pick Sindhu up as I heard the hum of a spear at my back. I stopped my action. “As cliché as it sounds, revenge will never give you the closure or satisfaction you need.”

      “Want to bet?” asked Afet.

      I smiled. “Even if it did, you are part of my crew and my word is law. If you plan to attack her, know that you must go through me first, and I doubt it is an experience you will live through.”

      “You don’t know what this bitch took from me. Memories, love, things I can never get back. Things that give me nightmares every night. How can you ask me to allow her to live, when you know what all New Humans have been through? I speak for all of us, when I say we can’t let bygones be bygones. That doesn’t work in our world, Kushim. We are not all like you, sailing through life on a fluffy white cloud. The pain I’ve suffered can’t be so easily forgotten. Can’t be easily forgiven.”

      I chuckled despite myself. “What makes you think that I am sailing through life? That I have not suffered pain—heartache—loss? My borough—my people—were nearly destroyed and all I could do was pine after a woman who I loved. Who I thought loved me. But I was wrong and ended up falling—” Shaking my head, I bent down and placed my hands under Sindhu’s armpits. “I am a leader. I experience more pain than anyone else. Every death on my team, every injury, I feel personally responsible for, because I should have planned it better, had a back-up plan for my back-up plan. There are never days of rest. I am always working. Always suffering so the people who dare to call me Monarch can live a peaceful life.

      “That is what it means to live in my world.”

      I stood up with my arm under Sindhu’s armpit, supporting her weight. Lowering my helmet, I looked Afet’s way. “She will pay for the crimes she has committed. You have my word on that. Justice will be served.”

      I couldn’t see Afet’s face because she still had her helmet up. I was about to say something else when footsteps running our way stole my attention. The twins came to a stop in front of us with the rest of the crew.

      Moon looked at Sindhu. “Why is she still alive?”

      I didn’t answer the question, but looked behind the crew at the approaching enemy. “I see you brought company.”

      “We need to go and we need to go now. Reinforcements have blocked the way we came in,” said Sun.

      “How do we get back to our ship?” Afet asked.

      “That wouldn’t have been an issue if you didn’t run off,” snapped Moon. “If I was Kushim, I would kill both of you and leave you as dead weights to bleed out in the sand.”

      “Luckily, you are not him.”

      “Either way,” said Sun, “the problem still stands. We have no way to get to our ship without taking a lot of casualties. If we run through the desert now, they will pick us off from their ships.”

      I bit down my frustrated sigh and looked ahead of me. What if… “I have an idea, but I don’t think you will like it.”

      They all looked at me with varying emotions. Sun was the first to speak. “Try us.”

      I told them my plan.

      “You’re right, we don’t like it.”
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      Sun led the way with a few key people from our team. Behind him was Moon, who supported Willis. Sindhu and I found ourselves in the middle of the pack, and Afet and the rest of the team brought up the rear with the engineer.

      “Boss,” said Moon, looking at me over his shoulder. “I just want you to know before we die that this is a stupid idea.”

      “Thank you for being honest with me.”

      “You know how I like honesty and think it should be expressed at all times.”

      “Hmm, in that case, I think this is a great time to bring up your messiness.”

      Sun snorted with laughter.

      “What?” asked Moon.

      “It has come to my attention that many on the team feel that your…how was it put again? ‘Leaves his crap everywhere for others to collect like we are his mother,’ has gotten under a few people’s skins. If you could—” We stopped and came to a junction. Sun held out his hand while he and the others checked for threats; satisfied, he waved us on.

      “If you could clean up your mess when using the public areas in the ship, that would be a start. Your quarters…we’ll get to that another day.”

      “Rick,” said Moon, “it was you that said something, wasn’t it?”

      A helmeted figure at the front of the pack shook his head and held up his hands defensively.

      “Ever since I said your fried chicken tasted like dry ass. I can’t help it that I have a refined palate. I like the finer things in life.”

      “You could have fooled me with the way you treat your room,” said someone in the group, causing Moon’s head to snap left and right as he tried to find the culprit.

      “He complains about my cooking,” said Rick, “but have you smelt his room? No wonder he knows what dry ass tastes like.”

      I snorted in laughter despite my best efforts as everyone chuckled.

      “Boss?” said Moon. “Hurtful.”

      Sun held up his hands once again, and we stopped. This time, we were near our destination. I looked across the sand at what we wanted. Its panels gleamed as the sun’s rays bounced off it, inviting us to come and take it.

      Sindhu, who was next to me, tried to say something, but we had gagged her mouth with a dirty piece of cloth. As I was about to lower it, Afet stopped me and leaned in close to Sindhu. “You shout—say one word to alert your friends to what we are up to—and you’ll regret it.”

      Sindhu’s eyes narrowed, but she followed Afet’s hands, which were wrapped tightly around her knife. She huffed as she finally gave a reluctant nod.

      I lowered the gag. “If you think this will work, then you are out of your mind. There are guards, security locks and a whole manner of things to stop someone from doing exactly what you are trying to do.”

      I smiled. “That is precisely why you are coming along for the journey.”

      “If you think I’m going to help you, then you have another—”

      “If you don’t help me, then I will allow her,” I nodded to Afet, “to do whatever she likes to you.”

      Afet’s helmeted head looked down at Sindhu, who went pale. It was the first sign of fear I had seen her show. She took in Afet’s helmeted face. “I still don’t know who you are,” said Sindhu. “I wonder…”

      “It doesn’t matter,” said Afet.

      “That we can agree on. You’re probably some bitch whose family I kill—” I put the gag back in place.

      “If I were you, I wouldn’t provoke her. So do as you're told, and if we get out of this alive, I will see that your punishment is lenient.”

      She sent rusty daggers my way, but my attention was on the small group who had exited from the main entrance of the compound. They were making their way to our target.

      Sun looked back at me and lowered his helmet. “Boss, you sure this is a good idea?”

      “No, but what other choice do we have?”

      I could see him racking his brains trying to think of something else, but there wasn’t another option. This was it. With a sigh, he slid his helmet back up and readied us for action.

      We waited until our enemy had crossed the open space before we took off after them. We kept our profiles low and our speed quick, as we didn’t want to be caught out in the open in no-man's-land. Sprinting with everything we had, we were nearly upon our target when we heard shouting from behind our backs. I looked over my shoulder and my worst fear was realised. They had seen us.

      “Everyone head for their ship!”

      No sooner had the words left my mouth than enemy fire came from behind us.

      It scorched the sand ahead of us.

      Ducking low, I returned fire, firing wildly behind me. We were nearly at the ship Jason had arrived on. Once on, we would subdue anyone onboard and take the vessel for ourselves. Simple in practice, but as soldiers poured out of the cargo hold of the ship, I saw the error of my ways.

      We were facing enemies from the front and the rear.

      Heart in my throat, I saw one teammate go down after the other.

      Damn it. Damn it. Damn it!

      The engineer screamed in panic. “I don’t want to die. I don’t want to die.”

      “You should have thought of that before you started dissecting New Humans,” said Moon over the noise.

      The onslaught from both fronts was proving too much. We needed to break through the enemy in front of us and then deal with the enemy at our rear. “All-out charge! Don’t stop.”

      Everyone concentrated their firepower up front, but screams at our rear pulled my attention away. We kept on running and I didn’t give it a second thought, but when the enemy at our front paid more attention to what was happening behind us, I knew something was wrong. Sun at the front sensed it too and slowed down his pace.

      I looked behind me and wished I hadn’t.

      The monsters from the desert had arrived.

      Squat and low, with brown scaly skin that blended with the sand, their long snouts dribbled with saliva as forked tongues darted out before them. Webbed feet with dagger-like claws powered them over the sand, as long flat tails with bone spikes along their edges shifted from side to side behind them like brooms.

      Their movements were terrifying to watch.

      Their tails created mini-sand clouds that masked their presence. The sand not only hid them from view, but got into the eyes and mouths of anyone who didn’t wear a helmet.

      Another shout from far to our left and I saw Jason’s people fleeing back into the compound. They tried to shut the doors but one beast leapt onto a hapless soldier’s back and sank its fangs into the side of their neck. I had to do a double-take at what I saw.

      “Fuck me!” shouted Moon. “I think those things are drinking people’s blood.”

      He wasn’t wrong.

      As more and more creatures brought down their prey, they latched onto their victim’s necks  and feasted on the blood that squirted out.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a flash of movement and the person next to me went down. I turned to the threat and saw a creature trying to clamp its jaws around one of my crew’s neck. Jaws extended, its fangs tried to pierce the metal of the armoured suit, but it wasn’t having much luck. Spear in hand, I drove the point of it through the top of the beast’s skull.

      It thrashed and kept on fighting until I twisted the spear tip back and forth and yanked it back out. A lump of brain was still attached to the spear tip, but at least the animal had stopped fighting.

      I lifted the person to their feet and realised it was Afet. She touched the side of her neck that had been attacked, swiping the gore and saliva off. I inspected the area and was amazed to find two indentations. Passing my hand over it, I could feel it was only a matter of time before the creature had broken through the metal.

      “Everyone! Do not let them bite you. They may not pierce through the armour initially, but they will after a while.”

      “Are you kidding me?” said Moons. “This armour stops bullets. Their bite force must be—” He never got to finish his sentence as he ducked and upwards-slashed at a beast that leapt for his throat.

      Sand now filled the air as we fought moving shapes that shifted through it like predators through the water. “Keep on moving forward!” I tried to scream over the chaos, but I didn’t know if my words got through. I moved in the direction I last saw the ship, as patches of clear space flashed through the sand cloud. It was like I was in a dirty glass dome and every so often, a patch of it would get cleaned showing me the outside.

      A patch opened up to my left, showing me creatures slipping into the compound. Jason’s people tried their best to fight against the tide, but panicky hands made them miss the easy shots they should have hit. The swarm of creatures overwhelmed the people stationed at the front of the complex, bringing them down.

      Another patch opened up to my right where friend and foe alike fought the creatures back to back, differences all but forgotten. Most of Jason’s crew had been caught unaware without their helmets, making them easy pickings for the beasts.

      My team were all helmeted up, unlike Jason’s, crew who fought blindly, sand and dust blinding them to the surrounding dangers. Half a face turned to me, screaming in horror before they were dragged under.

      The patch closed again leaving me blind.

      “What the fuck are these things?” screamed one of my team in my earpiece.

      “I can’t see a thing. Oh God, Josh. They are trying to rip his arm off.”

      “Help! They are trying to drink my blood.”

      The words were like quicksand trying to pull me under. I needed to keep moving. I tried to feel for anyone next to me, but I felt nothing. The cameras in my HUD did their best to reduce the effects of the sandstorm, but it was a losing battle. The only thing I could now do was keep moving forward and hope I was going in the right direction.

      I needed to get to the ship no matter what happened.

      Once onboard, I could better assess the situation and stop my people from getting killed. They were down here because of me. This whole mess was my fault and unless I rectified it, then none of us would survive. Panic built up in my chest as one negative thought after the next battered me. I tripped and fell, landing on my hands and knees.

      A figure fell in front of me, face half eaten.

      Was it one of mine? Did they suffer because—

      Shut the hell up!

      Think, you idiot! Think. Panicking will only get more of your people killed.

      My breathing caught in my chest. I could hear my heartbeat. I—Something hit me in the chest hard. It barrelled me over until I landed on my back with it on my chest. Dazed, all I saw was a face made of teeth that went for my face.

      I tried to fight it off. I tried to survive. But as it inched closer and closer towards my face, all thoughts of hope and survival were slowly being eroded.

      I didn’t want to die like this. On some desert world surrounded by enemies.

      I didn’t want to die like this. Without saying goodbye to the people I loved.

      I didn’t want to die like this. Without telling her how she truly hurt—
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      Kushim

      

      I was floating—struggling—trying to breathe, while ropes tied to my legs kept on pulling me under. Every time I breathed I swallowed water. The more I tried to tread water with my arms and remain calm, the harder everything became.

      “Oi dickhead,” said a voice above me. I looked up to see Uncle standing on a rowing boat. Sandwich in one hand, he took a chunk out of it, while the wide-brim straw hat he wore covered his face. “Calm down and try to relax.”

      “I am trying.”

      “No, you’re not. You’re panicking.”

      “You would be too if—” I went back under. I fought with everything I had to lift my head back up. I spat out a mouthful of water. “You would be too, if you had weights tied to your legs.”

      “Do you want to know why your father tasked me with training you?”

      I said nothing as my head went back under only to resurface a second later.

      “It’s because he knows he would pussy out when the going gets tough. No parent can watch as their child swallows mouthful of water after mouthful of water, as they nearly drown. So he put me in charge of your training development. He knew growing up as you are, with every need and want taken care of, would make you one of two things.

      “A soft child or a spoilt brat.

      “Both are equally dangerous. One grows up scared and forces that scared feeling onto others—the other disregards others’ feelings, only caring about what he wants.”

      “That is all good, Uncle, but what am I meant to do?”

      He bent down until we were eye to eye. “Take a breath and think.”

      “But I’ve tried swimming down and untying myself. I can’t hold my breath—”

      “How many times did you try?”

      I knew the answer. I knew it wasn’t enough. Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath, steadied my racing heart and went under once more.

      My eyes snapped open and saw the teeth nearly upon me. Placing one forearm under the beast’s chin, I placed my other hand against the side of its head and commanded my suit to change.

      The metal in the right arm of my suit extended and folded in on itself creating a mini cannon.

      In the blast of firepower it spat out the creature’s upper torso disappeared. Like a magic trick, one minute it was there and the next, it was gone. Shoving the carcass away from me I got to my feet.

      “Everyone, turn on your ID tags.” No one responded. “The sand is blinding our cameras but if we turn on our ID tags, we can tell friend from foe.” Still, no one responded. “That is an order! Turn them on now!”

      One by one, green dots appeared in the corner of my HUD. I turned my icon orange, so everyone could find me.

      “Everyone, my icon is orange. On me!”

      I watched as green icons came my way. Someone bumped into me and moved away startled, but I grabbed them and held them firm. More icons gathered around me. “Everyone feel for the person in front of you and if you feel their front, turn around. I want you all back to back in a circle.”

      I watched as the green icons formed a circle. Hands felt backs, and I did likewise checking no one was in front of me. I checked to make sure there were no more green icons on the field in front of the circle.

      We were the only ones left alive.

      A shadow in front of me approached. “Everyone. Use your cannons.”

      “But boss, those drain the suit’s power like no one’s business. We should only use them in emergencies.”

      “And what would you call this?”

      Silence. The shadow was nearly upon me.

      “Fire at anything that moves.”

      My left arm took on the form of the right. I held out my two arms, which were now mini-cannons, and planted my feet wide. Everyone else around me did the same. Arms out, we looked like a ship’s wheel.

      En masse, fiery death erupted from our circle. It was beautiful to behold. Flares in the darkness sped away from our group and struck targets again and again. Targets hit turned to bloody mist. We kept on attacking everything and anything that came our way. As the minutes piled up, movement in front of us lessened and the sand storms died down.

      Visibility improved like a window being cleaned and we could finally see the destruction before us.

      Bodies lay in various forms of disfigurement. Half-eaten things that didn’t resemble people filled my vision. Bile rose to my throat, but I swallowed it back down.

      The scene was something out of my worst nightmare. A few creatures dotted here and there in the distance gnawed on bones. I looked at my circle and was thankful at how many had survived, but saddened at our dead. Willis, Afet, Sun, Moon, and Sindhu were still alive. I looked for the engineer but couldn’t find him until Moon pointed to a corpse with a missing head.

      Damn it.

      I went to walk that way but stopped as movement came from the ship behind me. Eyes wide, I stared in horror as its guns pivoted our way.

      “Everyone spread out!”

      The words had barely left my mouth when an explosion lifted me off my feet.

      The HUD showing nothing but static filled my vision as I flew through the air. It felt like an age before my back hit the sand with a thump that rattled my ribs.

      Wind knocked out of me, I tried to get my bearings but another explosion showered me with heated sand. It pelted my armour like rain.

      My HUD came back to life, showing me nothing but red warnings. The power used to fuel the mini-cannons had drained the suit’s power, and now with the added damage it was taking from these explosions, it didn’t have long left until it powered down.

      Rolling to my hands and knees for what felt like the hundredth time, heat washed over me as another explosion went off closer than all the others.

      The blast threw me sideways, causing me to roll like a barrel along the sand.

      My HUD finally died and with it, so did my suit. Collapsing upon itself, it retracted until it was nothing but a silver bracelet on my arm.

      Unfortunately, my body was still moving at speed.

      Skin now bare to the elements, sand rubbed at it like sandpaper. I opened my mouth to scream in pain, but it was a mistake. Sand filled my mouth nearly choking me, as I came to a gradual stop, face down in the sand. Lifting myself on shaky arms, I spat out whatever had invaded my sinuses and just stared at the sand beneath me.

      How much more could we endure?

      What else could go wrong?

      I did not want to look up and see my failures around me. The torn, twisted bodies of the people who had trusted me to lead them. The people who I cared about—saw as family. They were now the only thing keeping the dark thoughts away. The thoughts of failure—the thoughts of unrequited love—the thoughts of home.

      The sudden silence made the clapping sound like funeral bells on a cold winter’s morning.

      My head felt like it weighed a ton, as I lifted it and took in Jason strolling down the ship’s cargo ramp with the same smug look on his face as earlier.

      He stopped at the bottom of the ramp and looked at the scene before him like a proud parent.

      “Well, that went better than expected. Here was I, dreading all the paperwork I would have to do when this mission finished, but those lizard things did all the hard work for me. Made their way inside the compound—killed all inside—and seriously wounded your forces so they would be easy pickings for me once you two battled it out.” He clapped and stomped his feet in merriment. “It’s all coming up, Jason. About time I had some good luck.”

      “Your self-serving prick!” shouted Sindhu, who nursed a bleeding wound on her side. “You killed most of your people.”

      Jason shrugged. “Deadwood. If you were not smart enough to be on the ship with me when all this started, then whose fault is it you got hurt?”

      Sindhu's venomous stare could melt skin. “You would leave me out here to die? After everything that I have done for you? After…after everything we’ve been through?”

      “Listen, Sin, just because you gave me some pussy doesn’t mean I owe you anything. I had fun—you had fun. It was consensual.”

      “You small dick—”

      “Do you want me to leave you here?”

      Mouth opened in anger, Sindhu stopped when she saw his face. It was of a man who would want nothing more than to get rid of her. The prospect of it filled him with joy.

      “Good. That’s what I thought. If you can keep your mouth shut for five minutes, I may not tell Abdullah Aly how you completely fucked this mission up by allowing yourself to get caught.”

      “I didn’t—” began Sindhu, but she shook her head.

      “Now, Kushim. At first, your presence annoyed me, but I am glad I didn’t kill you back at the compound. Abdullah Aly is going to be happy that I brought you back alive and chained up, along with your little crew. He may even give me a promotion. Nothing too fancy, some redundant title that gives me some land and a nice fat pension every month. You know, something I can retire on.” Eyes squinting against the sun, he looked out onto the battlefield. “Is that… is that Willis Moor? Old ginger nuts himself. Ha! Abdullah Aly will be pleased. He’s not been himself since his operation, but this will surely cheer him up.”

      “What operation?” I asked, but Jason only laughed.

      “Nah—nah—nah, I already said too much.”

      Was Abdullah Aly sick? Is that why he was pushing this war so hard? Were these the actions of a man who knew he had little time left and wanted to finish his vision before death took him?

      Thoughts rushed one after the other, but all were silenced with the words that came out of Jason’s mouth.

      “Say goodbye to your crew, Kushim. I only need you and Willis…the rest, well, they are no good to me.”

      “Wait! Wait. Wait.” I tried to get to my feet, but stumbled back to my knees. “Surely it looks better if you take away all of us instead of just two of us?” Jason cocked his head to one side. “Think of yourself like a Roman emperor parading his spoils of war through the streets. How magnificent will it look—will you look—when everyone recognises it was you who brought in the people responsible for destroying so many of the World Government’s sites? I mean—not even Abdullah Aly’s most trusted people can boast to that claim to frame.” The words spilt out of my mouth in a hurry as my mind tried to think of a way to keep my people alive.

      Jason tapped his chin thoughtfully. “You make a good point. You make a good point. But... here’s the thing, there are only so many people I can take on my ship so....”

      “What are you talking about? That ship can take a hundred times our number.”

      “I know,” he said in a singsong voice, “but I like my space. Sorry.”

      I looked at him in disbelief as he lifted his hand and the ship’s guns pointed towards my crew members.

      There was nothing I could do. Nothing more I could say.

      I. Had. Failed. Again.

      A missile streaked across the sky and slammed into Jason’s ship rocking it on its axis. The sound wave knocked us off our feet. Lifting my head, I looked as flames shot out into the air from the side where the ship was hit. Sprawled on his front, Jason looked back in horror.

      “Bridge! Who is attacking us? What is happening? What is happening!”

      Another missile slammed into the other side of the ship, causing even more damage. Heat washed over me and smoke billowed into the air as we finally heard who was responsible.

      A ship made up mostly of angles, that looked like a claw, came into view. Weapons covered its surface, making its intent clear. This was a ship built for war. A solitary figure stood defiant on the roof of the compound and fired a rocket launcher at the ship. The rocket exploded harmlessly against the ship’s shields. The ship didn’t even bother attacking, instead its wing sliced its attacker in half.

      Jason lay on his front, anger erupting from his throat. Getting to his feet, he tried to rush back onto the ship, but flames from its cargo hold pushed him back. Looking around in panic, other members of his crew emerged from the compound and took off into the desert. Lazy laser fire from the attacking ship nipped at their heels, making sport of them.

      Jason looked at his fleeing men, turned to look at me and sneered. I got up to my feet and took four steps before my legs gave out underneath me, causing me to fall back down. I gritted my feet as I locked eyes with Jason, who gave me a wink and a wave, before taking off running after his men.

      I tried to lift myself up with every fibre of my being, but I just couldn’t move. My body had taken too much punishment. I could feel muscles twitching as I willed myself up, but it just wasn’t happening.

      I looked at Jason’s fleeing back and swallowed down the disappointment and anger I felt. Stopping on the crest of a dune, Jason turned back to me and gave me a smile and a wave. “You win some,” he shouted, “you lose—” A pair of jaws clamped on his leg, causing him to scream in pain. The scream though was short-lived as the lizard that had been hiding, buried in the sand, dragged him under. He fought with all his strength as the creature, which looked like a cross between an anaconda and crocodile, bit harder and tried to drag him down to its lair.

      Half his body submerged, he fought with all his strength dragging himself out of the pit. One leg completely bitten off and pumping out blood, he lay on the sand, hands raised in the air. “Not today, motherfucker! Not to—”

      A second pair of jaws, larger than the first, shot out from the sand and clamped around his head. It bit through his neck in one bite before slithering back down into the sand.

      Other mouths quickly followed, biting out chunks from the body before they pulled it under the sand.

      “Well, that was unexpected,” I said, as a shadow appeared over me.

      Sindhu’s face loomed large above me. Her smile was all predatory. “The universe has answered my prayers and gotten rid of one dickhead, but it looks like it’s going to make me do the work of getting rid of the other pain in my ass.” A knife appeared in her hand. I tried to move, but I knew there was little point.

      “I spared your life.”

      “More fool you.”

      “It’s over. You’ve lost. What will my death accomplish for you?”

      “The simple joy in knowing that you’ll be dead before me. Goodbye, Kushim Blake.”

      Her hand lifted in the air but remained frozen as shock swept across her face. Confused, I didn’t know what was happening until Afet’s face appeared over Sindhu’s shoulder.

      “This is for what you took from me.”

      Sindhu’s head turned until she locked eyes with Afet. “You. But we had a de—” Sindhu’s body jerked as a blade shot out of her chest. The grin on Afet’s face told of a pleasure that twisted my guts.

      One word left Sindhu’s mouth as the light faded from her eyes. “Why?”

      “The simple joy in knowing that you’ll be dead before me. I’ll be seeing you on the other side.”

      Afet gave her knife a final twist before pulling it out and allowing the body to drop to the ground. She walked away, footsteps trailing in the sand. I wanted to call her back and demand answers from her, but the voice that came from the ship’s speakers hovering above us stole those thoughts away.

      “My, my, Monarch. Looks like little old me once again has to save your ass. I would mind, but we both know how cute I find that little behind.”

      I groaned as a voice I never thought I would hear again was carried on the desert wind. As it landed, I knew one thing: my troubles had only begun.

      

      Kushim

      

      I should have been resting. I needed medical attention. Face covered in dried blood, I used my spear as a walking stick and moved from injured person to injured person. I offered a reassuring word here, a pat on the shoulder there, or a shoulder to cry on when all else failed.

      Our mothership had landed, while our sister ships circled in orbit around the planet. What a mess. A simple mission to recover information and we were none the wiser.

      Yes, we had a mountain of information to go through, but how long would it take?

      Judging by what the engineer had said, the production of the thing was nearly complete, so time was not on our side. With a heavy sigh, I walked towards the headless corpse that had once been our engineer and said a few prayers.

      I knew what he had done, but no one deserved to be eaten alive.

      Footsteps stopped at my side. “Well, there go our hopes of finding the planet destroyer,” said Moon.

      I said nothing as I looked down at the man who my hopes had rested on. Disappointment filled my core and I tried to remember that this man had lost his life, but I still couldn’t bury the fact that without him, we were now back to square one. We didn’t know the location of the planet destroyer, only that it now existed.

      About to get up, I stopped. Would a man like this leave without a safety deposit? Something that he could use to bribe his way into safe passage?

      What characteristics did this man show?

      He was a coward who— I shook my head. That was just my anger talking. No. He was a resourceful individual who kept going after his goals no matter what. Even though he was ridiculed by his colleagues and friends for believing in Alvis Bowman, he still kept pushing on. Fighting for whatever misguided version he believed in.

      A man like that would have a backup option if all else went to hell.

      I bent down and rifled through his pockets.

      “Err…boss, I hate to be that guy… but why are you going through a headless corpse’s pockets?”

      “Because a man like this would never allow fate to determine his life,” I said, going through one pocket after the next until I exhausted all options but one.

      “Why do they always hide it up there?” I turned the corpse around and pulled down his work jeans and boxers.

      “Boss. What the fuck is going on? I know you're dealing with some shit right now, but shoving things up people’s arses is always the last option. The guy is dead, let bygones be bygones.”

      “I’m looking for something—” I stopped and looked up, confused. “When is it ever an option to shove something up someone’s anus?”

      Moon looked uncomfortable. “I mean... you go to an unlicensed underground rave, take a drug you think is ecstasy but it turns out to be something else, hallucinate like you’re suckling on the nectar of life, and you wake up to find yourself in an unfortunate situation with a screaming man and a ketchup bottle, surrounded by a group of people who you thought were trees.”

      I opened and closed my mouth while I digested what he said. Lifting my finger in the air, I lowered it back down and shook my head in disappointment. “I have so many questions to unpack in that statement, but we just haven’t got the time.” Going back to the corpse in front of me, I parted his cheeks and pulled out the data stick that was nestled in there like a lost lamb.

      I held it aloft triumphantly. “This is what I was looking for.” I showed it to Moon, but he shoved it away.

      “Eww, clean that first. I don’t think it was brown when it went in.”

      I wiped it on the corpse’s clothes before holding it back up to the light. “I hope this is what I think it is.”

      “Which is?”

      “The location of the planet destroyer.”

      “Boss, I wouldn’t get your hopes up. It could be anything. His bank details, family pictures, sexy pictures of him, sexy pictures of someone else, anything. I just don’t want to see you get your hopes up over this.”

      I nodded. “I understand your concern—caution. But if I don’t get my hopes up for this…. then all this loss—suffering — will just be a fat waste of time.”

      “Boss, this isn’t your—”

      “If there is one thing my father taught me, it’s that it is always our fault.” I looked at his shoulder, which was patched up, along with medical adhesive tape plastered to the side of his neck, and felt a lump grow in my throat. “How is your brother?”

      “Doing better than I would have thought. He took most of the blast because he covered me with his body… he’ll live. Just needs a few weeks to recover.”

      “Should we send him back home?”

      “The Jungle isn’t our home.”

      “My home is your home. I thought you all knew that.”

      “No, our home is wherever you are. But to answer your question, no. He wouldn’t want that, and even if we sent him to The Jungle, he would just find a way to get back to you. Let him rest up. Both of us can work on finding as much information as possible about this planet destroyer from the files we took while we recover.”

      “If you’re sure?”

      He said nothing but gave me a tight hug that lasted longer than expected as Zizi waited for us to finish. Untangling himself from me, he punched me in the arm.

      “Why wouldn’t we be sure? You freed us from cages not meant for animals.”

      “You were the first people I ever rescued. I wish I’d done a better job,” I chuckled.

      “I vaguely remember you screaming at a group of semi-drunk men to get down on the floor, while one of them thought it was all a big joke and you were a male stripper.”

      “Don’t remind me. It took me hours just to unbolt the locks because I thought it would be easier to blast them off, but all I ended up doing was fusing the locks together.”

      “Like virgins fumbling with their first bra, we all have to start somewhere. I’ll take that off your hands,” he said, taking the data stick off me with two pinched-together fingers.

      “Tell no one you have that or what you find on it.”

      He gave me a knowing look and walked away allowing Zizi to come forward. She said nothing, allowing me to take in the organised chaos happening around me. My people searched bodies and piled them to one side, while another group searched the compound for everything we missed. Every corpse, whether friend or foe, was buried or zipped up in a body bag to take back to their loved ones.

      The only thing I could focus on was the pile of bodies needing to be taken back to their loved ones. Each and every one was a testament to my failure.

      “It could have been worse.”

      I looked at Zizi as if she had lost her mind.

      “We could have lost you.”

      “I would hardly call that worse. At least I wouldn’t have to carry this burden that threatens to bury me.”

      “Stop being such a pussy. Both you and your father can be so melodramatic. The people who follow you know the risks, Kushim, they are not children. No one blames you for these deaths because they know how hard you take it. They see improvement. With every mission, we get one step closer to liberating our people. The number of New Humans you have freed is staggering, while your father—” She stopped herself, grinding the butt of her spear into the sand.

      I smiled as I watched the twin setting suns over the horizon. The dry air was already chilly, raising the odd goosebumps on my arm.

      “My father thinks… my father thinks to win this war, we need to secure our position at home first. He believes we can’t win this war if we still have enemies at our rear, and I think he is right. But that world of Safe Haven is best left to him. He understands it better. It created him. Moulded him. Made him who he is.

      “I… was never part of that world, so I can never understand it.”

      “But still, to not offer you any support…”

      “I never asked for any. I never spoke to him. I left without saying a word to him or Mother.”

      Sadness graced her face as she rested a hand on my shoulder. “Oh, Kushim. Why didn’t you say anything? Why didn’t you at least tell me you were doing this all by yourself, instead of me thinking your father had left you out to dry?”

      “You should know my father better than that.”

      “I guess you’re right. Your father loves you. He would never allow you to do this by yourself.”

      “Exactly. That’s why I needed to be my own man. If I asked for help, I would always be in my father’s shadow. His people would always look over my shoulder, making sure I knew what I was doing or report back to him everything that went wrong. They would make me doubt myself. By just leaving and throwing myself into the deep end, I wanted to find out if I could survive like him. If I could swim.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Do you know why my father became who he is?” She shook her head. “It is because he was thrown into the deep end with weights tied to his feet. He met insurmountable odds from the start of his journey. Kidnapped by a crew who wanted him dead—being placed in charge of that crew—facing a legend in Alvis—fighting the worst Safe Haven had to offer. All these experiences hardened him until he was so sure of himself—so tested—that he could face any challenge unfazed.

      “That is what I wanted. Needed. I had to throw myself in the deep end if we ever had a chance to win this war. And what bigger challenge is there than defeating the greatest galactic power known to man?”

      Zizi gave me the first genuine smile I had seen. “You crazy fucker. You take after him more than you know.”

      “Speaking of families, have you spoken to your sons?”

      The smile was replaced by a frown. “Those two idiots are as thick-headed as their father. I have spoken to them but they refuse to see sense and come back home; instead they want to finish this out. They want to be with their sister to the very end. If I could just get two minutes alone with that girl, I would….”

      “I think you would have to fight my mother to see who got the first round.”

      Zizi barked in laughter. “Maybe I shouldn’t feel too bad. When Poppy finally gets her hands on her—ha! I feel sorry for you most of all. When mothers and wives fight, it’s always the husbands who get it the worse.”

      “There is little chance of her becoming my wife. So you do not have to worry there.”

      Zizi gave me a look as if to say she wasn’t convinced. “Anyway, how is Willis doing?”

      “Not out of the worst of it. We’ll need to take him back to The Jungle, and get him seen to properly. We’ve put him in suspended animation for now, so he doesn’t wake up and get himself stressed out. With the boys….not coming back, it will only make his condition worse. I believe—hope—the nanobots in his system can do the job, but I would rather Makenna look at him. He suffered a lot of damage.”

      “Surely our people can help?”

      “They can…but it would be better for all if we part ways for the time being. Like you, the boys are on their own path and I am not foolish enough to get in their way. All will learn lessons on this journey and they do not need their mother wiping their noses while the universe throws everything it can at them. I will miss them as a mother does, but Willis’s journey and mine ends here.”

      “It is a shame you are leaving. There is still so much for you to do. So many people left to train.”

      She brushed the comment away. “The twins know enough to train anyone to an acceptable standard. Plus, Skadi can fill in the blanks where they lack. You should rely on that woman more. She is more deadly than she appears.”

      “I know. She just scares me a bit.”

      “And then there is Afet…have you decided what to do with her yet?”

      Face set in stone, I said one word. “No.”

      Zizi read my expression and nodded. “She—try—argh! This is difficult. I have seen people like her come and go through my ranks. They are like the brightest star, all vengeance—suffering—and hate. They burn through their opponents and themselves until there is nothing left. Their existence is always short. Painful. But they can change a battle when all others in your team have failed.

      “They are as useful as they are a liability. Tread carefully in regard to her.”

      “Thank you for the advice.”

      “Speaking of treading carefully, have you spoken to her?”

      “Whoever could you mean?” I asked in a mocking tone.

      Zizi raised an eyebrow.

      “No. No, I have not. I aim to stay on this planet for a little while and heal up. The compound is fully stocked with food and water, so that shouldn’t be a problem. She and I need to discuss a lot of things… what happened—why is she here—why has she been attacking other research facilities and compounds? But that discussion is for another day, and right now I just want to comfort those who are grieving and then get some sleep.”

      Zizi walked up to me and placed both her hands on either side of my shoulders. “Trust yourself to do the right thing and do not let emotion cloud your judgement.”

      “I will. Thank you for all your help. Without you and Willis I—we—would have died a long time ago.”

      “Don’t mention it .” She walked away, then stopped. “Is there anything you want me to tell them?”

      The orange fading light across the sand looked like a water painting. I took in a deep breath that caused my ribs to hurt.

      “You’ll only regret it if you don’t.”

      “Tell him I’m okay and I’ll see him soon. Tell my mother I love her with all my heart and I’m sorry how I left. But I am her son and she should trust me.

      “I love them both. I’ll be home soon.”
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      Kushim

      

      The setting suns were....mesmerising—inspiring—captivating... I wished my vocabulary could better picture what I was seeing. The swirl of reds, blues and pinks in the sky put any artist’s depiction of nature to shame.

      I had a love-hate relationship with this place.

      The heat during the day, coupled with the desolate quiet of the place, put me on edge. I missed the call of the birds, the rustling of the wind through the trees, the scents of the different seasons throughout the year, as one flower blossomed and another withered and died.

      But this place... only the wind breathed life.

      If you didn’t know better, you would have thought the planet was a barren wasteland. But that was why it was so dangerous, luring you into a false sense of security before teeth from the very sand came up and dragged you under to your— my head jerked and my hand went to my spear, as I heard movement from behind me, but relaxed back down when I realised who was walking towards me.

      She said nothing as she took a seat next to me on the crest of the sand dune.

      “You know,” I said, “part of me hates this place, but another part, when the suns have nearly gone down for the evening and the temperature turns from warm into chilly, I can sit out here all day and just be.”

      I took in a deep breath and tilted my head back.

      “Is that why you’ve been avoiding me?”

      “We have nothing to discuss.”

      “How cute of you to think so, Monarch.”

      I ignored her and closed my eyes as I wiggled my hands and feet into the lukewarm sand.

      “How long do you plan to stay here?” she asked.

      “As long as we need to.”

      We had been here for a handful of days while we recovered and regrouped. Zizi and Willis had left the mothership behind and departed on a smaller vessel back home. Most of my crew were eager to get a move on, but I didn’t see the rush. The World Government had no clue about this location and by the time Abdullah Aly figured out anything was wrong, we would be long gone.

      No. It was better to use this planet as a base for the time being, and get all the information we needed, then head towards our next destination. We knew we would find the location of the planet destroyer eventually. The location would be in the information we recovered. We just needed to be patient. The twins were going through the information with a fine-tooth comb, with the help of Skadi and a few others. I had everyone else make sure they got enough recovery and relaxation.

      We would soon be in the deep end once again, but right now, I just wanted us to relax at the side of the pool and get our toes wet.

      “Sooo, what brings you to this part of town?”

      I opened my eyes and looked at Mariya, who was staring at me intently. I gave her a shrug.

      “It wouldn’t have to do with a certain ship that can destroy planets, would it?”

      I kept my face passive while I turned my attention back to the rolling sands.

      “I do not like this new Monarch. So closed off. So secretive. Where is the fresh-faced man who saw only good in the world?”

      “At the bottom of the lake, where you left him.”

      A mix of emotions crossed her face, which she failed to get under control. Out of the many that crossed her face, she picked one she didn’t feel. “You can’t say I didn’t choose a good landing?” she said with a grin.

      “You know when you hit the water at a certain height, it becomes as hard as the earth?”

      “I knew you would survive. A simple fall like that could never kill the Monarch.”

      I nodded.

      The silence once again resumed, but it wasn’t one found between two friends or lovers simply enjoying each other’s company. This was forced. Heavy. Painful.

      “You’ve done a lot of good, Monarch. Saved many people. Eight out of the ten times you’ve beaten us to a compound and freed everyone kept prisoner. Whenever I visit a New Human colony, it is your name they sing. Monarch. Monarch. Monarch,” she whispered. “Like a great Messiah, you are becoming a legend. A man who—”

      “What do you want, Mariya?”

      She looked at me, mouth still half open.

      I continued, “You obviously don’t need my help if you can find these compounds yourself, and from what I have been hearing, you’ve been attacking your fair share of research facilities, too. Something not even I have done yet. So what is it you exactly want from me?”

      “I—”

      “It can’t be me, because you rejected me so hard you pushed me off a ship. It can’t be my help or my father’s, because from what I see, you have your own little crew following you. So what exactly, and let us be clear here, do you need or want from me?”

      “I just wanted to say hello—”

      “Bullshit!” I said, leaping to my feet. “From the moment I met you, you wanted something from me. I was just too naïve to see it. Too much of a nice guy. You happened—chanced—to fall into my path when I was alone like a lost princess looking to be saved. Then you picked the one place to stay at Safe Haven where my father and Abdullah Aly would be. Not to mention getting into a compound you knew all about before anyone else.”

      “I told you not to follow me,” she whispered.

      “Time and time again, no matter where I turn, you are always there. How did you know about the compound they held me at? How do you know about this compound? How did you know about the planet destroyer?”

      “The planet what—”

      “The ship that destroys planets!”

      She looked at me, trying to decide what she should tell me. A she was about to open her mouth, I cut her off.

      “Don’t even bother. I don’t want to hear it, if I am honest. I am tired of defending you against people. I am tired of not listening to people’s advice about you. Thank you for saving my people. But our journey ends here,” I said, walking away.

      “I told you not to follow—”

      “I know,” I said with my back turned. “I know. It is just another piece of advice I should have listened to.”
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      I sat in my office with Afet before me.

      Running my hands over my reclaimed oak desk did little to soothe the irritation I felt in the pit of my stomach. A miniature waterfall rested in one corner of the room surrounded by moss and trees that would grow no taller than four feet tall. Other plants hung from the ceiling in wicker baskets.

      The idea started as a gift from Skadi. I was shocked at her thoughtfulness and when questioned why she did it, she explained everyone needed something to remind them of home.

      It was a beautiful gift until the twins got wind of it.

      Since then, every so often, I would find an extra plant or mini-tree tucked in a corner.

      A leaf flopped onto my head, covering one eye, causing me to cuss them internally, as I brushed it off and flickered through the files in front of me.

      “Thank you for meeting with me today. I appreciate it,” I said to Afet.

      “I didn’t have a choice, now, did I?”

      “We all have choices. We just have to be ready to accept the consequences our choices cause. And talking about consequences, that is why I called you here today. Going by these files, your inclusion into the teams is anything but smooth. There are reports in here about challenging behaviour towards your team leader, not listening to orders given and, on a handful of occasions, simply ignoring them altogether.”

      “What if the orders given are wrong??”

      I looked up from what I was reading with a raised eyebrow. “Are you saying you know better than your superiors?”

      “No, I just—”

      “Are you saying that people who have been in charge of teams, and in conflict with enemies for months on end, should listen to the words of someone with no combat experience? Someone who, when we first freed them, ruined a mission and got several of my people hurt because she decided she was going to be an action hero and run head first at a compound without no backup?”

      “I thought that was forgiven?”

      “Forgiven, but not forgotten.”

      “I was a smuggler in my past life and although I do not have battle experience, I know a thing or two about violence.”

      “You don’t need to remind me.”

      She took a step forward, irritation on her features. “Violence isn’t all pretty and heroic, like some medieval fantasy. It’s dirty—dark—sinful. Leaves you questioning mankind. Stains your soul. Makes you do things…things that you would have never thought possible just to survive.”

      “But we must be better than those urges. We must rise above them. My hands are dirtier than most, but that still doesn’t mean I attack in anger or hate. Going down that route only leaves you facing your worst enemy in the mirror. My goal here is not to destroy the World Government and kill its inhabitants. I would stop what I am doing today if they offered peace.”

      “More fool you. Peace only comes when there is no one left to fight on the other side.”

      “So you would have me continue this war no matter what? Until planets are turned into barren wastelands and billions suffer a fate worse than death?”

      “It is no worse a fate than we have suffered.”

      I shook my head as I continued to flick through the paperwork. The sound of the waterfall in the corner failed to calm my nerves.

      “There have also been instances of infighting between members of your team.”

      “I don’t get along with idiots. What can I say?”

      “Let me guess, you are one of those people who believes everyone is an idiot apart from them?”

      “It’s something that comes with age. When you get older, you’ll understand.”

      “Plus,” I said, drawing the word out, “there is also the issue of what happened earlier this week.”

      “You mean where I stopped that bitch Sindhu from killing you?”

      “No,” I said with a shake of the head. “But for that, I thank you. I owe you a life debt, one I am not sure how I will repay, but you have my word that I will repay it. No, I speak of how the whole situation went down in regard to the fight with Jason and his forces.”

      She looked thoughtful for a moment before answering. “If I am honest, I think the outcome could have gone better.”

      “You do?”

      “Yes, I think your hesitance in regard to action has caused more lives in this instance to be lost than saved. We should have approached this planet with a larger force, and hit the ship we were following as soon as it landed, then we could round up any survivors and question—interrogate—them, until they gave us the information we wanted.”

      “You mean torture?”

      “Call it whatever you want to call it to let you rest easy at night. We need answers, and we need them fast. The way you approached this situation, with so much caution, allowed things to spiral out of your control. Yes, we recovered data from the compound, but it would have been easier to capture Jason or one of his people and ask them the location of this ship directly.

      “Sometimes, the softly-softly approach, and seeing what our enemies do first, isn’t always the best strategy.”

      “Huh, that is an interesting insight, but you know I was talking about your actions, don’t you?”

      She looked shocked. “My actions? What was wrong with my actions?”

      I pushed down my frustration and placed the papers in my hands on the desk slowly. Stapling my fingers together, I kept eye contact with her until she fidgeted. She went to open her mouth—went to say something—but my gaze pinned her soul to the back wall.

      “You remind me of someone I know only too well. Both of you are as stubborn-headed as the day is long. You both think your way is the only right way to do something and to hell with the consequences. You’ll endanger anyone that is near you, just to get the mission—task—done.

      “Selfish!

      “That is what both of you are.” I tried to stop my voice from rising, but I couldn’t help it. “What angers me, is not that you invited yourself on this mission. Not that you allowed your weapon to fall out of your hand signalling to our enemies our location. It is not even that you disobeyed a direct officer from me and sprinted after Sindhu, with no forethought for your safety or anyone on the team. What angers me is even now, standing here in front of me with the dust settled, you can not see your faults. You can not see how your actions nearly lost everyone in my team their lives. Your head is so far up your ass, you place all the blame on this mission failing on me.

      “Me.

      “The only person out of my team who chased after you when everyone else wanted to leave you behind!”

      My chest rose and fell as my hand clenched and unclenched. I tried to see through the red mist, but I failed.

      “The reason everyone fights with you, Afet, is because no one trusts you. They don’t trust you not to do something dumb and endanger their lives and their friends’ lives. Trust. That is what I have built my team from.

      “Trust.

      “Trust in me not to know all the answers and ask for help. Trust in me to say when I am wrong. Trust in me to take the blame when no one else wants to.

      “You think you’re in this alone because you’ve lost someone or something, but everyone in my crew has had a similar story to yours that is better or worse. They don’t use it as an excuse for their actions. They use it to be better. Do better. Yet you…you constantly take this lone wolf approach to everything you do.” I shook my head and allowed silence to once again fill the space between us.

      “Are you kicking me off the team?”

      “Do you know why the lone wolf myth is bullshit?” She said nothing. “Because lone animals in the wild die the quickest. The lazy—the sick—the unhelpful—get kicked out of the pack, and if they are lucky and have learnt their lesson, then another pack will take them. But that rarely happens, because unlike humanity, nature is fair.

      “You disobey the pack, you get left out in the cold. No ifs—no buts—no maybes.”

      “Are you kicking me off the team?”

      Looking down at my hands, I said nothing for a long time, wondering what the best answer was until I decided just to tell the truth. “I don’t know. Right now, emotions are high and the best decisions are never made on emotions.

      “I will have an answer for you before we leave for our next mission. That is the best I can give you.”

      Nostrils flared she stood her ground staring me down. I thought she was going to say something, but the moment passed and she pivoted on her heel and stormed out.

      I watched her go, mind conflicted over whether I had done the right thing. And, yet again, thinking about what my father would have done in this situation. Thoughts once again going to him revealed how much I truly missed him and his counsel.
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      I woke bolt upright, tangled in the sheets of my bed. A sheen of sweat coated my body, raising goosebumps along it, as the cool recycled air washed over me. Passing a hand over my face, I tried to brush away the lingering images from the nightmare that woke me up. It differed from the normal ones that plagued me. Normally, my nightmares would be filled with the faces of my enemies that I had killed. I would not relive the moment I took their lives. Instead, I would be in a room with their corpse at my feet while their loved ones surrounding me screamed and cried at their passing. Those were nothing compared to when the crowd of onlookers said nothing.

      I would plead, beg for their mercy, but only mute stares with blood for tears looked my way.

      Tonight, I was treated to something different.

      I got to experience the death of my crewmates again and again.

      It was...not a pleasant experience.

      With a sigh, I swung my feet onto the floor and took in a deep breath. When I lifted my hands out, they trembled. I took in another deep breath. Normally, I could brush away my nightmares, even accepting them as part and parcel of the job. It was something I would have liked to talk to my father about, as he would be the only person I knew who would understand, but... I shook my head. These new nightmares worried me. I didn’t want them to hinder my actions. I didn’t want them to still my hand in pushing for the advantage against my enemy, because I was worried about casualties.

      I hated to admit it, but Afet’s words had sunk in and taken hold like vines with thorns.

      Again and again, I reviewed her criticism. I knew if there wasn’t a kernel of truth in them, then they wouldn’t bother me. But her statement about not pushing my advantage, not attacking more, was something my other lieutenants had spoken to me about. I was too worried about placing my people in danger. Too worried about losing a battle. Even Skadi, of all people, had noticed and criticised me for being too scared to fail.

      I knew they were right, but it was difficult seeing the people who I had set free potentially run off to their deaths.

      Mouth dry, I worked my tongue back and forth. I needed a drink.

      Throwing on some clothes, I walked out of my quarters and headed to the main kitchen on the ship. Footsteps soft, I heard voices that made me pause.

      “Why are you here?” asked Skadi.

      “I wanted something to eat,” said Mariya.

      “No food on your ship?”

      “I know the Monarch keeps tasty treats here, so I came a-looking.”

      Silence. Keeping my body hidden, I crept forward until I could see around the corner into the kitchen space. Mariya had her back turned to Skadi, who in turn had her back to me. Mariya rummaged through the kitchen cupboards, throwing things over her shoulder that she disregarded. Skadi’s white hair was tied in a tight bun that ran down a tight-fitting tank top. Shorts leaving little to the imagination rode high and hugged her curves. Normally dressed conservatively, she must have woken up looking to get a drink or maybe heard a noise that woke her.

      “You must be mistaken.” Tension lined Skadi’s back. Mariya didn’t turn around to face her as she continued to look through the cupboards. “You believe yourself welcome. You are not.”

      Mariya paused for a second that felt like an eternity before she continued searching. “Ah! Looky—looky—what I have found here!” Boxes and packs of food fell to the floor, as Mariya drove deeper into the cupboard and pulled out a large bag of jerky. I pulled back away from the doorway and rested my back against the corridor wall so she wouldn’t see me as she turned around.

      “You’ve had your....snack, now you can go.”

      Loud chewing came as a response as Mariya smacked her lips. “This is tasty. The Monarch treats you lot good. No wonder you are in love with him.”

      “Wha—what?” asked Skadi. It was the first time I heard her rattled.

      “Oh, come on, sweetheart. You hang back in the shadows, not saying a word, playing the strong silent type, but I’ve seen the way you look at him. All lovey-dovey. Stomach swirling while you try to keep your emotions under wraps and legs closed. Debating—daydreaming—about whether you should tell him how you feel. Does he feel the same?” she said, in a singsong voice. “How will he react? What if I tell him and then everything falls apart?

      “So many choices and dilemmas you could star in your own teen rom-com.”

      Silence. It lasted so long I was tempted to peek around the corner, but heavy footsteps told me someone had taken steps forward. By the sound of the gait, I could tell it was Skadi.

      “I shall not repeat myself.”

      More loud chewing. I knew Mariya only too well. She would chew without closing her mouth, just so she could push Skadi’s buttons. I could see it clear as day.

      “You’re different from the others, aren’t you?” asked Mariya. “I can see it in the eyes. Unlike those two idiot twins, you’re cold and calculating. You’ve seen some shit, ain’t ya? But then again, all New Humans have. Being a New Human is suffering no matter how much Monarch denies it. He thinks he can change our future through peace, but he’s wrong. Throughout history, there has never been great change without violent action. You and I both know that. I just hope he figures it out before it’s too late.”

      “I pity you .” The words spoken by Skadi were said as a statement. No emotion. No judgement. Just spoken as fact. “You are a broken thing. I can see why he fell in love with you. His greatest passion is fixing broken things. He sees the world differently from everyone else, and his need—want—to make it better makes everyone around him uncomfortable. It makes us uncomfortable because we know he’s right. We know violence is the easiest way to get what we all want, but it isn’t the best way—it isn’t the right way. He chooses the hardest path because the hardest path is normally the right one.

      “But that is why we love him, because he is the shining star fighting against the pit of darkness in all of us.”

      “Pretty words from—”

      “Stop. Enough. I see you, Mariya. I see through your bullshit. I see through your lies. We are both unworthy of his love. We are both broken things he wishes to fix, but unlike you, I have enough respect for him and myself not to torture him and give him some sort of hope that we would be anything but friends.”

      Conflicting emotions tried to fight their way to the surface as I listened to Skadi’s words. I had never heard her speak with so much passion or for so long. A woman of few words. When I first met her, I thought her mute. Who knew there was so much depth behind those frosty blue eyes?

      “You think you’re better than me, ice queen?”

      A snort from Skadi. “Do you even have to ask?”

      “Don’t lie to yourself. If he came for you like he came for me, you would fall over yourself. You don’t hate me because of what I am. You hate me because I could have everything you’ve ever dreamed of, but I didn’t want it. Much like he doesn’t want you.”

      I felt the tension building up from where I was. About to step away from the wall, two new voices stopped me.

      “Oi, oi, what’s going on here then?” asked Moon.

      “Sister, are you alright?” asked Gabriel.

      Neither woman said anything. I held my tongue and prayed that Moon wouldn’t be his usual—

      “Are you two really brother and sister? I mean, you're so pale your skin almost glows, while she has the skin tone of a walnut. Then there’s the other one who’s even darker still. If you are all related, your father must have gone to town in the local whorehouse—wait… don’t tell me, was your mother in the whorehouse and you are all from a different father—”

      “When was the last time you got punched?” asked Gabriel.

      “Why?” replied Moon.

      “Because only someone who has not been punched recently talks so much shit.”

      “Have you listened to your darling sister?” said Moon. “All she does is talk shit.”

      “Watch how you speak about my—”

      “Listen, pint-sized, you are lucky Kushim is such a forgiving person. After what Mariya did to him, I am surprised Skadi doesn’t pluck out her eyes and have them for dinner.”

      “Is that so?” said Gabriel in a soft tone.

      I could hear the smile in Moon’s voice. “Skadi says fish eyes are a delicacy where she’s from, but I’m sure she’d make an exception and try traitorous rat.”

      I moved from my hiding place and entered the kitchen as hands folded into fists and fighting stances formed. “What’s going on here?” I said in a quiet voice.

      No one answered me. “I asked a question.”

      Gabriel turned his bull-like neck in my direction, still keeping his eyes on Moon and Skadi. “We do not have to answer you.”

      “You are on my ship. If you do not want to comply with my rules, then leave.”

      “After I deal with this one’s disrespect,” said Gabriel, nodding to Moon.

      Cold fury radiated from my core. I pushed Moon and Skadi out of the way and stood in front of Gabriel. “You speak about disrespect yet you stand here on my ship, showing me next to none! You must have me confused with the boy you left in The Jungle. This is my ship. My rules. If that is not to your liking, then you and your sister can hop back on your vessel and return to whence you came.”

      “And what if we decide to stay right here?”

      So filled with anger, I failed to hear the footsteps that thundered into the room. Out of the corner of my eye, I took in my people fully armed and pointing their weapons Gabriel and Mariya’s way.

      “We can escort you off this ship or we can carry you out in body—” I held up my hand, cutting Moon off. One more wrong word and there would be casualties.

      Thankfully, Sun’s voice cut through the tension as his running feet came towards me. “Finally, I’ve found you. Been looking for you everywhere. I think I’ve…” His voice trailed off as he took in the scene. “What’s—what’s going on here?”

      “Just a slight disagreement. Nothing to be concerned about.”

      He looked at the weapons being pointed. “This disagreement sure escalated quickly.”

      No response came his way.

      “OKKK… anyway, you need to see this, boss. I’ve found it.”

      My heart rate quickened as I grabbed him with both hands. “You sure?”

      “Yes. But if what I am seeing is correct, then we don’t have much time to react.”

      “Understood. Lead the way,” I said, rushing after him then stopping in my tracks and turning to Gabriel and Mariya. “Next time I see you, it better not be on my ship.”
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      I stood behind Sun while he typed away on the holoscreen in front of him.

      “After many hours of painstaking effort, many of which were done alone, I may add…” he said, looking Moon’s way.

      “Hey! I helped. I just get distracted easily and this dull, mind-numbing work is really your forte. Call me when there are bad guys that need killing and women who need saving.”

      Skadi rolled her eyes.

      “What?” said Moon.

      “Helping the woman you find pretty while ignoring the others is not something I would call heroic.”

      Moon smiled, finger-pointing in the air. “Ha! But I never said I was heroic. Rogue-like yes, heroic….not so much. Plus, everyone knows heroes are nice guys and the real people getting all the sweet puss are the villains.”

      I passed one hand down my face while I placed the other on Skadi’s shoulder, stopping her from striking Moon.

      “Anywayyy,” continued Sun, “after many painstaking hours—sleepless nights—blah—blah, I have found where the ship is located. They have taken it to an area of space called the Deadzone.”

      “Idiotic name,” said Skadi.

      “The Deadzone,” said Moon in a creepy voice. “I like it. Has a ‘will they survive, won’t they survive’ feel to it.”

      “Please!” I said. “Can we focus on the task at hand and allow Sun to finish?”

      “Thank you Boss. The reason it’s called the Deadzone is because the area is so heavily populated with asteroids that most ships completely avoid the place. It has become known as something of a ship graveyard. Only thrill seekers and treasure hunters go there to pick the bones of ships destroyed by the asteroids. It makes perfect sense for Abdullah Aly to use it as his base to finish building the planet destroyer.”

      Moon shook his head. “No, it doesn’t make perfect sense. Why would anyone build a new ship in a region of space that is known for destroying ships?”

      Sun opened his mouth, but the question stumped him. I came to his rescue. “Because it is a feint. Like fighting, you never show your opponent what you want, you show him what you think you want, then take what you actually want. Abdullah Aly has only done that but on a grander scale. By building his most prize-worthy ship in a location no one would expect him to, he has fooled ninety percent of his enemies. The other ten would need as much manpower as he has to traverse and navigate the area.

      “It would take time and effort for him to clear an area in that region of asteroids, but with the unlimited funds the World Government has given him, it is not an impossible task. Once he has cleared an appropriate space for his operation to begin, then it is only a matter of maintaining the area around the build site. With a collection of ships placed around the perimeter of the primary site, firing at any asteroids that come too close, he has himself a near-perfect location.

      “The asteroids offer defence from prying eyes on the outside, and if anyone gets too close to his fleet, they take care of the rest. Plus, any ship that gets destroyed, the blame will automatically fall on asteroid damage, covering up his tracks nicely.”

      Sun nodded the entire time I was speaking. “Which brings us to our biggest problem. To get through the cluster of asteroids around the build site, we need more firepower than we currently have. By the time we blast our way clear to the planet destroyer, Abdullah Aly will know of our presence. Then there is the problem of his ships around the build site. I have got to think he’ll have every ship at his disposal protecting him.”

      I had a sinking feeling as all eyes turned to me. I didn’t even want to think of my options in regard to getting more firepower.

      “I know, no one wants to say it,” said Sun. “But there are only two real choices in regard to getting more firepower. Going back to your old man or—”

      “Asking me for help,” said Mariya from behind us.
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      Kushim

      

      Another sand dune, another sunset.

      I had truly come to love the peace. It was a different feel...a different sound. Whereas I had always found the sounds of the jungle relaxing, I appreciated the simplicity of the desert.

      The sound of the shifting sand was meditative.

      A couple of days had passed since my last discussion with the crew, and I had yet to make a decision, much to the frustration of Sun. I knew this mission was time sensitive and the longer we waited, the more likely Abdullah Aly’s people could complete the ship and go on the attack, but... I knew the next stage of this war was critical.

      If we messed this up, then the consequences would be catastrophic.

      Since this began we—I—had lost more people than I wanted to recall. The deaths of each of them weighed heavy on my soul and now steadied my hand. I shook my head. Maybe Afet was right, maybe I was being too hesitant when I needed to attack. Maybe...

      Footsteps came from behind me, and I gave Sun a gentle nod as he took a seat next to me. He said nothing for some time as we just allowed the peace to comfort us, while we watched the last of the sun’s rays die and the first stars appear.

      “You can’t hide out here for the rest of your life, boss.”

      I smiled. “I guess I can’t. Our supplies would run out long before I got bored with this place.” Off in the distance, a large plume of sand rose into the air as wild movement took place under the sand. “I know why you’ve come. I still haven’t made a decision yet.”

      “Boss,” moaned Sun, “we do not have time for this. We need to act and we need to act now.”

      “I know. I know. But what you are asking me to do will put us at more risk than ever before. I can’t keep losing people, Sun.”

      “But that is the name of war. That is why it must never be taken lightly.”

      I said nothing because there was nothing to say. I knew he was right.

      “I may have a solution for you that doesn’t involve attacking the planet destroyer head on guns a-blazing.” I looked at him, hopeful. “Amongst the information we got from the compound, I found details of a ship scheduled once a week to deliver supplies to the build site.”

      “What kind of supplies?”

      “Food and medical supplies mostly, with the odd shipment of building tools and other things they may need to finish the project. Anyway, what the ship holds is irrelevant. What isn’t, is that we know what planet it comes from.” I rubbed my chin, seeing where he was going. “All we need to do is hijack the ship, fly it to the location where they are building the ship and infiltrate the planet destroyer. Once onboard, we set chargers to explode, return on the ship we got there on and celebrate a job well done.”

      I gave him a doubtful look. “Whenever is it that simple?”

      “There will also be backup waiting on the outskirts of the Deadzone to pick us up or jump into the fray if things go south, but this is our best option.”

      I let out a heavy sigh. I knew he was right. “OK, let’s make it happen. I’m guessing we need a small team to hijack the ship in question.”

      His lips disappeared, and I could feel another hurdle being thrown into the mix. “A small team, yes….”

      “Out with it,” I snapped.

      “With the losses that we took here—which no one is blaming you for, by the way,” he said hurriedly. “And with Willis and Zizi gone… our forces of elite troops have dwindled. I trust you, me, Moon and Skadi to carry out this mission. But those numbers are not enough…”

      A heavy sigh escaped me before I had time to catch it.

      “Let me guess, we need outside help?”

      “Yes. We need outside help. I know there is history between you two, but you both need to bury the hatchet and move on. Without her help and her brothers’, then this mission is doomed to fail.”

      “She and I are not the problem. You are asking a lot if you think Skadi and she are going to get along.”

      “They don’t need to get along, just do their jobs.”

      “You do realise you are asking two women who hate each other to be stuck together in a metal tube hurtling through space, while the threat of asteroids could wipe us from existence at any moment?” Sun was silent. “You don’t see any problems occurring there? We need so much to go right for this mission to be a success that our team needs to be a well-oiled machine. To just throw a team together is just asking for trouble. We’ve not fought together. We don’t know each other’s habits. We don’t know each other’s rhythms.

      “Not to mention, you are placing our fates in the hands of individuals who don’t take kindly to being told what to do.”

      Sun gave me a helpless shrug. “I know it’s like asking a group of delinquents, whose only link is that they are always in the same detention class to work together, but what choice do we have?”

      “More like a group of rival gangs.” I picked up a handful of sand and poured it through my fingers. “Any other delightful news?”

      “I think Afet should also be part of the team.”

      I threw my hands up in the air. “You want to include all the fuck-ups, don’t you?”

      “Boss. Language.”

      “Sorry… I’m just tired.”

      “I know she’s fucked up majorly on our last mission, but we need Afet along. She is heads and shoulders above the rest of the crew. I want this team to be as strong as possible. We need all our heavy hitters on this one. We are only going to get one shot and if we mess this up, then Abdullah Aly knows we know about this ship and all bets are off as to where it will next be. This is our best shot at taking him down. This may be our only shot at taking him down. I do not want us to waste it.”

      I took in the stars and nodded. “OK. Get in touch with both and tell them to meet me here. I’ll discuss our plan with them.” He went to leave as another thought popped into my head. “Have you had any luck in regard to the datastick I received from that engineer?”

      “We’re trying to hack into it, but it is slow going. The thing is data protected up the ass. I am hesitant to allocate too much time to it.”

      “I don’t know why, but my gut just tells me that whatever is on that datastick is important. Now that we know the location of the planet destroyer, I want you to make hacking into that datastick your top priority.”

      Sun didn’t look convinced. “Boss... don’t get your hopes up on this. It could be anything. Moon and I have a bet on what is on it. I think sexy pictures. He thinks it is a video of the engineer doing things with a ketchup bottle.”

      “What is his deal with ketchup bottles?”

      “It’s best not to ask,” said Sun, walking away.
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        * * *

      

      Afet was the first to arrive.

      I had opted to bring out a small desk and chair onto the sand. A small portable lamp desk gave me just enough light, while the stars above gave me the rest. She strode up towards me and came to a halt with her hands behind her back, chest sticking out to attention, legs together.

      I paid little attention to her antics and continued to pore over the details for the upcoming mission. Coming to a natural pause, I looked up. “Thank you for coming and giving me your time.”

      “Did I have a choice?”

      I smiled. “We all have a choice. It’s how we use it that counts.” She snorted at my response. “Anyway, I have called you here to discuss your future.”

      “No man holds my future—”

      “Please, spare me your chest-pumping ego nonsense. I have one question and one question to ask you, that I need you to answer honestly. Can you work as part of my team?” Her mouth snapped open, but I held up my hand. “Think about your response. I do not want you to make a rash snap decision because of emotions. This mission we are about to go on is of the utmost importance. Nothing can go wrong. I can not have you acting out on emotion and impulse because you can not control yourself. If you accept this offer, you will be joining my team. That means taking orders from me and carrying out those orders to the best of your ability. If that sounds like something you can not do, then let us be open and honest now and drop all pretence.”

      She looked away from me while she chewed the inside of her cheek. I gave her the time she needed while she pondered my question. “Why do you do this?” she asked.

      It was a question I was not expecting.

      “Because it is the right thing to do.”

      She looked taken aback. “Surely there must be more to it than that.”

      I looked her in the eye. “No.”

      “But—”

      “Doing the right thing is the hardest thing in the world. Most people live a life of cowardly existence because it is the easiest thing to do. They just want to get by or get along without facing too many stressful challenges. They bury their heads in the sand because they do not want to see the wrongs in the world. If they don’t see it, then it doesn’t affect them. Case in point, gated communities.

      “But the thing is, all that comes to a head, eventually.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Afet.

      “If my father did the right thing sooner than bury his head in the sand, we would not be in this situation. His lack of wanting to get involved led to a bigger problem down the line. Because of his lack of action, I must do the right thing and suffer for it. If I do nothing, if I stop now and decide not to do the right thing, then I face a future where New Humans are all but extinct.”

      She tilted her head. “So it’s not so much doing the right thing, it’s just about self-preservation.”

      “Sometimes they are one and the same.”

      She stood rooted to the spot, staring at me but not seeing me at all. I didn’t know what was going through her mind, but it was a trait I noticed in her more and more. It was the same look she gave me when I last saved her life. It was the same look she gave me when she saved mine.

      I coughed, bringing her back to the present. “Do I have your word that you will follow orders?” It took all of her strength, but she gave me a nod. “Good. Get your stuff ready. We shall leave as soon as I speak to a few others. Once I have done so, I shall brief everyone on the details of the mission. You are dismissed.”
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        * * *

      

      Mariya arrived shortly after Afet went.

      Unlike Afet, her approach was muted. She came to a slow stop in front of me. No smile, no fuss, no Mariyaness. Putting the finishing touches to my work, I looked up and took her in. Her face was blank and passive like a white canvas. Saying nothing for what felt like an eternity, we both took each other in before I spoke.

      “We need your help. I will not lie to you and say we do not. But I will not have anyone joining my team who will not listen to my command. So, you can either fall in line or try to find the location of the planet destroyer yourself.”

      “Blunt. Straight to the point. How times have changed.”

      “I do not have time to beat around the bush.”

      “Soooo, Monarch, it’s either your way or the highway?”

      “Yes.”

      “What’s stopping us from following you and—”

      “I will take the necessary steps to stop that from happening.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Are you threatening me with violence, Monarch?”

      “I will take the necessary steps to protect my people. You following us will only put them in danger. That is not something I will allow or tolerate.”

      She smiled. “How times have changed. The lion cub has found its roar.”

      I stopped myself from rolling my eyes. “I do not have time for this. Neither of us do. If you want on this mission, we shall do things my way. If you give me your word you can control your brothers and keep them from being their normal delightful selves, then I will happily have you on my team.”

      “Michael and Gabriel... will not be happy, but they shall do as I say.”

      “Can I take this as you giving me your word?” She nodded. I stood up and extended my hand. She looked at it with a touch of sadness crossing her face.

      “Monarch...for what it’s worth—what’s happened between us…I didn’t mean to—I didn’t intend to hurt— I am so—”

      “What has happened has happened. We can no more change the past than we can touch the stars.” I extended my hand out further. A sad sigh passed her lips before she took my hand and shook it. “I’ll update you tomorrow with the rest of the team on the details of the mission. For now, get what rest you can.”

      She held my hand while she locked eyes with me, her lips parted as if she wanted to say something else, but she turned it into a smile that didn’t reach her eyes and gave me a firm nod before turning on her heel and walking away.

      I watched her go until she was out of sight before my legs gave out and I slumped back in my chair. Bringing the hand that touched hers to my lips, I closed my eyes and fought against the sadness and tears threatening to spill out.
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      Quinton

      

      I sat in a boardroom across from Li-Ching and Crystal, the only two people I trusted after my meeting with The Collective. Glass water bottles rested in easy reach, as well as a collection of photographs that showed on the clear screen of the table. The conference tabletop was made of clear glass that acted like a computer screen. When I pressed my finger on a mug shot, it projected a holographic duplicate in the air of a bald-headed man with a scar running down his left eye. A tattoo on his neck of a growling bulldog with a pair of knuckle dusters around the dog’s neck told me he belonged to one of the crews that had formed The Collective.

      Li-Ching brushed her red hair out of her eyes as she took in the picture. “Flex Ashton was nothing but a middleman in Big Dave’s crew before we took out the crew’s number one and two. Since then, he has worked his way up the ranks and is leading something of a resistance against you.”

      I frowned. “Who makes up his force?”

      The ladies shared a look. “The people from the crews you destroyed, darling,” said Crystal, who wore a fur coat with only hot pants and a tube top underneath. “They are salty about the whole destroying their livelihood—homes—way of life thing.”

      I gave her a look.

      She lifted her hands defensively. “Don’t give me that look, darling, not all of them profited as much as us two during your takeover,” said Crystal, making Li-Ching uncomfortable. “What? I’m only speaking the truth. I thought that’s why we were still alive. Although I did think it was for my natural talents,” she said, shaking her breasts my way.

      I rolled my eyes. Once upon a time, something like that would have embarrassed me, but thanks to Fae and her constant unladylike behaviour, my skin had thickened like old leather. “I offered them a choice. They refused to take it. Were you not at the same meeting as the others who refused to join forces?”

      They said nothing as I poured myself a drink.

      “Flex’s plan is simple,” said Li-Ching. “Recruit people who are scared—angry at you for the things you’ve done—and then for the others who are undecided, smear your name. Make you out to be the oppressor and tyrant The Lady was. Many people in his camp still remember her reign.”

      Crystal nodded. “It’s a simple but effective plan. Not that we will not win. It’ll just take longer than you planned. You’ve conquered the city, now you just have to squash the rebel forces trying to take it back.”

      “The constant threat of rebel forces trying to take back what they’ve lost is something all rulers have to deal with. Only ruling families that have stayed in power for generations have the luxury of not facing such threats,” said Li-Ching.

      I looked at them both, trying to not let the frown I felt show. “That is all well and good, but I face two threats. One from the World Government and one at home. Thinking I can fight both and win is...”

      “Foolish, darling,” said Crystal. “There is a reason people in our position do not upset the World Government. We were happy with the scraps they allow us to have.”

      “You may be happy with the scraps you got, but I want more. Until we are on equal footing—until they see us as equals—then we shall always fight them to simply survive.”

      Crystal smiled at me. “But that’s the thing, sweetheart,” she said, pointing to Li-Ching, “she and I are not we.”

      I gave her a puzzled look.

      “We are not New Humans.”

      “No...no...you are not, are you?”

      I looked off into the distance through the windows that lined the walls and took in the sun, which tried to penetrate the light smog in the air. The environment and air quality of Paradise Lost had improved since the time I had made my stay in this borough permanent. Reforms on pollution, environmental waste, and just tidying up the borough, had done their job in making the borough just a better place to live. The next logical step was to make the residents care about the borough and take some self-pride in it. But what if...what if I made them take pride in themselves?

      The answer came to me clear as day, but I refused to accept it.

      If I went down that path and gave these people the power and means we had, then it would only be a matter of time before they turned it on me. Yes, I had the power to change their future, but what if that future saw me worse off than I was now?

      Or better yet, dead.

      A cough sounded in the distance, snapping me out of my thoughts.

      I looked at Li-Ching and Crystal to see them staring at me, worried.

      “I apologise, ladies, I just had a terrifying thought.”

      “Care to share?” purred Crystal.

      “I—” I shook my head. “Some things are best left unsaid. It may be a last resort if all else fails, but for now, I do not want to go down that line of thinking.”

      Li-Ching didn’t look pleased with my answer, but her tone hid it well. “So, what do you suggest we do?”

      “Continue to seek our enemies by any means necessary. We already hold enough information about them to make that job easy, now we just need to implement it. I would rather not go down the route of wiping everyone out, but if they leave me no choice, then so be it.”

      Li-Ching opened her mouth hesitantly, then closed it.

      “Listen, there shall be no repercussions for your words to me. I do not want yes men or women. I want people who will tell me their true thoughts and point out my failures. Even if I do not want to hear it.”

      Li-Ching nodded. “What if those very actions—your actions, of wiping everyone out—push more people into the arms of your enemies? The people of the Lost have been under one person’s rule after the next for as long as they can remember. This is the first time they have tasted freedom and they like it. To ask them to go back to servitude… may cause an uprising on your hands the likes of which you can not stop.”

      As I was about to respond, the door to the boardroom opened and Fae walked in.

      She stopped at my shoulder and whispered in my ear. My eyes went wide at what she had told me. I looked back at her, eyes wide in surprise. “When did they arrive?”

      “Not long.”

      “Get a shi—”

      “A ship is already fuelled and ready to go. I thought you would want to see them sooner rather than later,” said Fae.

      I smiled. “What would I do without you?”

      “Die. Then die again,” she said, walking back the way she came.

      I turned back to my guests. “Ladies, I am afraid I must call our meeting short but you have given me a lot to think about.” Looking at Li-Ching I said, “Thank you for being honest and open. I respect what you had to say and will think of another… different approach to this problem. In the meantime, if you come up with a better solution, then contact me.

      “Now, if you would excuse me, I have an appointment to keep with an old friend.”

      “A reunion, darling?” asked Crystal.

      A dark look swept over my face. “No. He will talk and I will listen and if I dislike what he has to say… he will not like what comes next.”

      Li-Ching looked at me as if she had seen a demon. “If this is how you treat your friends, then I would hate to be your enemy.”

      “Keep doing the good work you have been and hopefully you never will.”
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      Quinton

      

      Back in The Jungle, I walked through my streets with a touch of sadness. Everywhere I looked, people were preparing for the inevitability of war. Windows now had steel bars, doors were reinforced, and gun nests and bomb shelters tried to camouflage themselves into the surroundings, but no matter where I looked, everything looked ugly.

      The beauty of The Jungle was stripped away and I couldn’t help but feel responsible.

      It also felt… emptier.

      That was partly because many of the inhabitants had travelled deeper into the jungle, hoping to flee the oncoming conflict. Scattered amongst the trees like they used to live so long ago, they embraced the old ways. When I first heard the news, worry laced my gut at how undefended we would be when an attack came, but that couldn’t be further from the truth. My people were not running and hiding. They were making themselves a smaller target to hit.

      It was jungle warfare one oh one.

      Stopping in the middle of the street, I looked around. Once this main road would be teeming with stalls selling chicken biryanis, rotis and aloo gobi. These dishes and many more were now infused with the simple cuisine of the jungle. Closing my eyes I could smell the herbs and spices, I could hear the pop and fizzle of the flames burning them away, I could taste what started off as a forced marriage with Guru Roshan’s people and The Jungle blossom into a loving marriage that spanned generations. Now, nothing whispered on that road but leaves rustling in overhead branches.

      I sighed.

      “What’s with the long face, sexy?” I turned around to see Makenna running towards me, with Niko walking behind at a leisurely pace. I didn’t have time to get my bearings before Makenna skidded to a halt in front of me and punched me in the shoulder. “How’s it hanging, oh benevolent ruler?”

      “Sweaty and to the left.” I rubbed my shoulder. “Ow, by the way. I see someone has been hitting the gym.”

      Makenna flexed her biceps.

      “She’s been training like a madwoman,” said Niko. “She’s asked me to join, but my efforts are best used building machines that can stop our enemy from invading our shores, instead of grunting like a stuffed pig.”

      I shook my head at Niko’s comment. “I am surprised, Niko, you don’t see the benefit of training the body as well as the mind.”

      “Oh, I know the benefits all too well. I just rather not sweat like a barbarian, in this humid heat.”

      Makenna laughed. “My baby is just lazy. Whenever we go away, all she just wants to do is lie by the beach or the pool and do nothing. While I want to take life by the balls and go on an adventure.”

      “Tracking through some ancient ruin, while insects eat me alive, isn’t my idea of fun,” said Niko.

      Makenna rolled her eyes. “The reason I am sweating like a barbarian is so when our enemy comes to our shores, I can defend myself and those I care about.”

      “But you are not a warrior. You are a healer and your efforts are best used to save people instead of harming them.”

      Makenna threw her arms up in the air. “I get it, baby. I honestly do. But I don’t know how many more innocent children I can see get hurt without pushing back. Are you not tired of just sitting by the sidelines? Waiting—wondering—if the people you love will come back alive? I just... I just want to do more.”

      “What do you mean? Do more! You bring people back from death’s door. What more would you want to do?” asked Niko.

      “I want to be proactive instead of reactive. I want to—I want to—”

      “You want to die on the battlefield like some hero because you feel guilty about the friends we’ve lost who have done the same. But that is not our role. We are the support. The glue that holds all this together. If we put ourselves in needless danger, then who will pick up the pieces?”

      “Aren’t you tired of picking up these broken and bloody pieces? How long do we have to do this?”

      Niko walked up to Makenna and placed her hands on either side of her face. “It is the burden we must carry. It isn’t fair, but it is the price we must pay for the gifts we have received.”

      Makenna shook her head, sadness prickling the corner of her eyes with tears. “I am tired of carrying this damn burden.” She removed Niko’s hands from her face and walked back the way she came.

      I watched Makenna walk away, lost for words. No matter the odds, no matter what she faced, Makenna was always the cheerful one. To see her so... lost... made me uneasy. “That was...”

      “Yeah, it was,” said Niko.

      Niko closed her eyes and breathed out slowly before she gestured for me to follow her. “When Alvis attacked, everything happened so fast. One minute life was normal and the next, well, we were fighting just to stay alive. This war is different. It feels different. We are not fighting against one madman, but an entire government. The strongest government in known space. But that’s not what has everyone on edge. It’s the waiting. It’s the constant tension of impending doom. Like a guillotine swinging back and forth over the borough’s neck hanging by a tattered thread. Time erodes all.”

      I followed her through the streets as we greeted soldiers and civilians alike. Many were putting on the finishing touches to our security defences. I spotted multiple anti-aircraft turrets placed strategically throughout the borough. Once upon a time they were only placed on the outskirts of the borough. I nodded my head in approval.

      “How are the defences coming along?”

      Niko stopped in front of a gun turret. It dwarfed us standing a good thirty feet in the air. Gun barrels that reminded me of a warship’s lay dormant.

      “I couldn’t be happier,” said Niko. “I have ten times the number of anti-aircraft defences, not only in this borough but in the Floating City and along the outskirts of the ruins of the Diamond District. I know the Diamond District is not an active borough, but I do not want our enemies using it to land or sneak up on us. Each turret works on a separate network, so if our systems get compromised, our defences will still be operational.” I looked at her, confused, which made her mutter under her breath. I was sure I heard simpleton. “Think of each turret as a separate computer, on its own network, behind a firewall.”

      I boggled at what she said. “How many....”

      “Tens of thousands spread across the planet.”

      “How did you manage that?”

      She gave me a rare smile. “The benefits of being a New Human and not needing as much sleep.”

      “But still... you would need to—”

      “Quinton, I always knew this day would come. We are too much of a threat to be left alone, so for over two decades I have done nothing but get prepared for war. By creating better-armoured suits, by upgrading our defences, by having the strongest fleet we can afford. Luckily, you are not a ruler who spends his money lavishly, otherwise you would have noticed our rapidly decreasing finances.”

      I scratched my head, lost for words. “Niko, I know I have not been the most attentive leader—” She snorted, which I ignored. “But how was all this done without me noticing?”

      “Do you want the truth?”

      I opened my mouth but slowly closed it again.

      “That’s what I thought. There is one more surprise I would like to show you, but it’s a bit of a walk.”

      “I don’t mind. It will give me some more time to view my beloved borough. Please lead the way.”

      The walk took longer than expected. We found ourselves on a rocky outcrop overlooking the borough below. Tiny figures that looked like ants walked back and forth on their daily tasks. The warm evening breeze cooled the sweat on my brow as I took the view in. “To think when I first visited here, I hated this place with a passion. The bugs, the smell, the body hair. But I’ve come to realise that no paradise is perfect. It’s what you make of it.”

      “That is why I plan to protect it with my life,” said Niko.

      She lifted her sleeve and tapped on the computer strapped to her wrist. Nothing happened for a second, but a bubble shimmered before us. It grew from the ground and expanded upwards faster and faster, encapsulating the whole borough in a dome. Golden in appearance with hexagon patterns, it was beautiful to behold. Its shimmering reminded me of a golden gown worn by royalty.

      I walked forward and touched it.

      It was a mistake.

      Electricity flooded my system and sent me hurtling back until my body collapsed into a quivering mess. I groaned as I tried to remember how to breathe. Niko’s face hovered above me like the angel of death. “You could—” I coughed up what I hoped wasn’t a lung. “You could have warned me.”

      “I could have, but it was much more fun seeing you find out for yourself.”

      I rolled to my hands and knees. “Fun and you are not two things I would associate.”

      “Call it a scientific experiment then.”

      “Interesting. How strong is it?”

      “Stronger than shields on The Kennel.”

      I looked at her, shocked. The personal ship of The Junkyard Dogs had undergone improvement after improvement until it was one of the most formidable ships in existence. No expense had been spared.

      “Hmm, and does every borough have one?”

      Niko nodded.

      “I see only one problem. What’s stopping our people from getting hurt? Especially the New Humans. It feels like my internal wiring is damaged.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. That shock wouldn’t harm a full-grown man. I have experimented on many test subjects.”

      “Test subjects?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.

      “All above board, I can assure you. The shield is ingenious, if I say so myself. It will only shock anyone trying to get into the dome, not going out. So as long as our people stay inside the shield, they will be OK. Our soldiers will not be affected either, because all combats suits designed by me will emit a frequency that the shield recognises.”

      “How strong can you make the electric shock being received?”

      Niko turned to me and gave me a smile that turned my insides cold and made me take a step back. “Oh, that was only the lowest setting. At its highest setting, I can make the transformer send enough voltage to melt metal. The same metal the World Government uses in their combat suits.”

      “Niko…you’re talking about…about cooking people—”

      “Not cooking, Quinton, melting. Melting them in their suits of armour.” I swallowed, not knowing what to say, but she said it for me. “It only takes a few. A few to show the others what not to do. That’s all we need.”

      I nodded in approval. Now was not the time to show kindness, that ship had long passed. “Good. I’m glad things are coming along. Now, I hear some old friends of mine have returned. Do you know where they are? I would like to chat with them about what they and my son have been up to.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            29

          

        

      

    

    
      Quinton

      

      I walked into the medical bay to find Makenna treating a patient. She moved around, her feet stomping on the white-tiled floors, while she slammed cabinet doors with the enthusiasm of an adolescent. The patient in question was a white teenager with his left leg in a cast that was lifted in the air.

      “How many times have I told you, Peter, not to swing from the branches of a tree like a damn monkey?”

      “But you were the one who told me where I could find the tallest tree in the borough,” moaned Peter.

      “Yeah... well, I didn’t think you were stupid enough to find it.”

      Peter threw his hands up in the air in frustration. “I said, I want to know where the tallest tree in the borough is so I can swing from it because I saw an ancient documentary from Earth called Tarzan. I don’t know how much clearer I could be. Did you want me to draw you a diagram?”

      Makenna slapped him upside the head.

      “Ow! I thought your job was to make me better, not assault me.”

      “If you are stupid enough to think that a movie you saw called Tarzan is a documentary, then I should have told the medics to leave you where they found you.”

      “Of course, it’s a doc—”

      “Peter! The man swings through the trees using vines, something which you tried yourself and failed spectacularly. Not to mention he was raised by animals. Animals! You being a boy from The Jungle, how likely is it, do you think, that a group of Jungle Wolves will raise you as one of their own, instead of eating you asshole first?”

      “He was raised by apes,” Peter said sullenly, under his breath.

      “Wolves—apes, who cares! They are still wild animals, and you have been around enough wild animals to know what they do in nature. They sure as hell don’t sing and dance. So next time you see a movie, which you think is a documentary, that you want to re-enact with your dumb friends, just imagine this face.” Makenna got an inch away from his face, a scowl screwing up her features. “I want you to remember this face, when you sleep—when you eat—whenever one of your dumbass friends says, ‘Hey man, you know what would be a great idea?’ I want you to remember this face and say no. Do I make myself clear, Peter?”

      Peter went to open his mouth but caught my eye and closed it again.

      “If, for the love of all that is holy, I have to treat you or any of your small pea-brained friends again for injuries in the next year, I will not be happy. In fact, I will be so far from happy that I will amputate your legs and swap them with your arms.”

      A faraway look came over Peter. “Could you give me hands for feet?” Makenna looked at him, at  a loss for words. “That way, I could truly swing from the—”

      Makenna slapped him behind the head again and said, “Dumbass,” before walking away.

      I followed her as her staff scurried out of her way, either turning on their heels and walking the other way, or putting their heads down and acting like they were busy. Finally catching up with her, I walked in line with her. “Soooo, someone is in a bad mood.”

      “Don’t know what you are talking about,” she snapped.

      “Really? So the reason all your staff are fleeing your presence is because you are such a ray of sunshine?”

      Makenna stopped short, causing me to bump into her. “The reason they are all fleeing my presence is because they have all been slacking! They have forgotten what is at stake here. They have forgotten that if we lose this war, then we shall all up shackled in chains at best and experimented on at worst. I will not—”

      I grabbed her arm and pushed her into the nearest room I could find, before turning to address her colleagues. “All of you are doing an excellent job. I couldn’t be happier with all your efforts. Your sacrifices shall not go unrewarded. Makenna is just under a lot of stress and doesn’t mean—”

      Her head appeared round the door. “I mean everything I just—”

      Pushing her head back through the door, I walked backwards, shielding them from her. “She’s kidding. She’s kidding.” I continued to walk backwards until we were both back in the room and the door was closed firmly behind me. I found myself in a patient’s room, minus the patient.

      A strong smell of disinfectant came from the freshly mopped floors.

      Makenna walked to the hospital bed and slumped on it, head in her hands. “I know what you’re going to say,” she said through her hands. “But those lazy assholes had it coming. I have been killing myself day and night trying to get everything prepared, and they’re talking about holidays and taking some time to get away from it all.”

      I shrugged, although she couldn’t see it. “Maybe they have a point.”

      She groaned. “Argh, don’t you start too.”

      “Burnout is real. You can’t keep on working at the rate you are and expect to keep on going. Or better yet, expect all your staff to follow suit.”

      She looked up at me. “You know, of all people, I thought you would understand. I thought you would have my corner.”

      I laughed. “Me? You're looking to me for support? Guidance?” Sadness crossed my face. “The best thing you can do is learn from me how not to treat people. I pushed people as hard as you have, harder, expecting everyone to keep up with me—expecting everyone to understand—but look where it has gotten me!

      “A son light years away from me and a wife god knows where.”

      Makenna’s face matched my pain. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. I brought it on myself. I only have myself to blame for the cause of my pain. No one else. Something similar happened before Kushim was born. I should have learnt my lesson then.” Walking up to Makenna, I knelt, clasping her shoulders. “I don’t want you to drive people away as I did. I don’t want you to keep on fighting with Niko, she only wants the best for you. I don’t want you to experience this suffering, this loneliness. Let me bear this burden. All I want from you is to be the happy-go-lucky Makenna that everyone knows and loves.”

      Her teary eyes met mine and pulled on my heartstrings. “But what if it doesn’t work out? What if—what if—”

      “I want you to have faith in me and trust me when I say everything will work out. Do you want to know why?” She shook her head. “Because I have the smartest—strongest—hardest working staff anyone could ask for. Everyone thinks of me as some force of nature, but I am only where I am, who I am, because of you lot. Never forgot that.”

      She gave me a small unconvincing nod, but I knew my words had sunk in. “Now, I want you to do me two favours. The first, try not to go so hard on your staff and the second, point me in the direction of the Red-Haired Dickhead himself.”
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      I found said dickhead bandaged up and recovering in a separate room all by himself.

      His eyes lifted to me as I stepped over the threshold. With an eye-roll, he waved me away, but the look on my face told him I was in no mood to play games. With a sigh, he straightened up and got into a more upright position.

      “Thought you would have arrived a lot sooner.”

      I dragged a chair from across the room and placed it next to him before sitting down. “I would have, but I am based in Paradise Lost at the moment.”

      He lifted an eyebrow.

      “It is the only borough we still have to worry about regarding enemies. I would like to… deal with that issue before I have the World Government knocking on my door.”

      “Spoken just like a fucking politician. I can’t say the change doesn’t suit you though. You were never one of us, not really. You were always a necktie-wearing cunt.”

      I chuckled despite myself. “Guess you’re right. I never did fit in, that’s why Poppy was so special to me. She kept me company amidst a pack of rabid dogs.”

      “Was?”

      I looked at him and tried to explain, but all he got were a few halfhearted hand gestures before I sighed in frustration.

      “Didn’t know things got that bad,” he said.

      “After Kushim left, Poppy and I… Poppy and I… I don’t know. We fell apart. She blamed me for him leaving— for Mariya— for everything, and I don’t blame her. I should have handled things differently. But alas, as a father and husband, things never work out as you thought they would.”

      Willis nodded. “Ain’t that the fucking truth. But in your defence, show me one person in history who’s been in your position, who has had everything work out for them. People in your position are in your position because… somewhere in their fucked-up little brains they think they can handle everyone’s problems without it coming to bite them in the ass.”

      “I didn’t know that was my problem.”

      “Part of it is, but a bigger, selfish piece of you just wants everyone to leave you alone and that ship has long sailed. Now your boy!” Face wrapped up like a mummy, with only his eyes, mouth and nose free, his eyes shone at me with devilish delight. “Your boy’s problem is that he cares too much. He cares for his enemies, he cares for his friends, he cares for a fucking animal that will shit on his shoe. He cares about everyone and everything, whereas you only want to take people’s problems on if it will benefit you.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I didn’t know I was such a selfish prick.”

      “You are,” said Willis with a dismissive wave, “but we ain’t talking about you. We’re talking about Kushim. He’s changed, Quinton! He changed into what we always hoped he would. Wherever we go the New Humans whisper his name. Monarch. People are writing prayers to him on walls. Fucking walls! Like he’s some God. His people love him, would die for him. If I didn’t know him better, I would say kill the fucker now before he thinks he’s the second coming. But there is no fear of that.

      “He is humble, kind, strong, passionate.

      “The boy walks and talks like he’s a prophet. If I didn’t know him, then I would call it all a lie, say he was playing some kind of cultish leader game, but it’s all genuine. You should be proud of what he’s become—who he’s become.”

      I frowned at Willis. I had never seen him this way, so animated, so open…so, so undickhead-like.

      “As much as it pleases me to hear those words, my friend. I would still trade all that in, just to have him by my side.”

      Willis nodded. “I understand, but the work he does now is—”

      “Too important for him to stop.” We both turned our heads as Zizi walked into the room, carrying a bowl of soup. She placed it on a tray in front of Willis and kissed him on the cheek before turning to address me.

      “We need him out on the field. We’ve found something…something that must be stopped.” I looked between the two, at a loss for words. “Abdullah Aly is building a ship. A ship that has the potential to destroy planets. If Kushim, Michael, Gabriel, all of them, don’t stop him before it’s completed, then we can kiss Safe Haven goodbye.”
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      To say the conditions on the ship we travelled on were less than ideal was an understatement.

      We intercepted the ship before it ever took off, sneaking onboard and waiting for the original staff to board. Hiding away in food barrels and air vents while they did their preflight checks and took off. We didn’t strike until most of the crew went to sleep. Disabling the crew was easy. Members on the team wanted us to kill them, but I didn’t see the point. They would be valuable to us in the future if we came upon a question or situation we didn’t know.

      I say crew, but only three people manned this vessel.

      Ninety percent of the ship was used as storage for supplies. Which meant little to no breathing room. When your crew only comprises three people who have worked together before and get on, that isn’t such a problem. But when half your crew wants to kill each other with the added delightful benefit of the Twins, the lack of space for privacy was becoming an issue.

      “Are we there yet?” asked Moon for the thousandth time.

      I gave him a narrowed-eye stare as more than one moan came from the crew.

      “Are we there—”

      “Moon… why don’t you find something useful to do?”

      “Like what, boss? Like what?”

      “You could—”

      “The damn ship is on autopilot all the way to our destination. There are no living quarters apart from a room with three bunk beds and only one bathroom. One bathroom! One bathroom to be shared between eight people.”

      Gabriel shook his head. “Eleven people.” He pointed to the three original crew members bounded and gagged, sitting between bags of flour.

      “Eleven people! Eleven people sharing one toilet,” said Moon, throwing his hands in the air. “No wonder you can never have a shit when you want one.”

      “It wouldn’t be such a problem if your… boss allowed us to kill them,” said Gabriel, causing our hostage’s eyes to go wide with fear.

      Michael grunted in agreement.

      “I say they are a lot more useful than you two. If anyone is a waste of space on this trip, it’s the little muscleman and the beanpole,” said Moon, causing Gabriel to flex a biceps in anger. Moon gave him jazz hands. “Oh please, not the gun show. I’m shaking in my boots.”

      Gabriel went to get up, but Michael put a hand on his shoulder.

      “Anytime you want to go, muscleman, anytime you want to go. Tell you what, the winner will get a bag of protein—”

      “Moon!” I snapped. “Enough. One more word out of you and you’ll be cleaning the toilet after we’ve all used it.” He gave me a pained look, but I held his gaze until he lowered his eyes.

      “Serves you right,” said Skadi, as Sun nodded his head in agreement.

      Moon placed his hand on his back in agony, acting like he was stabbed. Everyone rolled their eyes and ignored him.

      I turned to Gabriel and Michael. “No one is killing anyone onboard this ship. Do I make myself clear?” They folded their arms, but I didn’t get an objection. “Now, instead of all of you acting like fools, why don’t we go over the plan—” Groans from everyone told me how much everyone loved the idea. “Fine, but don’t blame me if this mission goes wrong.”

      Mariya smiled at me. “Monarch, you worry too much. There isn’t much that can go wrong because we know little until we board this... planet destroyer. I understand you want to keep this ship’s crew alive, but they know nothing. Their only job is to ferry this ship back and forth. Their time spent at the build site is limited. I was hoping to get more information about what we are to find once we board the ship, but...” she shrugged. “Hopefully we can get more use out of them once we arrive, if not...”

      Again, the original crew looked at me in panic. I gave them a reassuring smile that did little to calm their nerves. I looked to Skadi and Afet. “What do you think?”

      They both shared a look before saying, “We agree.”

      “Of course you do. Why do all of you choose violence first?” Multiple people went to speak, but I spoke over them. “It was a rhetorical question. Look… I’m going to be honest with all of you…. This—this will be our most dangerous mission yet. One we may not—” I shook my head. “One that will demand a lot from us. This is Abdullah Aly’s master plan. Something he has been thinking about, been working towards for decades. To think this will be easy—will be smooth—is foolish. So I need all of you to be on your A game. No infighting. No stupid games. If we are to come out of this alive, then we must work as a team.

      “Do you understand me?”

      Varying degrees of emotions looked my way, but I made eye contact with each and every one.

      “Good. Get prepared mentally and physically for what is about to come. We shall arrive shortly.”
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      Our destination came into view and as soon as my eyes locked onto it, my heart sank. In front of us was a round station with a radius miles long. Like the rings of Saturn, the station encircled a round spaceship that was so black it was hard to distinguish it from the inkiness of space. The planet destroyer itself was the largest craft of its kind I had ever seen. It dwarfed all the other ships around it like a whale swimming amongst suckerfish. Flexible metal tubes ran from the outer ring station and connected to the planet destroyer-like feeder tubes. Figures in space suits walked on the outside of the hulk, making tiny adjustments with tools.

      Further afield, a litter of smaller ships patrolled the space around the planet destroyer seeking any wrongdoers.

      I closed my eyes and passed my hands in front of my face, as the enormity of our task dawned on me. “We are soooo fucked,” said Moon. I hated to admit it, but I had to agree.

      “This changes nothing,” said Mariya, coming to my shoulder. “We knew we would face an uphill battle. Anyone who thought differently is a fool.”

      I took my hands away from my face and stood up, back straight. “Mariya is right. This changes nothing. Although attacking the compounds and freeing our brothers and sisters in arms was liberating, we were ants attacking a jungle wolf. Effective. Annoying. But not making any lasting change. If we destroy this ship, we shall deal the World Government a major blow.”

      Heads nodded in my direction as I walked towards the captured crew. I pulled down the gag placed in the captain’s mouth. “Answer me truthfully, and you shall live. Lie to me or endanger my people and I shall not spare your life from those looking to take it.”

      He licked his lips before looking at his colleagues. They all nodded in his direction. He turned back to me. “What do you wish to know?”

      “The ship is approaching the station and about to dock. Is there anything we need to do?”

      “Yes,” said the captain. “There is a code you must enter before docking. A verification code.”

      On cue, a holoscreen appeared above a monitor on the bridge. Four red X’s appeared on the green holoscreen. I made my way towards it. “What is the code for?”

      The captain looked at me as if I was stupid. “To verify that you are who you say you are.”

      “OK, what is the code?”

      The captain went to speak, but Mariya spoke over him. “What if he’s lying?” She walked over to him and squatted down so they were eye to eye. A metal fingernail on her forefinger inched its way towards the captain’s neck. “,Who’s to say that the code he gives us is not only the wrong one but alerts the station that something is wrong?”

      “What are you talking about?” demanded Afet.

      “Think about it,” continued Mariya. “This is a super secret station, right? And the mastermind behind this is Abdullah Aly, yes? The same person the World Government trusts to destroy us all. The same person who nearly killed Monarch and his father. Something nobody has ever done since Alvis Bowman. Yes?” I nodded. “Then doesn’t it make sense that there would be two codes? One code to say everything is OK, we welcome you with open arms, and another that tells the station, we are trapped, in danger, this isn’t us, send help? I mean….if the shoe was on the other foot…”

      Everyone looked at the captain, who tried not to visibly swallow. “Look, I only know one code. I swear it.”

      The holoscreen blinked. “Why is it doing that?” I asked.

      “It’s on a timer,” replied the captain.

      “How long do we have?” asked Sun.

      “I don’t know,” said the captain. “I’ve never gone this long without—”

      Mariya got in his face. “He’s lying! I can taste the stink of deceit on his breath.”

      “What does that even mean?” The captain shuffled away from Mariya. “I’m not lying. I’m not lying. I swear.”

      “Then what’s the code, fuckface?” said Moon.

      “It’s two-three… no. I mean, it’s three-two—”

      “See! I told you he was lying. I say we torture him till he tells us the truth,” said Mariya.

      The holoscreen was now blinking even more rapidly as we approached the station.

      “No. I’m not lying. I’m not lying. I just need to think. All this noise is making my mind go blank.”

      “A trio of ships are approaching us,” said Skadi, in a deadpan voice. We all turned to take in the ships on the viewing screen. “They have their weapons locked onto us. They appear to be getting ready to fire. I suggest we do something before we are destroyed.”

      Mariya’s nail rested on the captain’s Adam’s apple. “Tell us what we want to know or you’ll die before we do.” The captain tried to pull away but Mariya’s nail nicked his skin drawing blood.

      I had seen enough. “Everyone! Shut the hell up and get away from him.” I marched over to where the captain huddled against the wall and pulled him away from everyone. Placing him in front of the blinking holoscreen, I gestured at the keys.

      “Neither you nor I want to die this day, so please, help us all to stay alive.” He looked at me wide-eyed, mind a blank.

      “We have less than ten seconds before the ship—”

      I snapped my fingers, cutting Skadi off. “You can do this. Close your eyes, take a deep breath, and do what you have always done.”

      The captain did as I asked and closed his eyes. His fingers moved like they were in syrup as they descended on one number after the next. The four X’s turned to numbers and vanished along with the holoscreen.

      We all held our breath as nothing happened for a second, then five, then ten. I looked to Skadi.

      “Ships are powering down. Returning to their original position. It appears the code worked.”

      A collective sigh escaped us all as the captain slumped to the floor. I patted him on the shoulder. “You did good. You did good. Your name shall be written in the history books for the help you gave us today.”

      Moon caught my eye and mouthed, “Really? Laying it on thick, aren’t you?”

      I ignored him and turned to the rest of the crew. “Alright. I would love to lie to you and say that the rest of the mission is going to be easy. That that was the hardest part…but that would be a bald-faced lie. So I’m going to tell you the truth. The odds don’t favour us. We are outnumbered and outgunned. But it doesn’t matter. As long as we have each other’s backs we can complete this mission and make it back home alive.

      “Do what you need to do, to prepare yourself to make that happen. We dock in five.”
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      The ship docked without incident.

      Luckily, we found spare overalls that the crew used to wear when delivering goods off the ship. Underneath those overalls, we still had our combat suits attached to us in the form of necklaces, bracelets, or watches. It was a testament to Niko’s genius that the combat suits compacted into the size of a bracelet or watch, and when called upon, expanded into a fully functioning suit of armour.

      I looked at my crew. All had hats pulled low or hoods up. Each carried a box or package over the shoulder to further obstruct their face.

      “Alright, we all know our roles?” I asked.

      Moon gave me a shrug. “It is hardly the most sophisticated plan. We enter the station, try to make our way to the planet destroyer—How? We do not know yet—place some bombs around the ship and then make our dashing escape. Did I miss anything?”

      Mariya laughed. “Yeah, you forgot the part where we get fucked in the ass.”

      “As long as no one uses a ketchup bottle, I’ll be fine,” said Moon.

      I suppressed a frustrated sigh. “As long as no one does anything stupid,” I looked to Mariya, Michael, and Gabriel, “then this should all go according to plan.”

      Skadi leaned into me and whispered. “How much of that do you believe?”

      I chuckled but didn’t reply.

      Taking the lead, I stood in front of the cargo bay doors and waited. I didn’t know what I expected on the other side, but if we were being ambushed, then it was only right I was leading the charge. The cargo doors separated and I held my breath. This was it. This was the moment when everything— My chest deflated like a whoopee cushion. A space that looked like a warehouse storage building greeted me. Pallets of everything from tin food to toilet paper were stacked twenty-plus feet in the air.

      People moved from pallet to pallet in high-visibility clothing operating pallet or forklift trucks, while others placed items on the conveyor belts that disappeared down dark tunnels.

      I walked off the cargo bay of the ship and hadn’t taken five steps when a red pudgy face leapt into my view. Taking a step back and nearly tripping over the person behind me, I tried to get distance from the face that crowded in on me. I put a hand out to stop them.

      “Where’s Rick?”

      I took in the red swollen face, that looked like it liked one too many drinks accompanied by fast food, and tried to get my bearings. But the only thing I could focus on was the mustard stain on this newcomer’s shirt.

      “Rick?” he repeated, tapping the clipboard in his hand. “He normally does this delivery. Where is he?”

      Mind blank, I just stared until someone nudged me in the back. “Right, sorry. Rick. Family problems. He couldn’t make this trip. I am not important enough to be given the details. All I know is my crew and I got a last-minute call to cover, so that’s what we did. We’re on a double shift here. Haven’t been home in weeks.”

      Red Face nodded. “Tell me about it. I can’t remember the last time I left this blasted station. I haven’t seen my wife in months, but I doubt the bitch is complaining. She gets most of my monthly wages and I bet she’s on her knees in front of our ne—” He shook the thought away. “Anyway, how come there are so many of you? Rick normally only has two other guys.”

      I gave him a shrug. “No idea. Was told it was a rush job and needed to be done fast.”

      “It’s probably because this is our last shipment. The project is nearly completed, so we won’t need any more supplies after this one. Although I told management we have enough dried food to last us a century, did they listen? No. Ordered more dried fruit that either gives me the shits or constipation. How does that work? You tell me!”

      “One of life’s mysteries, I guess. Anyway, where do you want all this stuff?” I asked, jerking my thumb behind me.

      “Right at the back. Don’t worry about helping though, I know how tiresome these delivery jobs are. Did some of it myself back in the day. Our bots will unload your cargo hold. It should take an hour or two, so if you want to stretch your legs, then be my guest.”

      I smiled. “Thanks. We would love to grab something to eat.”

      “The canteen is about a ten-minute walk north from here. But don’t get your hopes up. The only thing they serve is some kind of grey meat and potatoes.”

      I faked a laugh. “After eating nothing but canned beans for a week, it sounds like heaven to me.”
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      “Boss, you don’t think they’ll find the original crew, do you?”

      I looked at Moon, knowing what I wanted to say, but gave the reassuring answer instead. “We have hidden them as well as we could. As long as no one enters the toilet we should be fine.”

      He gave me an unconvinced look, but there was little we could do about it now.

      The corridors we walked through were nondescript metal tubes. They offered little in the way of decoration. Smooth, silvery walls surrounded us. Every so often we passed other members of the station, but luckily they didn’t stop us to enquire about what we were doing. We saw and passed the canteen, and before it vanished from sight, I looked back over my shoulder. There was the odd one or two people dining, but it wasn’t as packed as I expected it to be.

      Hmm. Frown on face, I turned around and continued walking until we came to the first metal tube that connected to the planet destroyer.

      I stopped in my tracks and took it in.

      A round circular door left unguarded beckoned us onwards. I looked left and right and could see similar entrances in the distance, about two hundred feet apart.

      “What’s wrong?” asked Afet.

      “I… don’t know,” I said, still looking around.

      “This place should be manned,” said Gabriel.

      I snapped my fingers and pointed his way. “My thoughts exactly. Since we left the ship, the only place we’ve seen fully staffed is the cargo bay. The canteen was all but empty and we only passed the odd person in the corridors.”

      “Boss, want to abort the mission?” asked Sun.

      “I—”

      “We’ve come too far,” said Afet. “We’ve lost too much. To abort now would be foolish. If we don’t press forward, then when are we going to get this chance again? You heard Red Face back at the cargo bay. Our shipment of goods is the last. If we do not take this chance then there shall be no more.”

      I looked at Skadi, Sun and Moon. I trusted their judgement above all others. They too had that look on their faces. Like smelling something rotten but not knowing its source.

      “What do you three think?”

      “I think,” began Mariya, but I cut her off.

      “The question wasn’t directed at you.”

      Skadi gave me a rare smile as Mariya folded her arms. “Although I hate to admit it,” said Skadi, “Afet is right. This would be a waste of time and resources if we abandoned this mission now. I, like you, have a feeling in my gut, but whether that is nerves or something else, I do not know.”

      Sun nodded at Skadi’s words. “The least we can do is scout this place out properly and see what is going on.”

      I looked at Moon, who gave me his answer. “What those two idiots said.”

      Taking a deep breath, I pushed down my fears. “Alright, we push on, but it’s best that we split up. Sun, Moon, Skadi, you’re with me. You four,” I pointed to Mariya, Afet, Michael and Gabriel. “Take the next tube down. If either party is in danger, then radio for help.” I checked the time. “We have an hour and a half to get back to the ship. Our primary goal here is to place the explosives around the ship quickly and effectively. We can only detonate them after we’ve left, so they can’t be found. Failing that, find out as much as you can about this ship and Abdullah Aly’s plans. Questions?”

      “You sure you do not want me to come with you?” asked Mariya.

      “These are the groups.”

      She looked at me concerned, but it was gone as quickly as it came. “Be safe, Monarch.” With that, she led her party away aiming for the tunnel further along.

      I watched her go with a mixture of confused emotions, but now wasn’t the time to dwell on them. I had a mission to complete and a people to save.

      Looking at my party, I gave them a nod as we entered the tunnel ahead of us.

      How little did I know that going down that tunnel would affect my life forever.

      

      Kushim

      

      We didn’t encounter anyone on our travels.

      The tunnel went on for a mile. One endless mile of nothing but metal. The more we walked, the more my doubts played on my subconscious. I looked back over my shoulder every so often but knew nothing was behind us.

      Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched. We had passed the odd surveillance camera here and there, but apart from that I didn’t find the level of security I would expect to find in a place like this. I slowed my footsteps down. Maybe… maybe I should abandon—

      “Boss, up ahead,” said Sun with a forward jerk of his head.

      I looked to where he gestured and saw our way blocked. The same circular entrance we had entered to get into the tunnel faced us now, but this side was blocked by a swirling metal panel.

      “Well, I guess we couldn’t have it go all our own way,” said Moon, walking up to a hand-sized electrical panel on the wall to the right of the door. “I’m going to use the suit to hack into the systems to get the door open. Keep a lookout.”

      Skadi and Sun covered our rear, while I watched Moon go to work. He ran his fingers along the metal bracelet on his wrist in the design of The Jungle’s emblem, a howling wolf with a crescent moon in the background. The combat suit enveloped him and he placed his metal fingertips against the security pad. Numbers moved across the screen faster than the eye could follow, but in a matter of seconds, the combat suit had hacked the system as the security pad flashed green.

      I patted Moon on the shoulder,. “Well done—”

      A face appeared before us as the metal panel unfolded. I moved on instinct. Diving through the rapidly increasing opening, I tackled the body before me and landed, mounted on top. The person was a forty-ish male with streaks of grey in his hair. His mouth opened, but I drove my fist into it, knocking his two front teeth down his throat. He turned away from me, giving me his back and I wrapped my arms around his neck and sunk in a rear naked choke.

      I applied the choke hold as he clawed and scratched my arm.

      His legs kicked and bucked but in a matter of seconds his struggles weakened, and he fell unconscious. I wanted to loosen the choke, but I knew that wasn’t an option. Nothing could endanger this mission.

      With a final twist and jerk, I broke his neck.

      A hand clasped my shoulder and forced me to look up. Skadi stood over me. “You did the right thing.”

      I said nothing as I lifted the body and placed it over my shoulder. “Let’s get moving and see if we can find somewhere to hide him.”
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      I closed the storage cupboard behind me and hoped they did not find the corpse until our mission was complete.

      The ship was unimpressive. I didn’t know what to expect, but it sure wasn’t this. The walls had the gleam of being new, as well as the overhead pipes and consoles embedded in the corridors we passed, but apart from that, there was nothing to separate this ship from any other I had been on. I passed canteens, yet to be eaten in, and sleeping quarters, yet to be slept in. Here and there, wires hung from missing panels and tool bags rested on floors.

      “Boss, does this feel right to you?” asked Moon.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, a ship this big has to have more sleeping quarters and canteens than just the few we’ve passed, right?”

      I stopped in my tracks. He was right… I knew we hadn’t explored the entire ship yet, but the amount of space allocated to the crew compared to the size of the ship made little sense. There should be space for thousands of people to make sure this ship ran properly… yet the handful of sleeping quarters we found could only cater to ten percent of that amount.

      “That is not something we should worry about now.” I pulled a handful of round metal discs from under my clothes. “This is as good a place as any to start placing our charges. I want them in vents and behind panels. Out of the way places, where nobody will find them until it’s too late.” I checked the time. “We’ve got an hour. Go.”

      We did the work in silence as we moved from corridor to corridor, only stopping when we heard someone approach. I secured a vent back as the others approached me.

      “This will get us nowhere,” said Skadi.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “Placing the charges like this will only damage the ship, not destroy it. This ship is too big. If we want to destroy it properly, then we need to place the rest of our charges in the engine bay. Only then can we leave here, knowing that this ship has been destroyed.”

      I frowned. “You’re right.”

      “I normally am.”

      “But there was a reason I didn’t want to head into the engine room.”

      “More chance of being caught?”

      “Yeah. We’ve been lucky so far with the amount of foot traffic we’ve seen, but my gut tells me the deeper we go, the more people we’ll meet. And the engine room is at the centre of any ship.”

      Skadi gave me one of her looks that said more than words ever could.

      “I know what that look means… but the odds of us coming out of this alive the further we travel…”

      She walked up to me and placed her hands on either side of my face, causing me to freeze. Her eyes softened as they swallowed me whole. “Kushim, we knew the risks when we decided to follow you. Trust us to make our own choices. Trust us to be happy with the decision that we made. We knew there was a high likelihood none of us would live to see the end of this tale. We do not care. As long as we get to change the ending of the story.”

      I went to say something but couldn’t find any words. I looked at the other two, who gave me nods.

      “OK,” I said, causing her to step away. “Mariya, come in.”

      “What do you want, Monarch?” she asked through our intercom.

      “Save some charges and meet us in the engine bay. We are going to set the rest of our explosives there, then return to the ship.”

      “Good idea. Idea must have come from Blonde Bitch. She’s the only one to be so ruthless.”

      “Yes,” I said, rolling my eyes, “the idea came from Skadi. Anyway, we’ll meet you there. Radio if anything comes up.”

      “Will do.”

      I gave the other three a nod and we took off running.

      We no longer cared about being noticed. I knew it was only a matter of time before we got caught, so the faster we got to our destination, the quicker we could complete our task. Getting caught coming back wasn’t a problem. We could fight our way to our ship, but getting caught going to our goal posed a lot more problems. Yes, we could fight our way to the engine bay, but our enemies would know our goal and stop us before we got to complete our mission.

      You could detonate the chargers at any time.

      I knew what the voice whispered, but I refused to acknowledge it.

      This would not be a suicide mission. Yes, we were freedom fighters, but we would not go down like so many freedom fighters in the past. Giving their lives up for their ideals and goals. We would come back from this. We would live to see another—

      Skidding to a halt, it felt like someone punched me in the gut.

      “Ah, Blake Junior. How good of you to join us. We’ve been waiting for you.”

      Abdullah Aly stood in front of us in the middle of a junction with a squadron of his men pointing their weapons in our direction. My mouth opened and closed like a gasping fish. How did he… I took a step back, but guns were lifted higher and fingers pressed more firmly on triggers.

      “Ah—ah—ah,” he said with a wave of his forefinger. “One more step and my men shall fill you with holes, and although that would be a satisfying ending, I believe we have much to discuss.”

      “You have nothing to say to me I would want to hear.”

      “Not even the name of the person who betrayed you?”
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      “You’re lying.”

      He looked at me with pity. “Such a trusting boy. I can see why your dear old man thinks so highly of you. But I do not lie. If I was lying, how do you explain all of this?”

      I went to speak, but a nudge from Skadi stopped me. I looked at her and she gave me another one of her looks. The more I said, the more Abdullah Aly would get out of me and the more he would use it to undo all our efforts. I looked at the man who had caused me and my family so much pain and studied him.

      The same black smooth-shaven head with piercing eyes looked my way. A few more stress lines grew out of the corner of his eyes, but that wasn’t the major difference between when I last saw him and now. I took in the bottom half of his jaw as Moon chuckled and pointed at it.

      “Bet it’s a lot easier to chew your food now,” said Moon.

      Abdullah’s eyes went dark as he passed his hand over his lower jaw. Metallic white metal now replaced flesh. He tapped on it, causing a ringing to fill the silence. “Titanium. I have your mother’s punch to thank for the replacement of my lower jaw. The bones were so shattered and fragmented that it was easier to replace it with this monstrosity than it was to rebuild it.”

      I gave a humourless laugh. “Oh, the irony. Here you are hunting my kind to extinction when you, yourself, are benefiting from having parts of your body replaced to have a better quality of life.”

      “I hope it fucking hurts every time you chew,” spat Skadi.

      “No. The irony is not lost on me, Mr Blake, but we are all hypocrites to some extent, are we not? You value life above all else, yet you snuff it out like a child blowing out their birthday candles. It is how humanity works. Doing what’s best for them and their self-interest while ignoring all the glaring things that show how full of shit they are.

      “Now… I hate to be cliche, but we can do this the easy way or the hard way.”

      “Oh?” I said.

      “The easy way sees you surrendering and coming peacefully with me, the hard way sees you die here and now.”

      I looked at the others behind me, but their attention wasn’t on me. Each and every one of them was ready to fight. None of us had our combat suits activated because we didn’t want to draw attention to ourselves while making our way through the station. Now we were caught on the back foot. The suits took seconds to cover our bodies, but it was seconds we didn’t have. One wrong move from us and Abdullah’s men would fill us with holes.

      You still have another way out. At least you can do what you came here to do if you take it. You can finish all of this just by—

      “Easy way?” said Sun, with a shake of his head. “Do you know what it means to be a New Human? Do you know what we have had to endure just to survive? Not live, but survive. There is a big difference between the two. One has you enjoying a meal with your family on a weekend, while the other has you eating under a rat-infested bridge, scared to show your face in case the men with shiny World Government badges drag you away in an unmarked van.” Sun took a step forward and snorted. “Easy way. No such thing has ever existed for us.”

      Moon and Skadi both stepped forward. We showed a united front, but against guns, all the will in the world would not get us out of here. I had to do something. It wasn’t what I wanted to do, but if I was to get my friends out of here alive, then it was the only choice I had. I looked each one in the face. “Thank you. Thank you for believing in me. Thank you for coming with me on this journey. But this is where our journey ends.”

      Moon looked confused. “Boss, what are you talking about?”

      Skadi caught my eye and grabbed my arm as I moved. “Don’t you dare. Not like this. Not like this. There has to be another—”

      I cupped her face with my hand and stroked her cheek. “Look after the two idiots.”

      “No! Don’t you—”

      I broke her grip and moved forward until I stood in front of Abdullah Aly. “I hate to be cliche, but we can do this the easy way or the hard way.” Abdullah lifted an eyebrow but I continued. “The easy way is you let my people go and you take me prisoner. The hard way is we all die.”

      “And how are you going to kill us all, Mr Blake?”

      I pulled out a small pen with a red clicker on its end and held it afloat.

      “Ohhh, and what might that be?”

      “My team and I have placed explosive charges around this ship. All I need to do is press this button to set them off. Now, as I said, I would rather not die here today, but if you leave me no choice then I will do what needs to be done to—”

      “Do it.”

      I looked at Abdullah as if he had lost his mind. “What—I—”

      “Do. It.”

      I looked into his eyes and felt my stomach drop. He was serious. My mouth grew dry as I tried to think through the brain fog that descended on me. None of this made sense. Why would he—

      “What did I tell you from the start, Mr Blake? Someone has betrayed you. I knew you were coming. I know about the research compound you found. I know about the explosives you placed around the ship. The same explosives that will do nothing if you press that little red button.”

      Licking my dry lips, I didn’t want to look back at the others. If they saw the fear that resided in my eyes they would know it was all over.

      We were fucked.

      “Now, I hate to repeat myself, but what will it be? Surrender or die?”

      Tension weighed me down as the only thing I could hear was my breathing. How did I get myself into this mess? What did I miss? Who could have… ah, of course. You had a feeling. Deep down you knew. But you failed to act on it in case you were wrong.

      Footsteps once again broke the silence as Abdullah took a step towards me. His hand moved towards the detonator I held and I could do nothing but watch in fascinated horror as his hand enclosed mine and his thumb rested on the red clicker.

      He gave me a wink. “Shall we dine together in hell, Mr Blake?” His thumb pressed down and I couldn’t help but hold my breath and shut my eyes as I waited for my death.

      Nothing happened.

      A deep chuckle came from Abdullah, forcing me to open my eyes. “You didn’t believe me, did you? You still thought your little explosives were going to work. Ha! I admire the faith you have in your people, but it is misguided. Honourable, but misguided. Now that is over, shall I escort you to your—”

      “Monarch! Down.”

      I didn’t hesitate but dropped to the floor as bullets tore into Abdullah’s forces. I felt the heat from the returning fire from Abdullah’s men as their guns spat out hot lead.

      Abdullah’s eyes bored into mine.

      He had dropped to the floor at the same time I had. Flat on our stomachs with chaos running wild above us, and he smiled at me. It made my skin crawl. It was a thing of madness.

      “Run, Mr Blake. Flee, my little jungle wolf. I shall see you soon.”

      I felt my combat armour covering my face as hands grabbed my enemy and pulled him into the ranks of his men. I slammed my fist on the floor. The moment to attack and end Abdullah’s life was in my hands, but I allowed it to slip through my fingers. Why? Anyone else on my team—anyone else I knew—would have taken the opportunity to at least strike at the heart of the World Government’s operation, but I hesitated because—because— I slammed my hand down again and rolled out of the way of an incoming boot.

      A short sword shot out from a compartment on top of my right arm and I used it to slice off the offender’s foot. A scream pierced the air. Blood speckled my right leg.

      I looked around me and took in the chaos happening.

      Mariya and her team had joined the fight, coming in from the left of Abdullah’s forces. They shot and hacked everything in front of them, causing Abdullah’s forces to fight on two fronts. We were winning, but I knew it would not last. I could already see reinforcements coming to Abdullah’s aid. Like us, our enemy wore combat suits; they were the World Government’s equivalent to Niko’s creation and gave normal humans an equal footing to fight us.

      I ducked a blade aimed at my neck and activated the gun in my left arm. The metal flooded in on itself, turning my arm into a mini cannon. The shot from it punched a hole through my opponent’s stomach and incinerated the leg of the man behind him. I frowned and deactivated the weapon. In close proximity like this, I was more likely to do damage to one of my team than the enemy.

      To our right and left more World Government troops approached.

      Everyone who came with me fought tooth and nail just to stay alive. “Retreat! Retreat.”

      “Monarch, if we leave now we shall never get another chance—”

      I grabbed Mariya’s arm and spun her toward the endless mass of people who sprinted our way. Where had they all been hiding? “If we don’t leave now, we shall not live to fight another day.”

      Her combat helmet peeled back to reveal a face, a mask of fury. I matched her stare before she turned to Abdullah, who stood in a circle of his men, arms folded. A smile on his lips told us how much he was enjoying the show.

      “Fuck!” Mariya screamed before her helmet covered her face once again and she head-butted an opponent who rushed her.

      “Pull back!” I grabbed as many of my people as I could as we moved back. Each inch we took was eaten up by our enemy until escape looked unlikely.

      The sound of the enemy’s footsteps thundered in my ears.

      Moon ducked an attack and returned with one of his own. “We’re never going to escape like this.” The armour covering his shoulder sparked as an axe bit into it. The armour protected his flesh, but the blow caused him to stutter step.

      Sun looked my way, the light reflecting off his helmet. “Boss, there are too many of them. It was fun while it lasted. Ay? It was my pleasure serving—”

      Skadi extracted two grenade-looking weapons from her suit and pushed Sun out of the way. Thumbs flicking off the safety pins, she threw both in the crowd before us. She turned on her heel and our party didn’t need to be told to run.

      I looked over my shoulder in confusion as one grenade spewed a yellowish gas. Abdullah’s men panicked and fought one another to escape back the way they came. Men fell underfoot and got trampled as terror swept through the crowd. The yellowish gas ate into metal and flesh alike, causing gaping wounds. Blood leaked from eyes and nostrils as those affected clawed at their throats.

      As I looked at the other grenade that still had not gone off, confusion furrowed my brow. Was it a dud—

      I saw the spark flare from the grenade yet to go off and I turned on my heel and sprinted as fast as I could away. I didn’t get away far enough as the sound of a deep bass whoop filled the air before heated air lifted me off my feet and threw me forward.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            34

          

        

      

    

    
      Kushim

      

      Darkness came over me momentarily as I rolled head over butt. I ended up in a heap against the wall, tangled with someone else’s body. A groan escaped my lips as I found myself on my back with my head facing Moon’s rear.

      “Errr, Moon, as much as I love you, would you be so kind as to remove your rear end away from my face?”

      “What?” came a dazed response. “What you…what you talking about, boss?”

      “Your ass is too close to my face for comfort.”

      “Oh, OK.”

      He slid away from me and lay in a heap on the floor next to me. Parts of his suit smoked. Mine didn’t look better. My back felt like it had a hot water bottle pressed against it.

      “What the fuck was that?” asked Mariya, slowly getting up to her feet.

      I looked back the way we came and saw nothing but flames and smoke. Sirens shrieked as a metal shutter slid down in front of us, cutting off the flames. Another shutter would do the same thing at Abdullah’s end. It was a safety measure from the ship to cut off the oxygen to the fire and also to secure the corridors against hull breaches.

      “You could have killed all of us,” said Mariya, rounding on Skadi.

      “Better that than be captured. It was the only way we were going to escape. Now they have two blast doors and a fire to get through if they want to reach us quickly. Plus a possible hull breach. By the time they reach us, we should be back on our ship.”

      “But we have no clue if that bald fuck is alive or not.”

      “He’s alive,” I said, getting between the two. “Trust me on that. He is alive. Something like that wouldn’t kill him so easily.” The sirens continued to wail as I turned my attention to our party. “Any injuries?”

      Michael and Gabriel both gave me a shake of the head.

      “The only thing that hurts is my ass,” said Moon, rubbing his behind. “I think it caught on fire.”

      Sun dusted himself off while getting up on shaky legs. “I’m not surprised by the amount of gas that leaves it on an hourly basis.”

      I looked at Mariya and Skadi, who both waved me away. That only left— Afet lay on her front, unmoving. Rushing towards her I turned her over. The rib section of her suit was caved inward and dented. I ran my hands over it but couldn’t find any blood.

      “Afet,” I said, gently tapping on her helmet. “Afet, are you with me? Come on. You need to wake up. We do not have much time.”

      “Elif? Baby, is that you?”

      “Afet, it’s Kushim. We need to get going before more troops come our way.”

      “Wha—Where—where am I?”

      “Still on the planet destroyer I’m afraid. You took a heavy blow to the ribs. Can you breathe OK?”

      “I—I think so. Abdullah Aly… is he… is he still alive?”

      “We don’t know. The explosion did a lot of damage, but we are not sure who survived and who didn’t.”

      Afet groaned as I helped her up to her feet. Her helmet peeled back to show a bloody forehead. She went to speak again, but coughed in her hand. She tried to hide the wad of blood she brought up from her cough, but I caught it before she wiped it on her leg.

      I looked her in the eye. “You good?”

      “You sure Abdullah Aly isn’t dead?”

      “If we survived then he did too.”

      Afet looked uncertain. “Are you sure? I mean the explosion—”

      “Fucker is like a cockroach,” said Mariya, “I’ve known him long enough to know that unless you take off his head or see him dead with your own eyes, then he’s not dead.”

      Afet stared at the blast door, lost in thought. She walked towards it and placed her hand on the metal. “If he is not dead then I am not free,” she whispered as I walked up behind her.

      I placed my hand on her shoulder. “It will be OK. No matter what happens, it will be OK. Come on, let’s get a move on. Those doors won’t hold them for long.”
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      Our footsteps thundered in my ears as we took one sharp corridor after the next.

      My chest burnt from one too many blows and my legs felt like they were cramping up, but we needed to keep on pushing if we were to get out of this alive. I brought up the rear with Mariya, who kept on looking at me sideways but said nothing.

      “What?” I finally asked.

      She slowed her speed right down so there was a space between the others and us. “I’m using a secure com channel,” she said via her helmet. “So we can speak to one another like forbidden lovers.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Whatever you have to say can be said in front of the crew.”

      “You sure you want to have this discussion in front of everyone?”

      I went to answer but stopped myself.

      “That’s what I thought, Monarch. That’s what I thought. You know what I’m going to ask, don’t you?”

      “Why didn’t the explosives go off?”

      “Yes. The first thing I did when I saw you were in trouble was to try to detonate them hoping they would cause a distraction, but nothing happened when I pressed the detonator. They were blanks, like an old man shooting his seed.”

      “Abdullah…” How much of what he said was truth? If it was, who could I trust? I had an inkling who the person who betrayed me was, but still… I wasn’t a hundred percent sure. I wouldn’t bet my life on it. Once I went down the path of accusation, then the tight bond I had formed with my crew would be broken. But yet… the overwhelming evidence remained. Someone had betrayed us. I just had to be sure who.

      “Someone is a traitor.” She said it like a statement. “Your lack of response, Monarch, tells me everything I need to know. Now, the question is who?”

      “You?”

      She played her part well. There was no misstep or eruption of emotion. She continued running by my side like we were out for a pleasant stroll. “I can see why you would think so. I have known Abdullah Aly the longest. Before all of this started. The way you and I met seems too coincidental. I left you to get tortured. I pushed you out of a ship. At every step I have been there like a bad smell.”

      “Let us not forget how you managed to turn up, right when I was about to meet my maker at the research compound.”

      “If all that was true though, why would I save you at the research compound? Surely I would have let Abdullah’s forces kill or capture you.”

      “Abdullah is a smart man. He may be playing the long game. He seems like a man who likes to play psychological games with his opponents before he defeats them.”

      Her helmeted head turned in my direction. I could feel her gaze. “You know who it is, don’t you?”

      “How are you always there when I need saving? How do you find me?”

      “Fate.”

      “I do not believe in such things.”

      “The Oracle said you would say that.”

      “The Oracle, how could I forget that little bundle of joy and hope? Is she still casting spells and brewing things in her cauldron?”

      “You should show more respect to an elder, Monarch. She knows things. Sees things. She spoke of you when I was caged up in the pits. The Oracle foretold your coming, Monarch. She foretold a great champion for our people. A leader who would bring our people into a new age of power and enlightenment. A leader who would lift our people and save them from themselves. There is a reason why they write you prayers. There is a reason why when all is lost and they face death, they believe you can still save them.

      “You, not your father, will be the person to stop this war. I am just waiting for you to believe in it.”

      “Believe in a story?”

      “What is life if not a story?”

      “It was you, wasn’t it? Who spread these rumours about me? Who sowed these seeds of the Monarch amongst the New Humans?”

      “They needed something to believe in.”

      I pulled her up short. “You had no right to do that!” I stabbed my finger in her chest. “You had no right to make a mockery of people’s beliefs. They should pray to a higher power to give them strength and courage to face the everyday struggles they are forced to go through. Not pray to me. Hoping that I will come and save them like some superhero. What happens when their prayers go unanswered? What happens when I can not save them? When I am not there to defend them against the horrors of Abdullah Aly and his men?

      “Have you thought of that? The fake hope you are giving these people is more dangerous than no hope that all.”

      She pushed me hard. My back bounced off the wall. “When will you stop being such a bitch! Time and time again, I think you have changed, but all I see before me is nothing but a coward who fails to do what is needed.”

      “What is needed is to destroy this ship. Not create fantasy ideologies to suit your narrative.”

      We stood inches apart, face-to-face, with rage—anger—passion and everything in between rolling off us like musk off an animal in heat.

      Someone coughed. I ignored them. They coughed louder. I turned my head to see Sun looking at me, both hands raised in confusion. “Are you two finished or do you want to fuck on the floor here and now? Because some of us would like to get out of here alive.”

      I gave Mariya one last look before I nodded to Sun to continue walking.

      We didn’t get far before the sounds of shouting and running feet coming our way told us trouble was inbound and fast approaching.
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      “Incoming!” shouted Moon.

      I slid on my side to the other side of the corridor wall as enemy fire came from the corridor we were about to escape down. The enemy fire separated the party in two—one party on either side of the corridor walls.

      We could not stay here forever. We needed to move before they pinned us—

      Mariya pushed away from the wall she was hiding behind and moved down the corridor at speed. She bounced between the walls like a monkey as Michael and Gabriel gave supporting fire from their knees, shooting below her. With a scream like a banshee, she leapt amongst the enemy crowded at the end of the corridor, light reflecting off her nails.

      Bodies fell underneath her as she landed amongst a tangle of limbs.

      Wherever her nails flashed, blood squirted into the air. Everyone apart from her brothers looked at the horrific scene before us in silence. She made short work of the cluster of five who blocked our way, with Michael and Gabriel covering her back if someone got behind her.

      In a matter of seconds the whole thing was over.

      Gabriel holstered his pistol and looked my way. “Whenever you’re ready to lend a hand, let us know,” he said sarcastically.

      Moon’s helmet peeled back as he took in the bloody form of Mariya as she walked back to us. “You’re fucking crazy. Why would you rely on those nails of yours instead of using the suit?”

      “These nails,” said Mariya, brandishing her bloody fingernails, “are what make us New Human. Since I’ve been with you, I’ve not seen any of you use the gifts you were given.”

      “Gifts!” spat Afet. “You call what Alvis Bowman did to us gifts?”

      Mariya looked at Afet and gave her a look like it was the first time she was seeing her. “You can call them curses, but curses only affect you. These,” she ran her nails down the wall, causing all of us to flinch , “affect others.”

      “I hate what I am.”

      “Then I pity you. How sad is it, that you have allowed the flesh bags to paint you in their image?”

      “I have allowed no one—” began Afet, but I cut her off.

      “Like me, not all New Humans are born with integrated weaponry. Moon and Sun have blades that come out of the back of their hands, but Skadi and Afet are weaponless.”

      Mariya nodded to her brothers. “Count yourself lucky. My brothers had their weapons...forcibly extracted from their bodies.”

      “The pits?”

      She said nothing as her brothers looked away.

      “Although you love using your gifts, I keep telling you they hold you back as much as enhance your fighting. The updated suits Niko designed are specially made for fighting World Government troops. The World Government knows how to fight New Humans; these,” I said, tapping my suit, “give us the upper hand.”

      Heavy footsteps to our left sounded like death troopers coming to end us.

      “If you say so, Monarch. If you say so.”

      “As much as I would love to finish this debate,” said Sun, “we need to move before we get pinned down again.”
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        * * *

      

      I ducked a wild swing as blood sprayed across one of the cameras embedded in my helmet. A screaming face emerged into my viewpoint and I put him down as fast as he appeared.

      Another screaming figure, but this time before I could get to him, one side of his head exploded outwards. Brain matter covered the far wall.

      I could see our escape route in front of us, teasing us, taunting us, luring us with dreams of freedom. But no matter how close we got to it, another obstacle got in our way. Caught in another junction, we fought like trapped rats on all four points of the compass. Whenever we cleared the south corridor, the west corridor would become overrun and vice versa.

      We had yet to see Abdullah Aly, which worried me all the more.

      I pulled Moon aside as a chainsaw blade swept for his neck, and I stabbed the offender in the left eye. When I pulled my short sword back, an eyeball dangled on the tip.

      Moon looked at me, then at Michael and Gabriel, who swung their swords like medieval knights. Wherever their blades struck, life ended. “How the fuck do those pricks make it look so easy?”

      “Practice. They have been fighting for their lives since they were born.” I grabbed a body and used it as a shield. Six bullets penetrated his chest while my return fire took off three heads. “You and Sun only learned to fight once you joined me. Maybe you can ask them for some pointers?”

      Moon gave me a look like I was crazy before he cut an attacker from ear to ear.

      The numbers kept on increasing but we were nearly at our destination. All we needed to do was survive. Survive and live to fight another day. Each footstep we took cost us something, but as our freedom got closer, my crew’s energy responded to the hope of freedom and they fought harder. More bodies fell to our weapons, and I could feel the tide turn as our opponents started to lose hope.

      This wasn’t the victory I was looking for, but it was the one I would take. If I could get out of here losing no one, then I would take the win.

      “Keep pushing!” I shouted, voice raw. “We are nearly—”

      The floor shook under our feet and the fighting stopped as all eyes looked behind them.

      I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Three…three soldiers in exoskeleton suits made of metal strode towards us. Eight feet high, the suits made them look like they were wearing armour like knights of old. We had faced World Government soldiers with armour similar to us in the past, but they were cheap imitations of Niko’s that short-circuited or completely failed when the wearer demanded too much from it. These things though were something else.

      The suits of armour were made of thick metal plates that slotted together like a puzzle. I couldn’t hazard a guess at how much they weighed, but the wearers moved around in them without a problem. The mechanics of how they worked intrigued me, but I didn’t have time to further analyse them as they pulled five-foot-long swords from their backs.

      “Move! Move! Move.” I shouted as the Power Knights descended on us like a plague.

      The lead knight swung his sword sideways, not caring who got in the way of the weapon. Two of Abdullah Aly’s men were cut in half before Michael stepped up and intercepted the path of the blade with his own. A ringing metallic sound filled the air as sword met sword. I thought Michael would have been thrown backwards, but he redirected the energy of the blow, sending the attack sweeping past him.

      He returned with his own attack, but he didn’t even dent the metal of his opponent’s armour.

      People scrambled out of the way as Michael and the Power Knight traded blow for blow. Sparks flew like fireflies dancing between the two combatants. Michael held his own, but with every attack the Knight sent his way, he had to give ground. The blows he took on his sword vibrated the air. It was only a matter of time before he got overwhelmed.

      Luckily the space was only big enough for one Knight to come through at a time, so the other two held back while the leader attacked.

      Mariya went to help Michael, but I stopped her. “We need to escape. We can’t defeat them, not in such a tight space.”

      About to argue she looked at the chaos around her and nodded. “You’re right. But making our way to the exit will not be easy.”

      I looked at the enemies that had gotten behind us and had to agree.

      “When was it ever easy?” said Sun.

      I chuckled. “When is being a New Human ever easy? Everyone! On me.”

      Leading the charge, I hacked and slashed while Michael and Gabriel supported our rear. Pushing through the enemy was easier said than done, as many were not only fighting us but trying to not get caught up in the Power Knights’ path.

      Blood coated my limbs and helmet, but I had to push on. I had to get my crew out of this mess. I could feel the floor shake under my boots as the Power Knights followed us every step of the way.

      On and on, we fought until I got to the control pad to open the door that would let us escape. When I slapped the exit button, it slid open and we poured through it en masse.

      We turned to face the Power Knights and fired with everything we had as Michael fought tooth and nail to keep the leader at bay.

      I had to help. Selecting the mini-cannon function from my suit, I waited for it to complete its transformation and called Michael. “On my mark leap toward me.” I didn’t know if he heard me or not, but I couldn’t wait to find out. “Now!”

      Bringing both cannons to bear, I pointed them centre mass at the lead Power Knight and gave him hell.

      Michael leapt into a forward roll and rolled under the barrage of my attack. I poured every ounce of energy my suit had into my attack. The lead Power Knight staggered backwards as the metal on his chest glowed bright red before turning white. On and on I fired, but instead of being pushed backwards he came forward.

      Each step he took grew in strength, rattling the floor under our feet.

      Although the cannons on the suit were its most powerful weapon, it used too much energy and if I continued to fire, then it was only a matter of time before the suit powered down and went into hibernation while it recharged.

      “Close the fucking door! Close the fucking door,” someone screamed, but I couldn’t tell who. Someone must have done it because two panels on either side of the doorway came together.

      Hope blossomed in chests as the sight of the Power Knight got smaller and smaller until only a handful of inches remained until the door closed. About to celebrate, I fell backwards as the Knight threw his sword at me.

      It stopped an inch from my face at the same time my suit powered down as the last of its energy was used up and it retracted back to its pendant form.

      The panels of the door had slammed shut on the sword, preventing it from going any further.

      Moon shot the door button on our side, causing it to short-circuit. “That was close—” he began but stopped as the sword wiggled from side to side.

      I got to my feet, unsure of what to do as the Knight on the other side used the sword as a crowbar. “Everyone make your way to the ship. I’ll hold it off.”

      Skadi stood in front of me and shook her head, sadness radiating off the smile she gave me. White hair wild, she grabbed my face and drew me in close.

      “Make your way to the ship. You’ve done enough.”

      I looked at her confused. “What are you talking about?”

      “I’ll take care of things here. Lead the others to the ship.”

      “How?”

      “I’ve still got some tricks up my sleeve.”

      “Don’t be stupid. You’ll never make it out—”

      She kissed me.

      Kissed me like I was the only person she had ever loved—dreamed of—and thought of. It was a kiss of hunger more than passion. Of need more than want.

      She pushed me away as the door behind us groaned open.

      I looked over her shoulder and could now see who our attacker had been. Part of his helmet was destroyed, revealing a scarred and weathered face, like skin that had been left to soak in the bath for too long.

      “You,” said Mariya breathlessly. She took a step forward, but Skadi got in her way.

      “I’ll take care of Abdullah Aly’s pet. You take care of him,” said Skadi, nodding my way. They shared a look between women I didn’t understand, but it was enough to get Mariya to give a firm nod.

      “You hurt him,” said Skadi, “I’ll come for you beyond the grave.”

      I still didn’t understand what was going on. Why was she talking like that? We would see her soon.

      The door opened bit by bit as Mariya came towards me and said, “Take him.”

      I felt hands on me, but I struggled against them. “Get off me!” They held me tighter as they pulled me away from the door. “Get your damn hands off me!” Thrashing now, I watched as Skadi’s helmet sealed back up when she pressed the self-destruct button on the side of her neck.

      Her suit started to beep.

      “No!”

      Hands now turning to fists, I threw punches and kicks at whoever was closest to me, but my crew took my attack without complaint as they dragged me further and further away.

      “Skadi! Skadi.”

      She turned back to me and her helmet peeled back to reveal her face. We locked eyes. Smiling, she mouthed three simple words to me—“I. Love. You.”—before she turned back to face her foe.

      She was going to die so I would live. It didn’t have to be this way. I just needed time to think of another way to save her—save us. It didn’t have to be—

      Door now finally opened, Abdullah Aly’s bodyguard stood in the doorway triumphant. Sword in one hand, he stepped to Skadi grin on his face. He lifted his weapon and was about to bring it down, but hesitated.

      His eyes flickered between us, then to her when it finally clicked.

      Pure panic flashed across his disfigured face as he turned on his heel and tried to get away but he was too slow.

      Skadi leapt on his back, arms wrapped around his neck, legs wrapped around his waist like a backpack, and brought her face close to his ear. I didn’t know what she whispered to him, but it stopped him in his tracks.

      Continuing to be pulled backwards, there was nothing I could do, as I watched one of my best friends explode into a fireball taking our foes with her to the afterlife.
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      Kushim

      

      The journey back to the ship was a blur.

      Bloodied faces—screaming faces—faces filled with pain and anguish all came and went before me, but none of it registered. It was all a dull ache in my chest as they dragged me to our destination.

      We were back in the docking bay before I knew it and I stood motionless next to my crewmates, who laid down covering fire, while someone tried to get our ship’s cargo doors to open. I heard the doors open behind me and I moved like I was in a dream.

      In the distance, another explosion blew heated air my way, but again, I couldn’t get myself to care. A piece of shrapnel nicked me on the cheek causing blood to flow, but it mattered little. I touched my face, fingers coming away bloody and tried to care but—but…

      I had failed.

      Failed so completely that one of the few people to believe in me had given up her life so I could live.

      Once again, I was pulled along until we made our way to the cockpit come bridge. I felt myself pushed into a corner as the ship’s engines rumbled under my feet. There was a jerk as the ship tried to get away, but something kept it in place.

      “We are being held by the station’s docking clamps,” said Moon.

      “Does this thing have weapons?” asked Mariya.

      “No. It’s a cargo ship,” replied Moon.

      “For fuck’s sake. I’ll be right back,” said Mariya, walking past me.

      Moon stabbed buttons and violently moved the handles that controlled the ship’s flight, but nothing happened.

      “Where are you going?” He didn’t get a reply.

      He brought up holoscreens that showed the outside of the ship. Two docking clamps under each wing of the ship kept it in place. Mariya strode up to the first one and slashed at it with her nails. She attacked the joints of the mechanism, causing sparks to fly. With one final stab of her bladed hand, she caused enough damage for one clamp to come loose.

      The ship shuddered and rocked while it fought the hold of the other clamp. Mariya ran towards the ship, arms pumping towards Gabriel who hung out of the cargo hold, one arm stretched out towards her. The sound of tearing metal filled the air as the ship finally came free and it launched us forward.

      Looking at the holoscreen, I saw Gabriel pull Mariya into the cargo hold as its doors closed behind them, and the ship slammed through the station’s hangar doors and emerged into the vacuum of space.

      “Watch out for those—” began Sun, pointing at the viewing screen, but he never got to finish his sentence, as Moon barrelled towards the two light fighters coming towards us.

      The cargo ship had no weapons and was slow, while our enemy had the speed and weapon advantage. The one thing the cargo ship had for it was its size and reinforced shields, plus a denser metal hull to better protect its precious cargo against space debris.

      Moon didn’t slow as he plotted a course directly towards the ships. They tried to manoeuvre out of the way, but they were too slow. My body remembered to hold on just in time as our ship crashed into the two light fighters. One got away with damage only to its left wing, leaving it stranded, while the other took the full impact of our hit, causing it to explode into fragments.

      Warning lights flared across multiple holoscreens as our shields adjusted to the damage.

      “Can’t this thing go any faster?” asked Mariya.

      Moon jerked the ship’s controls left as the station’s laser fire scorched a line across our left side. “Were you, or were you not, here when we were making our way to this station?”

      “Yes. But I thought—”

      “What? That we were purposely going slow to save fuel!”

      Another hard jerk from Moon caused my knee to smash into the console in front of it. I should have felt a sharp pain, but it didn’t register.

      “What is the plan to escape?” asked Michael. He didn’t get an answer. He turned to me. “I mean, you must have planned for this, right? You didn’t think we would just get away without Abdullah Aly coming for us? Even if we destroyed the station and the planet destroyer, you must have known there would be forces who would still hunt us down. People loyal to him. Please tell me you planned for such events.”

      I stared blankly through him before I turned my attention to the viewing screen.

      “Two more—four more—five—make that a shit ton of light fighters, cruisers, and one dreadnought coming our way,” said Sun, at the navigation controls. His figures moved through holoscreens. “I can’t find an escape route. Every path is blocked. I don’t know what to—”

      The ship shuddered and shook as we took hits from our rear. Sirens screamed and the smell of circuits burning filled the air.

      “I… I don’t know what to do. Where to go,” said Sun in a small voice.

      All eyes turned to me. I tried to swallow the lump in my throat but it wouldn’t shift, it wouldn’t move. I went to speak, but it prevented me from doing so. They looked to me for advice, for help, yet the answer wouldn’t come to me.

      “Stop this ship right now!”

      I felt metal against my temple. Looking sideways, I saw Afet out of the corner of my eye with the barrel of her gun pressed against the side of my head.

      “You treacherous bitch!” said Sun, who tried to get up, but Afet pressed her gun harder against my head.

      “Move and he’s dead.” No one said anything as Afet’s eyes flicked from side to side, trying to take us all in. “You think I wanted this? You think I had a choice? I don’t. But I will not end up like Skadi. Not when others need me.”

      Mariya moved, muscles tensed and ready to pounce, but I caught her eye. The scowl on her face told me she wasn’t happy, and I didn’t know how long I had until she would act, but I would not allow anyone else to die today because of me.

      “Moon. Stop the ship.”

      He looked at me like I was crazy. “What? Boss, you can’t be serious.”

      “Just do it.” The noise of our engines quieted to a purr as our forward momentum came to a halt. “Why?”

      “Because you couldn’t just die.” She pressed the pistol harder against my head, forcing it to the side. “All you had to do is die and I would have got my son back. That’s all! But could you do it? No. Now, you’re trying to escape again and I don’t know if I will ever see him. I don’t know what that monster will do to him. One task. That’s all I was given. One task. Make sure that I killed you. It doesn’t matter if I didn’t make it out alive. All that mattered was that he got to live, he got to see another day. Now you’re going to mess all that up. But I won’t let you. I won’t. I won’t. I won’t!”

      Ah. I understood. The things we did for family.

      Closing my eyes, it all came back to me. “You following us after I freed you. You running towards that compound so I could save you and bring you on as part of our team. You dropping your weapon in the research compound so Jason found us, and you tampering with the explosives so they wouldn’t go off.” I shook my head and opened my eyes and turned my head towards her. She moved her pistol so it rested between my eyes. “You know, you could have come to me. I would have helped you.”

      She laughed bitterly. “I know, Kushim. I know. You are everything they say you are, and so much more. But I can’t—I won’t— I need my son to live.”

      “Sun, what is the status of our enemy?”

      “They have stopped and encircled us.”

      I took a deep breath. “Right. This is what is going to happen. Sun, you are going to hail the station and tell them that their agent has captured me and taken me prisoner. Afet and I are going to board one of the escape pods on this ship. Once we are boarded, you notify the station of what has happened and I want you to launch all the escape pods. Once that is done, Moon, I want you to set a course away from here. While Abdullah Aly’s forces try to determine what escape pod we are in, it should give you the time you need to escape.”

      I looked at my crew, who didn’t say a word.

      “Boss, you can’t be seriou—”

      “This is our only option. Anything else leads to our deaths. Now, Sun, I want you to hail the station and—”

      Movement out of the corner of my eye made me react. It also notified Afet something was wrong as she turned and saw Mariya launch herself towards her. Afet swing her weapon towards her newest threat and I moved on impulse.

      The gun went off with a bang.

      It stopped all movement.

      Afet still held the smoking pistol pointed in front of her while Mariya checked her body for injury. She didn’t find any as I staggered towards Afet, who backed away from me, gun shaking in her hands.

      “It’s OK, Afet.” Still backing away from me, her back touched the wall, causing her to flinch. “Afet, listen to me, it is going to be OK.” I held out my hand and wrapped it around the gun. “Look at me. Look at me.” We locked eyes. “I will do everything in my power to get your son back, but you have to trust me, OK? Give. Me. The gun.”

      I dragged the gun from her grip and passed it to Gabriel. “Now, let’s take— Don’t!” I yelled as Mariya leapt forward and struck Afet across the temple, knocking her to the floor. Mariya moved forward, nails extended to finish what she’d started, but I grabbed her by the wrist. She struggled in my grip and only stopped when her eyes rested on my chest.

      “Kushim… no,” She shook out of my hold and came to my aid as I took an unsteady step backwards. Placing her hand against my chest, she tried to apply pressure as blood flowed through her fingers.

      “We need to get him to the medical-bay!”

      The others responded to her cries with panic as they rushed to me.

      Lightheaded, I barely heard Moon’s words. “We are being hailed by the station.”

      “The station can go fuck themselves; if we don’t deal with this now, then he will not make it,” said Mariya.

      “I think… I think it’s Abdullah Aly.”

      I pushed them away from me and staggered to stand in front of the viewing screen. “Moon, put him on screen.”

      “No,” said Mariya, “don’t do that. He needs medical—”

      I leaned forward and pushed the button to receive incoming hails. Abdullah Aly’s smug face took up the whole viewing screen. He said nothing as his eyes took in my condition, then the prone form of Afet on the floor.

      “Ah, I see my trump card decided to act. To be honest, I didn’t have high hopes for her, but I must admit she has been more useful than I can imagine. If it wasn’t for her intel about you coming to this station and her sabotaging your explosive chargers, things would have gone differently for me. You may have even won.”

      “Where is her son?”

      A look of surprise crossed his face before he shook his head. “You boy… you seriously surprise me. When I think you can’t, you somehow always do. Here you are, near death, surrounded by my forces and the first thing you ask about is not concerning your safety but someone else’s. Take this for what it’s worth, but I wish things were different. I wish you were not New Human. If you were born to a prominent family who ran the World Government, the good you could do. The changes you could make. You would be a second coming.

      “But alas, you are not.”

      “Where is her son?”

      Abdullah Aly shrugged. “In some cage somewhere. I don’t even know if the boy is alive or dead, if I’m honest.”

      “No!” screamed Afet, who had woken up and had to be restrained by Mariya.

      “I made the deal with her,” Abdullah nodded at Afet, “thinking she would fail at the first hurdle. She was a long shot. A risky chess move that I didn’t think would pay off so late in the game.”

      I looked to Afet, whose tears spilled down her cheeks, and felt sick. The corners of my vision were darkening. I needed to wrap this up quickly if I was to save my crew.

      “I surrender. Afet and I will board an escape pod as long as you let my crew go—”

      “No.”

      My heart sank.

      “I have no need for you, Kushim Blake. No need at all. So instead, I am going to let you go free.”

      “I don’t… I don’t understand?”

      “You have failed, boy. Time and time again, you have pitted wits against me and have failed, only to have your daddy come and save you. Run along now, little Kushim. Run along and tell your father I am coming. I am coming to destroy everything he holds dear. I am coming to wipe the New Human disease from existence and there is nothing he can do to stop it.”

      The screen went dark and with it, so did my vision as I collapsed backwards into oblivion.
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      Kushim

      

      Someone knocked on my door.

      I looked up from the book I was reading called Space Outlaw and answered. “Come in.”

      Sun entered looking around my room like a suspicious parent of a teenage child.

      “What are you looking for?”

      He jerked to a stop, a guilty look on his face at being caught out. “Nothing, boss. Nothing at all. Just came to see how you were doing, that’s all.”

      “Really?”

      Sun let out a sigh. “Fine. We’re worried about you, that’s all. We have not seen you since the mission. Some people thought you may be sitting in your room drinking your problems away.”

      “Some people?”

      “By some people I mean Moon. But we’re still worried about you. You can’t spend all your time in here doing God knows what. More to the point, what have you been doing?”

      I held up my book. “Reading. When things get too much, I do one of two things. Go for a hike in the jungle and spend weeks by myself or throw myself into works of fiction. It has always been my coping mechanism. When things… when things…” I cleared my throat as emotion tried to overwhelm me. “When things get too much. You know.”

      Sun nodded his head and took a sit on my bed. “You know, she wouldn’t want you to be locked up in your room mourning her death like this.”

      “And how would you know what she wanted? She’s dead.” The words came out of my mouth before I could stop them. I regretted them instantly. They were laced with venom and fire. Again and again over the weeks we had been travelling, I kept on reminding myself to not take it out on my crew, but I found that easier said than done. I took a deep breath and tried again.

      “I’m sorry, Sun, I didn’t mean that.”

      “Yes. Yes, you did. But it’s no problem. We all grieve in different ways.”

      “Again, I must apologise. I have been so selfish, not realising that I am not the only one suffering here. You and Moon knew her better than me. You were with her the longest. Captured and held together. How are you two holding up?”

      He looked through me at something I couldn’t see before coming back to the present. “Some days are better than others. Some days I just want to rip someone’s throat out and scream, and others I can’t help but laugh when I think about her. The things she used to say, the things she used to do. I remember the time when we were all in a cell together. Me, Moon, Skadi, and two other assholes that just wouldn’t quit being assholes. We are all caged up in this cell half the size of your quarters and everyone is trying to get along, keep the peace, but these two assholes couldn’t help themselves. You know when someone is just born an asshole no matter want? Well, these two were born and bred assholes. From a long line of assholes.

      “Anyway, all of us are locked in this cell half-naked, and these two just keep staring at Skadi’s lady parts and making comments. Nonstop for days. Until Asshole One says something about does the curtains match the drapes and that was it.

      “Something clicked in her. I could see it in her eyes. I will always remember her next words until the day I die. ‘Do you want to find out?’ So simple a question, but filled with so many possibilities. And do you know what the idiot said? Yes. Fucking yes! How much of an idiot can you be? He didn’t even realise the danger he was in. The next thing we know, Skadi jumps towards him and wraps her legs around his neck and throws him to the floor. And before you know it, she chokes him out with her bare legs.

      “Then she stands up as calm as you like and says, ‘Who wants to go next? This time I can take off my panties if you want.’

      “That moment was argh! It summarised Skadi so well. Everything from the deadpan delivery to just how nonchalantly she dealt out violence. God, I miss her. I miss her so much. I wish she was here and—and—an—”

      Tears spilled from Sun and I did the only thing I could. I held him in an embrace until they stopped.

      I don’t know how long we stayed like that for but it was long enough for the tears to stop and for him to pull himself together. “Anyway,” he said wiping his face, “how is the injury holding up?”

      I touched my chest. “All but healed. The benefits of being a New Human.”

      He nodded. “Have you spoken to her yet?”

      My eyes darkened. “No. No, I have not. I have… been waiting for the right time.”

      “Well, the right time might be now. We are approaching Safe Haven, and if you don’t speak to her now, you may not get a chance to once we land.”

      I stood up to my feet, anger and rage bubbling in the pit of my stomach. Taking a deep breath, I tried to calm the roaring torrent inside me. I needed to speak to her with a level head. I needed to understand.

      “Has anyone spoken to her? Found out anything at all?” I asked.

      “She refuses to speak. Just stares off into space. We’ve had to force-feed her just to keep her alive.”

      “I’ll see what I can find out.”
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        * * *

      

      I stood outside the tarnished metal-locked door that led to our holding cells. During our missions, we had no need for them and used them as extra sleeping quarters for the people we rescued. I think she was the first person who we kept in the cells for their intended purpose.

      Taking deep breaths, I tried to think rationally. Not with anger or hate. Thoughtless words and thrown accusations would do no good here.

      With a final deep breath, I opened my eyes and took a step forward. I would be as ready as I ever was.

      Pressing my hand into the gel-shaped datapad embedded into the wall allowed it to read my fingerprints and DNA sequence. The red light that ran up and down my hand flashed green, and then the doors opened. My footsteps echoed amongst the empty cells until I came to the only occupied one.

      She was sat crossed-legged with a bowl of porridge in front of her. Afet’s head rested on her chest. Shackles on the wall hung down behind her, but they didn’t secure her in place. My only command since we had taken her prisoner was for her not to be shackled or harmed.

      Another gel datapad rested on the locks of her cell.

      “You should eat.”

      She said nothing. I wasn’t sure she even registered my presence. Frown on face, I placed my hand on the datapad until it recognised me and opened her cell door.

      The hinges creaked as the door swung open.

      “What is done is done. Punishing yourself for the past is a waste of time and effort.”

      “Hypocrite.” Her eyes snapped open and she took me in with a scowl on her face. “Have you stopped blaming yourself for Skadi’s death?” I didn’t answer, but something must have flashed across my face, causing her to smile bitterly. “Ah. How silly of me. You place the blame on me.”

      “If it was not for your—” I took a step back and lowered my voice. “Whether or not I blame you matters little. What matters is what you can tell me about Abdullah Aly’s operation.”

      “It matters little? Listen to yourself! It’s the only thing that fucking matters. Because you blame me, you will not go looking for my son. You will not try to seek him out, oh saviour of New Humans. You will not offer my little boy the same kindness and freedom you have given so many because you blame me for your friend’s death.”

      “I said I would find him and—”

      “Don’t lie!” She stood up to face me, spittle flying from her mouth. “You have no intention of finding my son. Just like Abdullah Aly had no intention of giving him back to me after I killed you. Lies! All of you are liars. Politicians who lie and cheat the masses to get what they want. I know you, Kushim Blake. I know—”

      I grabbed her by the throat and slammed her back against the wall. “You know nothing of me! Nothing!” Her legs kicked back and forth, and she clawed my hand with her nails as it tightened around her windpipe.

      There was nothing but rage. Nothing but a red mist that covered everything.

      Who was this bitch to tell me who I was? How dare she! After what she had done. After everything I had done for her. Done for the New Human people who still looked to me for help when they could just as easily help themselves.

      Again and again, they begged me to save them like children, but they had the same power as I. They were nothing but slaves to their minds. Sheep who just wanted a strong and stern enough voice to follow.

      Her legs continued to kick, but with less force. A faraway voice like a siren call in the mists tickled my thoughts.

      This is not the way. You are better than this. This is not how I want to be honoured. This is not the man I fell in love with.

      I released my grip and allowed Afet to collapse to the floor, spluttering for breath.

      “You shall not change who I am. Abdullah Aly shall not change who I am. My enemies to come shall not change who I am.”

      I turned away from her and closed her cell. When I was about to walk away, she called out to me. “Is that it? No more questions? No more beatings?”

      “What’s the point? You will not answer anything I ask and Skadi would not want me going down a path I could never return from. Plus, you are in a worse hell than I could ever put you in. If you came to me, were honest with me, then you would be holding your son right now instead of locked in this cage.”
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      Another day. Another report.

      I flipped through the files on my desk with more urgency than before. Things had changed. Now, with the news Willis delivered, we needed to be more prepared than ever before. I just didn’t know if we could defend against the threat of a planet destroying ship. Niko, in all her wisdom, had installed devices to protect against an invasion, but we never imagined that the opposition would simply blow us away. If what Willis said was true, then no amount of shields would save us from this ship Abdullah Aly was building.

      Placing the report in my hand down with a thump, I rolled my neck as the tension that had been there for weeks was now slowly increasing with each passing day.

      The report I had been looking at only added to that tension.

      The number of refugees coming to seek shelter on Safe Haven was increasing by the day. Not since the first settlers had landed on Safe Haven did the planet see this level of influx. Controlling the incoming population was a thankless task, with many inhabitants protesting against the newcomers and a few taking to violence to show their displeasure. It was an extra task my people did not need.

      How short-term the residents of Safe Haven’s memories were. Not that long ago, they were the ones coming to this planet looking for a better life.

      Between getting ready for this new threat by Abdullah Aly, dealing with the pricks who still wanted me dead in Paradise Lost and policing the mass of New Humans looking for shelter, we were spread thin to breaking point.

      I just didn’t see how all this could end well.

      The door to my office opened and the familiar tap-tap-tap of Fae’s shoes filled the air. “I am pretty sure,” I said, going back to reading the report I had put down, “that those high heels are not combat-appropriate attire.”

      The tapping stopped and I could see Fae out of the corner of my eye looking down at her heels. “I know, but they make my ass look great. What’s a girl to do? Sacrifices, am I right?”

      I shook the report in my hand. “This can’t be right. You’re telling me that the number of people seeking refuge has tripled in the last seventy-two hours?”

      “I honestly thought it would go down after news spread about this new planet-destroying ship that’s on its way here to kill us all. But, for some reason, it's only increased interest.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “How did that information get out? I told everyone to keep a tight lid on it.”

      “Because people gossip, Quinton. It’s what people do. Be it human or New Human. Which reminds me,” and she looked left to right before creeping up to my desk. “Have you heard the gossip?”

      I looked around my empty office that had nothing in it but my large wooden desk, a leather sofa and a drinks cabinet. “You realise we are the only two in here, right?”

      She waved my comment away. “Niko and Makenna asked Zizi if she and Willis would like to join them for some… extra-curricular activities.”

      I burst out laughing not being able to keep a straight face.

      “It’s true. Apparently, Niko and Makenna are having some marital problems and they thought it would be a good idea to spice things up in the bedroom. They even asked Willis if he wouldn’t mind dressing up.”

      I wiped tears from my eyes as I tried to find my voice. “I’ve got sooo many questions I want to ask so I can unpack all of that, but that’s got to wait until we find out how to deal with this wave of people coming to our shores.”

      “Fine,” said Fae, irritated. “There are three conclusions that I have come to in regard to why we are seeing this many people come to our shores. The first, people are coming here like the first settlers of old because they think this place, like its namesake, is a safe haven. They believe that this is the only place New Humans will be safe from the World Government and will be protected by you and Kushim. Secondary, they have come here because of a myth… a legend… your son has cultivated.

      “Monarch.

      “It is a title Mariya gave him, and it is a title that has stuck. New Humans believe Kushim to be… their Messiah, their second coming. They believe he will protect them against the World Government. He and his team freed many who have come to our shores. He relocated them across the stars so they wouldn’t be an easy target, i.e., being all on one planet, but they went against his advice and sought his homeland. Safe Haven.

      “And lastly… people want to see a show.”

      I looked at her confused. “What do you mean?”

      “The stories of you—us—fighting Alvis Bowman are legend. When the people who were there speak about it, others listen. To the point where the ones who listened wished they were there. So now, you have a bunch of people who are here to see the ultimate battle between the Monarch and the World Government. It’s a combat event the likes of which the galaxy has never seen. The admission price may be death, but it’s a price many people will pay. Just to say they were there when the Monarch brought the World Government to its knees.”

      “The Monarch, huh? He’s going to be our saviour?”

      Fae smirked. “Don’t be jealous, old timer. Our glory days have been and gone, it's now time for the new generation to take up the mantle.”

      “I know. I know. My whole life Willis has been telling me I needed to prepare Kushim for this special day when he would take over from me…but, I just wanted him to be a normal child. I wanted him to grow up and decide what he wanted to become, indeed of me pressuring him to become something he may not want to be.”

      Fae laughed.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “You idiot, you think you had a choice in what that boy would become? The fates claimed him the moment he was conceived. He would never lead a normal life. Not with you and Poppy as his parents. All of us knew that. Everyone on your council and everyone who saw him grow up. That’s why so many kids hated him. That’s why he had so few friends. His star was too bright for them to bear. We all knew what he would become, so we all gave him the best lessons and skills we could for him to cope with the challenges he would face growing up. From me and Willis teaching him how to fight, and from Guru Roshan teaching him how to deal with and manage people. We have all had a part in moulding that boy to become what he is today.”

      I smiled and knew she spoke the truth. “I miss him.”

      “So do I.”

      The computer on my wrist vibrated, informing me of an incoming call from Willis. “Speaking of the red-haired asshole.” I accepted the call. “Willis, we were just speaking about you. How are—”

      “Do you two Roman helmets know anything about a rumour involving me, my wife, Niko, and Makenna?”

      My eyes and Fae’s met. I tried to keep my voice level. “Err… No. Why? Why would you ask?”

      “Some cock juggling thundercunt has been spreading rumours about us!”

      My eyes widened as I mouthed to Fae, you. “Err, what sort of rumours, Willis?”

      The line went dead for ten seconds or more until he answered. “That’s not important. What is important is when I find out who it was, I’m going to shove my hand so far up their anus that I’ll be able to tickle their tonsils.”

      “That’s unless they had them removed,” said Fae, with an exaggerated wink.

      I laughed but turned it into a cough as I slammed my chest. “Sorry. Sorry. Something caught in my throat. Anyway, that’s not the only reason you called, is it?”

      “No,” he replied, “no, it isn’t. Kushim is back. His ship radioed for security and landing clearance five minutes ago.”

      I got up from my desk. “Where is his ship going to be landing?”

      “Ships, Quinton. Ships. He’s brought a fleet with him and he’ll be landing in The Jungle within the hour.”
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      I watched the ships land like so many others in The Jungle.

      The prodigal son was finally home.

      When my son left home he had little more than the clothes on his back. I often wondered how he got off the planet, let alone survived, but I remembered my first days on this planet and tried to push down my parental fears. I had to have faith in him. Faith in him that he was my son, and I had taught him well. Well enough to survive anything he would face.

      I smiled as I lost count of the number of ships that landed and the number that still orbited around the planet, waiting their turn to land.

      Fae, standing next to me, slapped me on the arm. “Don’t know what you were worried about. The little shit left with nothing and has come back with an armada. I think we taught him a little too well.”

      I said nothing as I looked up into the treetop homes and bridges spanning between trees and saw the crowds of faces, pressed together to get a glimpse of him. Not only here, but I made sure his arrival was being broadcast across the planet. With fears about the incoming invasion, I wanted them to see this show of force. See that we were not helpless lambs waiting for the slaughter.

      Fae tapped her chin. “Hmm, you know what? I can’t remember this many people coming out when you arrived in the borough. Actually, thinking about it, I don’t think any fucker comes out to see you leave or arrive.” She looked at me, but I kept my face blank. “How does that make you feel?”

      “The boy is popular. Princes always are.”

      “Hmm. If you say so,” she said in a lofty tone, that she always used when she wanted to get under my skin.

      “The people of this borough care about me. We just have a different relationship. I am the hardass who says no all the time. The person who tells people what they need to hear, not what they want to hear. While the boy... comforts people. They find it easier to talk to him than they do me. That’s all. I mean, it’s not like any of them have tried to kill me.”

      “Yet. Have tried to kill you yet.”

      Lips pulled into a thin line, I watched Kushim’s ship dock on one of the platforms the borough used for ships. Crafted out of a dead tree that made a giant sequoia look like a houseplant and integrated with technology, it was one of the many dotted before us.

      “I mean, I am a just and fair ruler. But people still like me, right?” Fae said nothing as the cargo bay doors opened. “Right?”

      Kushim was the first to step out, dressed in simple black combat trousers and a tight-fitting black top that showed off his muscular frame. A pendant on a chain with the symbol of The Jungle’s crest rested on his chest. He stood on the platform alone, surveying the scene before him. He took it in, eyes resting on faces.

      “Damn,” said Fae, elbowing me in the ribs. “The boy's been working out.”

      “He looks like... he looks like—”

      “A leader.” I looked at Fae and smiled. “You should be proud,” she said. “Who would have thought someone like him would come from a dickhead like you?”

      Kushim walked down the cargo rump and I saw others behind him. Two Asian twins stood close by him like guards. They looked left and right, their eyes constantly scanning for danger.

      Footsteps behind me brought Willis and Zizi to stand next to me. “My boys look healthy,” said Willis.

      Michael and Gabriel strode down the cargo ramp next. Their swords were strapped to their backs, arrogant looks on their faces.

      “I see they’ve brought their darling sister along too,” I said.

      “I’m sure Poppy will be happy,” said Fae.

      Mariya came out next, stupid smile on her face while she did a royal wave at the crowd like she was a queen of old. The girl even blew a few kisses at some onlookers.

      I shook my head. “I see she’s her darling self, as always.”

      “Poppy will be sooo pleased,” said Fae. “I can’t wait to see the family reunion.”

      I rolled my eyes and descended from the balcony I stood on. Cameras followed my every step as I made my way down with Fae, Willis, and Zizi in tow. We walked until we came to an area that was specially prepared for this meeting. Banners with The Jungle’s crest flew in the wind, and drum players who played on hollowed-out tree logs with different-sized holes in the side made a beat for the surrounding dancers. Some wore outfits constructed of long grass skirts and headrests made from bird feathers of different colours, while others wore Lehenga Cholis. They competed against each other, sending out their best dancers to battle.

      I waited in the middle of it all as my son made his way to me.

      With a smile touched with sadness, he finally stopped in front of me. “Dad...” he said, looking around, “this...is a bit much, is it not?”

      “It’s not every day my son returns with an armada.”

      “Yes... well, some of them joined up along the way here. Some of them are forces loyal to Mariya and some of them are mine. So not as impressive as it first appears.”

      “Blah!” said Mariya, coming up from behind Kushim and slapping him on the shoulder. “All these shiny ships are loyal to the big boss here. As soon as my people knew I knew the Monarch, they couldn’t believe it. The questions came thick and fast. One after the next. How well do you know the Monarch? Wink. Wink. Have you seen Monarch like no other person has? Have you spent a passion-filled ni—”

      “Anyway, as I said, some forces are mine, some are not.” He looked behind him and took in his crew. There was sadness there as his eyes swept over everyone and rested on an invisible spot. Lost in the moment, one twin nudged him. Coming back to himself, he gestured to his crew. “Father, you already know Mariya and her brothers. This here is Sun and Moon.”

      “Stupid name,” muttered Willis.

      “They have been by my side from the beginning and have kept me alive.”

      I looked over at the twins and narrowed my gaze. “I once knew a Sun. Raised him as a son for years before I found out he was not mine.”

      “Sorry,” said Sun.

      “Don’t be. He was a useless twat who probably died because he stuck his dick in something electrical. You’re not a useless twat, are you, Sun?”

      Willis went to answer, but Kushim cut him off. “I vouch for him.”

      “It does not matter if you vouch for him or not, son, it wasn’t you I was directing the question to.”

      “Yet it is I who answered.”

      Tension, tight and heavy, hung in the air as my heir matched my gaze, causing the party around us to tense. The only person enjoying the show was Fae, who looked ready to grab a bag of popcorn.

      “Very well,” I said with a nod. Tearing my eyes away from him, I gestured to the festivities. “How do you like the celebrations?”

      “As I said, Father, it all is a bit much.”

      “I understand how you feel. But right now, we have to show strength. We have to show the people of this planet that they have nothing to fear. And with you here, I am guessing the mission to destroy the ship that destroys planets was a success?”

      Dark looks swept over the faces of his crew. “Ah.”

      “Ah, indeed. It is a matter we need to discuss away from prying eyes.” He looked around at the surrounding faces with a frown. “Mum?”

      This time I was the one to share a dark look. “That, too, is something we need to discuss away from prying eyes.”
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      My son and I sat on a sailboat that travelled along the waters of The Floating City. It was an age since I visited the borough that controlled most of the waterways on the planet. Lounging on deck chairs, we passed trees that crowded the water banks, leaves dripping into the water while monkey-like creatures screamed and cried while they swung from tree top to tree top picking fruit.

      Other times, sections of the waterway opened up to where we couldn’t see the other side of the bank. Water surrounded us like an endless ocean.

      “Dad, couldn’t you get anything faster?”

      I looked over to Kushim, who sat bolt upright, feet tap dancing on the wooden deck. “What’s wrong with this fine vessel?” I said, slapping the wooden guardrail in front of me that had darkened with age.

      “I mean, for one. This boat is ancient. Everything is old and weathered. I have not seen a computer in sight and don’t get me started on the navigation skills of our captain. Licking your finger and sticking it in the air is not a good way of telling if a storm is coming in or not.”

      I laughed. “When did you become so high and mighty, Monarch, that you can’t take a nice boat ride down the river with your old man?”

      “I am not being a snob, Dad. Just… time is of the essence and I don’t think spending it like this is the best use of it.”

      I nodded while I took a sip of rum. A hint of honey coated my tongue. “There will be time enough to run around like a headless chicken. Right now, it’s best to watch the swirling waves crashing against the rocks as the storm is coming in. Enjoy the view of the approaching storm, son, because when it comes, there will be no time to reflect. No time to take stock of the little things around you.”

      “Most people, Dad, prepare for storms.” I gave him a raised eyebrow, but he continued. “You know. Batten down the hatches. That kind of thing.”

      “I think we are as prepared as we can be. You tried your best and—”

      “But it wasn’t good enough!” He slapped the armrest of his chair and got up to his feet. “It wasn’t good enough. I thought we could end this war in one masterful stroke. I thought I knew what I was doing. Some of my crew were against the mission, but I pushed. Pushed for us to take action. I should have listened. I should have waited.”

      He paced back and forth, footsteps heavy and remorseful. “I should have seen the signs of Afet’s betrayal. What am I saying? I did. I had my suspicions, but I failed to act on them because...because. Because I wanted to believe she was innocent. I wanted to believe she would reconsider. But look where that got me?! A dead friend. Someone I can never replace.”

      I let him holler and rage. Anything I said now would be of no use. He had to carry this burden on his own.

      “She was...she was... an enigma.” He stopped and stared out over the water. Large fish double the size of our boat swam underneath. They swam in pods lazily back and forth, while smaller fish trailed them from behind. “Thinking about it now, I knew very little about her. She was a closed book. Sun and Moon spent the most time with her as prisoners of the World Government. But apart from that, I don’t know how she grew up or where. I don’t know if she had any close family. I don’t even know how old she was. All I know is her first name was Skadi.”

      Kushim looked back at me, tears in his eyes. “That is it. A name. A name that may not even be her real one. How pathetic is that? A member of my inner circle—a person who told me she loved me before she died. How pathetic am I that I did not even take the time to find out more about her? If I had done better—if I had made the adjustments—taken the—argh!” He turned his back to me and faced the water.

      I allowed some time to pass and just let him be with his feelings. Let him come to terms with what had happened. I continued to sip at my drink as the minutes slowly turned to hours and allowed the sound of the water and the noise of nature to heal him. It was the one thing he loved, and it was why I’d decided we needed to take this journey.

      Downing my drink in one, I got up and wrapped my arm around him as I took in the shimmering water. The sun was setting, making the water look aflame.

      “What I am about to say… is going to be hard to hear, but all leaders need to hear it. You are bound to make mistakes and those mistakes are going to cost people their lives.” His head snapped to me, but I kept looking out at the water. “It is no different from an owner of a company making a mistake that costs his employees their livelihood. The only thing that is different between you and any boss—business owner—politician—is that the stakes are higher. Not since kings of old has someone held so much power as us. Like it or not, my boy, we are royalty. With that comes power, but also sacrifices.

      “We do not get to leave our work behind and go home. We do not get peaceful nights. The people we could have saved and the things we should have done differently haunt us.

      “But we can also cause great change. We, me and you, are in a position to make sure no New Human ever gets harmed or treated like they are not worthy of humanity. Only we can make those changes happen. No one else. So while I shall allow you to wallow in your self-pity for now, come sunup, I expect it to be dealt with.

      “There are too many people’s lives at stake for us to give anything less than our best.”
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      The days passed one after the other with Kushim and me talking, discussing things as father and son or leader to leader. It was a refreshing change of pace. I never had someone to bounce ideas off and he asked me questions that only someone with experience in my position could answer. He discussed what he had been doing with his crew and I laid out my efforts to finally bring Paradise Lost to heel.

      “I think there is a better way to handle the Paradise Lost situation.” I looked at him like he was delusional. “Hear me out,” he said, lifting his hands. “All Paradise Lost has ever known is brutality in one form or another. The borough has been run by one evil gangster after the next, and if one person doesn’t gain complete control of the borough, then it is being fought over by rival crews looking for their share of the profits. I think—hell, I know—that there is a better way than just trying to strong-arm the people of Paradise Lost into doing what you want.”

      “Kushim, we haven’t got time for that. What you are talking about is showing these people another way. To try and educate them and change their minds so they see that violence isn’t always the answer will take generations. Decades and years we do not have. These people are accustomed to violence. It is in their bones. It is the only thing they know. It is their nature. To think you can change that…” I shook my head.

      “Well, can we at least start with not calling them these people?”

      I rolled my eyes as our captain shouted our destination was in view.

      The view before us was one that always inspired awe in me. Made up of a collection of ships, boats, yachts and various other water-dwelling vessels that clustered together in the centre of the river, The Floating City was so large that it would take thirty minutes to fly across.

      Thirty minutes of nothing but one water-faring vessel after the next. All clustered together to make a floating island that changed size and shape depending on the season.

      Kushim looked at the view, eyes wide. The last time he had been here, he was only a boy. “This is—”

      The natural water fountain at the centre of the city shot water a hundred feet into the air, causing rainbows to form all over the city.

      “Welcome, my boy, to the borough of rainbows otherwise called The Floating City. Now, let’s find your mother.”
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      We docked up on one of the multiple piers found around the city and told the captain to stay put. I was not sure what reception I was going to get, and I didn’t like the idea of being stranded out here without any way to get back to my people.

      Hoods up, putting both our faces in shadow, we watched our backs as we made our way on planks that acted like sidewalks. Slotted between boats, they were unsteady underfoot for us but the locals moved over them like they were on solid ground.

      Kushim lost his footing, body sliding towards the water. I grabbed him by his coat and pulled back as a group moved past us laughing.

      “How do they move so effortlessly on these wooden planks? They constantly move and bob. I feel seasick just standing still.”

      “Most of the population of The Floating City never touch solid ground. They live and die on the water. They travel up and down these waters, never having a fixed abode. Some families spend their whole lives tied to the city, forever floating, forever staying right here. But most do move on. It is in their nature. That’s why the city’s shape and size constantly change. Adapting and growing to the needs of the people.”

      We continued moving through living quarters where mothers were visible through kitchen windows preparing dinner, while clothes hung out to dry. Kids jumped and dived into the water while others played catch.

      Kushim stopped in his tracks and took it all in. “This looks so... so... peaceful. It reminds me of home.”

      With the sun now almost set, ferry lights along boats lit up the path and bugs that shone on the water bobbed and weaved before the leaping fish that tried to eat them for dinner.

      I took in the scene and nodded. “I can see how you can see that. But the inhabitants of The Jungle practice free love and are more of a peaceful people, well… before I arrived, anyway. Whereas the people of The Floating City… have a violent undertone that is always bubbling under the surface. Don’t get me wrong, it isn’t as bad as Paradise Lost. But there is a reason this borough is the planet’s gambling capital. You can always find violence where money is won and lost.

      “Plus, this is the borough you come to if you want anything imported and exported without being seen, which gives the whole place—”

      I could feel eyes on me.

      Kushim tensed slightly, but he hid it well and kept on walking in step with me. Three—four, four that I could count. They were keeping their distance from us, but I could sense the blood lust dripping off them. I had travelled here unannounced and low-key. Not wanting to alert anyone to our arrival. Not wanting to make a fuss. Only a select few of my closest advisors knew I was here. This was a family affair, hence the reason we came by ourselves. I also wanted my son to be comfortable enough to open up to me without the staff overhearing our conversation. But now I saw how much of a mistake it was, not bringing my people to protect me.

      “I count six,” said Kushim.

      I frowned in confusion. “What? I only count four.”

      “Two up ahead at the fish counter.”

      I flickered my gaze to the fish stall where two brutes with tattoos of anchors on their forearms, beheaded fish with meat cleavers. Their eyes flickered to the people behind us before they resumed their tasks.

      Fuck. How did I miss that?

      “Must be getting senile, old man,” said Kushim, as if reading my mind.

      I snorted. “Still young enough to whip your ass. How do you want to play this?” He looked at me with surprise.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Just... this is the first time you have asked me for my advice. Feels... feels good.” Kushim motioned with his head for us to take a left.

      We cut through stalls selling grilled fish and an assortment of fruit and vegetables. The smell of herbs and spices on the fish told me how hungry I truly was, as sheets of smoke filled the air. We cut through it and Kushim’s eyes jerked to another three goons who were lounging against a stack of crates. They looked inconspicuous enough, but bulges under their shirts told a different story. Kushim took a right, and they detached themselves from their resting position and begin leisurely walking behind us. Too far to appear threatening, but close enough to keep us in sight.

      Kushim increased his speed, leaving the crowded part of the city behind and going deeper into its industrial area. Dilapidated boats with ruined hulls become more of a prominent feature until we came to a dead end that was blocked by a metal fence. Kushim pulled on the gate, testing it before giving it a nod and looking up and down the alleyway we found ourselves in.

      “This will do,” he said.

      “You sure?” I looked at the space, unconvinced.

      “No attacks from our back. Tight space means we can’t be surrounded. No innocents nearby to be harmed.”

      I smiled. My boy had come a long way.

      He folded his arms and turned to face the entrance of the alleyway. It didn’t take long for footsteps to come our way. They were unhurried. Confident. A smiling brute with multiple golden hoop earrings strode into the light. Muscle flexed under tattooed skin as his barrel chest was visible through his partly buttoned leather vest. The cutlass on his hip caught the overhead light from the hanging lantern.

      He continued to swagger into the light until he stopped. “My, my, what a pleasant surprise. Who woulda thought, ay? Two of Safe Haven’s most wanted in this little old town. It must be my lucky day?”

      I went to open my mouth, but Kushim stepped forward.

      “I do not want to hurt you, but I will. This is not a fight you can win. Please leave us be.”

      The brute laughed, a throaty chuckle that sounded like a car engine refusing to start. “Ay. Ay.” He pointed to Kushim. “I was told about ya. Kushim the peaceful. Kushim the merciful. Kushim the Monarch. None of those names matters much to me. I could care less if you were a nun who opened a thousand orphanages. You two have bounties on ya heads, and I collect bounties. Now, The New Collective—”

      “Wait,” I said, holding out my hand. “The New Collective? As in, these assholes have just taken the old name The Collective and added new in the front?”

      Golden Hoops shrugged. “Ay. What can I say, they need a better PR team. Anyway, The New Collective have placed bounties on your heads so large I’m surprised we are the first ones to get to you.”

      “Because,” said Kushim, “No one was stupid enough to attempt to collect it. Yes, I am merciful. Yes, I am kind, but my patience is not infinite. Now. This is the last time I will say this. Leave before you get hurt.”

      Golden Hoops laughed that irritating laugh again. “Ay. I would. But ya see…my friends are not so understanding when it comes to leaving money behind on the table.”

      More footsteps came from out of the shadows and Golden Hoop’s friends emerged. The four that were originally tailing us. The two from the fish counter. And the three goons who had been lounging against the stack of crates.

      They all grinned like wild animals, seeing an easy meal while they brandished weapons.

      “Now,” said Golden Hoops. “We saw the videos of what you did in Paradise Lost and heard about what you did to those poor fuckers who came to ya for grub. But we ain’t eating right now, and I say that video of you taking out all them vehicles, Quinton Blake, was fake. Not to mention you ain’t got those fancy suits of yours on and we have weapons that kill New Humans.” He pointed to the weapons his crew held. All glowed from the inside with the faint blue energy that stopped New Humans in their tracks. “So, what do you say we—”

      Kushim shot toward him in a flash.

      He was faster than he had been when I last saw him. Golden Hoops tried to react, but his hand was still halfway to the hilt of his cutlass when Kushim’s fist struck him in the chest. An audible crack like dried wood snapping filled the air before Golden Hoops went flying. His back slammed into the nearest wall, causing brick dust to puff around him. Legs stiff in the air, he stayed like that for a microsecond before he slid down the wall and landed in a heap.

      The men he came with looked at him.

      No-one one moved.

      Golden Hoops was the first to break the silence with a rattling intake of breath that sounded like a bone rattle. He coughed blood that dribbled down his chin. “I would get him to a doctor before the blood in his lungs suffocates him,” said Kushim.

      Golden Hoops’s men still looked from him to Kushim, unsure of what to do. Unbelievably, Golden Hoops was getting to his feet. “You think you can come to my city and—”

      “You were warned. The next time will be fatal.”

      “And—and—and attack me! Do you know who the fuck I am?” Kushim said nothing, which only appeared to further irritate Golden Hoops. “What are ya all standing around for? Take their heads—”

      Again Kushim moved. The two from the fish stall tried to get off a few shots but Kushim ducked under the arm of the first to fire and repointed his attacker’s weapon to his face. Nothing was left but the top of his head before Kushim moved on to fish seller number two. This time, his opponent got a few shots off but they couldn’t hit their target as Kushim dodged from side to side.

      He kicked his attacker on the side of the knee, causing it to pop out of place. The man screamed, but his pain didn’t last long as Kushim grabbed his head and twisted it with a violent jerk, breaking his neck.

      Two down.

      The three idiots who had been lounging on the crates moved to Kushim, but he paid them no attention and ducked and weaved until he once again stood in front of Golden Hoops.

      Eyes wide in panic, their leader lifted his hands before him defensively. “Wait. Wait. Let’s talk about this. I can see now how it was a mistake to—”

      “You had your chance.”

      A simple strike to Golden Hoops’ throat was all it took to end his life.

      He collapsed backwards and landed in the filth at Kushim’s feet. The remaining members of Golden Hoops’ party slowly backed away like naughty children being caught with their hands in the cookie jar.

      “You. Take. Him. Away.”

      It was a statement that stopped them in their tracks. No one wanted to get close to Kushim as each thug pushed the other one forward until an unlucky member got the short straw.

      Hands shaking, he grabbed his former boss by the front of the shirt and dragged him away from Kushim. Then the others helped; they lifted Golden Hoops and scurried backwards.

      “You tell your friends about what happened here today. You tell them that if they approach us again, we shall not be so understanding. Do I make myself clear?” asked Kushim.

      They stared at him, mute.

      “I asked you a question!”

      A chorus of yeses rained down upon him before they hightailed it out of sight.

      Kushim watched them go, back straight, head held high. I looked at my son in awe and was surprised at the man who stood before me. Gone was the unsure boy who hesitated at doing the right thing. Gone was the shy young man who didn’t know where he belonged in this world. Gone was the boy who just wanted to blend in.

      Instead there stood a man who would lead the New Humans to a brighter future. A future where they could finally have peace.

      I walked up to him and stopped at his shoulder.

      “Why did you let the others go?”

      “Because nothing installs fear into a person like the tales of a survivor.”

      “You…” I didn’t know what to say. Had he learned that from me? “Kushim, what happened while you were—” I began to say, but stopped as clapping echoed and bounced through the alleyway.

      It continued as a figure walked into the light. My face paled and my eyes screwed shut for a second before I reopened them. I didn’t want her to find us like this.

      When I looked at Kushim, the same expression rested on his face. “Hi, Mum.”

      Poppy’s eyes narrowed as her eyes swept up and down Kushim before landing on my face. “So… this is what you mean when you told me you would keep our son safe? By having him fight gangsters and bounty hunters in deserted alleyways?”

      Ah, fuck.

      “Hi, darling. Long time no see.”
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      Quinton

      

      Back on the boat going towards The Jungle, I expected more of a fight from my wife when I asked her to come back with us, but she gave me none. She simply nodded her head and told us to wait on the boat while she took care of a few things in the borough. What those things were, she never elaborated. I wanted to ask, but I knew better.

      The days passed quickly, with her spending as much time as she could with Kushim. I watched as he talked to her and she listened. He always opened up to her in a way he never could to me. I averted my eyes when they cried and held each other close. When Poppy spoke, I caught snippets of my name and people from my past. Friends like José Battle, who were no longer with us. I wasn’t sure what she was telling him, but I heard a shocked ”Really?” on more than one occasion.

      I wasn’t jealous they were spending so much time together—I had had my time with the boy coming here—but what stabbed me in the gut was the fact Poppy and I had barely said two words to each other since the journey started. I expected as much, but to face the reality of it was something else.

      Rum in hand with the stars above me, I sipped my drink as footsteps brought her to the lounge chair next to me. I offered her a drink, but she declined.

      “Where’s Kushim?” I asked.

      “Sleeping. He’s been through a lot. Experienced a lot. The things he’s done and seen will take time for him to get over, for him to heal.”

      “I’m afraid he hasn’t got time. None of us have. And he’s going to see and do a lot worse before this is over and done with.” I could feel the tension work its way through her while she tried to calm her thoughts down. “Say what you need to say.”

      She breathed out slowly as she pressed her hands down her leg. “I didn’t want this life for him.”

      “And you think I did?” I snapped. Her hands clenched. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you like that. It’s just that some things can’t be helped.”

      She nodded, accepting my apology. “I must be the cause and the curse then.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Quinton, no mother would want this life for their son. When we defeated Alvis Bowman, I thought that was it. I thought there would be no more attacks, no more fighting. I thought we could live in peace. I hoped, I begged, I pleaded, with whatever God or sentient being that was out there for his fate to be different. For his fate to not be like ours. Looking back at it now, I see how foolish that might seem, for Artificial Intelligence to be praying to a higher power, but that was how desperate I was.

      “Mothers do desperate things to protect their babies and I was desperate during those good years. Desperate for it to last longer. Desperate for my sins not to be imprinted on him. But something in me deep down knew that all the peace we experienced would only be fleeting because of me. Because of what I was.”

      I looked at her, shocked and confused. “What are you talking about?”

      “Quinton, I was created for war. I did things…things I have not even told you about. Horrific—war crimes that… that—” She shook her head and took in a rattling intake of breath. “I should be burned down to nothing while feeling every part of it for the trauma I have caused mothers to experience. The same trauma I am suffering now. How poetic the universe is,” she said bitterly.

      I went to say something but knew it wasn’t the right time; she needed to deal with this on her own.

      “In his brief life, our son has experienced torture—murder—the bombing of his home—the death of a friend and what it is like to be worshipped as a God. That last part is the most troubling of all.”

      “How so?”

      “Power corrupts. There is no denying it. Power corrupts. Let’s say we win this war, then what? They hailed him as a hero. The New Human saviour. Like all New Humans, now that Kushim has reached maturity, he will age at such a slow rate he will appear immortal to the average human, but his mind, his personality will change. It has to. Being constantly bombarded by prayers and well wishes while people kiss his feet will only turn him into a monster.”

      I grabbed her hand and touched her cheek with the other. “How can you say that? Kushim is so good. He is the best of both of us.”

      “Because I remember a young man called Alvis Bowman who had good intentions to change the world for the better.”

      “But that’s only one—”

      “And I remember a kindhearted man who caught my eye when we first met, who wouldn’t hurt a fly. Who hated violence in all forms. Who taught me to be a better person. Who gave me the greatest gift of all. Our son. Yet despite all that, power changed him too, until in no time at all he was covering cities in fire.”

      She removed my hands and stood up. “I have done everything in my power so my son didn’t follow the same path as my creator and husband, yet I failed time and time again. So now, all I can do is protect him as best I can and hope that in the end, everything turns out okay. Because as a mother at her wit’s end, that’s all I can do.”

      I watched her walk away and asked the one question I knew I shouldn’t, but couldn’t help myself. No good would come from it. But I still had to know. “Do you regret ever meeting me?”

      Her footsteps slowed for a second, but she didn’t stop as she left my question unanswered and me alone on the deck. Idiot. You should have known better. Returning my gaze to the stars, I poured myself another drink and relived happier moments.
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      Kushim

      

      Walking through the streets of Paradise Lost was not as strange to me as it had once been. Hood up, face covered in shadow, I wanted to draw as little attention to myself as I could. After the broadcasting of my arrival, the attention I received was...unnerving. Everyone wanted a piece of my time. Whether it was to speak to me about a grievance, or wine and dine me so they could befriend me. It was a level of attention I wasn’t used to. Being Quinton Blake’s son had always garnered me a certain level of notoriety, but this time, I wasn’t viewed in the light of being someone’s son.

      I was my own man.

      People didn’t want to speak to me because they thought they could get to my father through me. They wanted to speak to me.

      The filth and grime of the borough didn’t have the same effect on me as it had when I first came here. The street hustlers, drug dealers, sex workers and everything in between were no different from the venomous snakes, jungle wolves, and insects found at home.

      They were just a different kind of animal.

      Back home, I was used to dealing with the animals there; in Paradise Lost, when I first arrived I was lucky I hadn’t been eaten alive.

      “Hi, man, do you want to score a hit?” asked a man who was missing his two front teeth.

      “Sorry. I don’t take ice,” I said, looking at the small dime bags of blueish power stapled to the inside of his coat.

      “If ice ain’t yo thing, man, I got spice—crank—redeye—brown sugar—special k and good old fashioned Mary Jane.”

      “Nah, sorry. Drugs are not my thing.”

      He took a step back and looked me up and down like he had seen an alien. “You ain’t one of them holier than thou assholes, who says things like life is my drug, are you?”

      “No. Just—”

      “Look, man, I can do ten percent off.”

      “Ten percent...”

      “Fine. Fifteen, but that’s it. You won’t get this high-grade shit anywhere else.”

      “I know little about drug selling, but I am pretty sure giving discounts isn’t a thing.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, if people have a product you want, then why would you lower the value of it? I’m not trying to tell you how to run your business or anything, but you must be the only drug dealer I know who offers a discount.”

      Missing Teeth scratched the side of his neck while he looked up and down the rubbish-strewn streets. “You know, motherfucker... you’ve given me a lot to think about. A hell of a lot. Here was I selling myself short like a two-bit one-legged hooker with a pussy made of gold.”

      “You must first see yourself and whatever you create at a high value before anyone else sees it.”

      Missing Teeth took a staggered step back and held his hand to his heart. “Well, if that isn’t the damnedest thing I have ever heard.”

      “The Monarch has a lot of sayings like that. Gets on a girl’s nerves.”

      I looked over my shoulder to find Mariya with her hands on her hips, looking my way.

      “Did you say... Monarch?” whispered Missing Teeth.

      “I sure did.”

      Giving Mariya a dirty look, I turned my attention forward. “I’m not this Monarch person. I am just a regular—”

      Missing Teeth snapped his fingers and pointed my way. “I have seen your face! They broadcast it all over the planet. You’re that asshole's son. The one who thinks he can take over the borough and gentrify it, with fancy coffee shops and well-being centres. If you take away what makes this borough what it is, what do you have left?”

      “A lot less murder and crime for one,” I said.

      This got me a dismissive wave. “Apart from that?”

      “Don’t you want your kids growing up somewhere safe? Somewhere you can raise a family without the threat of a stray bullet flying through your window? Think about the kids.”

      “Nah. Fuck them kids. I have to look after a couple of my girlfriend’s kids and they are nothing but stress. Always talking back to me and asking me to help them with their homework. How do they expect me to teach them long division, when I need to be on these streets hustling? This shit won’t sell itself.”

      “But wouldn’t you prefer it if you didn’t have to sell drugs?”

      Again I got another look like I was crazy. “Why the fuck would I prefer that? I like what I do. It gives me work-life balance.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose, as I felt like I was talking in circles. “Look, you can’t honestly—”

      The squeal of car tires behind me had me activate my suit before I even turned around. Mariya had done likewise, and we both produced weapons waiting for the oncoming threat. People fled and shouts of panic filled the air as four black SUVs skidded to a halt in front of us.

      I checked our nearest exits. We could make a run for it, but the nearest alleyway was a good hundred feet away. As I took a step in that direction, a blacked-out passenger-side window rolled down on the closest SUV to us.

      A bald, grizzled face with a scar running down his left eye looked our way. “Oi. Oi. Lad. I heard you were in town. Name’s Flex Ashton. Leader of The New Collective. I think it’s about time me and you had a little chat about the future of this borough.”

      “And what if I say no?”

      A gold tooth shone as he smiled at me. His eyes took in the still-fleeing onlookers. “A lot of people around to get hurt if we try to take you by force.”

      Mariya snorted. “I’d like to see you try.”

      The smile remained, but there was something else behind it. Sadness. Weariness. Fear? “Lad. All I want to do is talk. Thirty minutes of your time and you can be on your way.”

      I looked to Mariya, who gave me a slight shake of the head.

      “If I am not mistaken, The New Collective has been trying to kill my father for some time.”

      “Yes. Yes, we have. But you are not your father... are you?”

      I deactivated my suit and strode forward, hand extended. “No. No, I am not. Kushim Blake, pleased to meet you.”
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      Kushim

      

      The car drive through the borough was a peaceful one. Seen through tinted windows, the route the drivers took was the scenic one. Children kicked cans between themselves in groups while they darted in and out of piles of rubbish mounted along sidewalks. Mothers queued in front of corner shops, haggard faces with dark circles under their eyes, clustered together against the cold. Wooden sheeting or metal bars covered more than one window of homes and shops alike. The sound of a gunshot echoed in an alleyway, but people paid little attention to it.

      Similar scenes flashed past my window again and again until we reached an industrial area. Dilapidated warehouses packed tightly together made it look like one giant complex. We stopped outside a gated fence manned by two armed guards with assault rifles. The vehicle in front flashed its lights in a sequence, giving the guards the password they needed before they opened the gates and allowed us through.

      We drove deeper into the industrial complex until we stopped in front of a warehouse that looked like all the others. Rusted piping covered its front and shattered windows covered its side.

      The car doors opened automatically and Flex and his men stepped out while they waited for us to follow them.

      “You sure about this, Monarch?”

      “Pretty sure it is too late for us to turn back,” I chuckled, stepping out of the vehicle and following Flex’s lead.

      Walking through the warehouse entrance where doors no longer stood, we stepped over puddles and rat droppings as I followed Flex’s men, who held torchlights to illuminate our way. I tried to suppress the nervous tension clawing at my stomach, as nothing could be heard apart from the faint sound of dripping water and heavy footsteps. Even Mariya was silent, hands never straying far from her weapons.

      We continued walking until we came to a round rusted metal table in the middle of what appeared to be the factory assembly line. Metal vehicle parts rested in corners and disused tools leaned against walls.

      Flex pulled out a chair, metal legs scraping against the chipped stone floor, and sat down. He gestured for us to do likewise. We did as instructed.

      “So,” I said, “to what do we owe this pleasure?”

      Plastic squares that emitted soft light were placed around the outside of the table. It gave us just enough light to see.

      Flex loosened his tie and unbuttoned his collar. A menacing tattoo of a growling bulldog with a pair of knuckle dusters around the animal’s neck caught the light. He saw me looking at it and said, “A tattoo emblem from my old crew. A crew that is now no longer in existence because of your old man.”

      “You should have let the old wolf be.”

      Flex smiled. “I wasn’t complaining. Far from it. Your father’s actions benefited me and the less senior members of our crews. Like a wildfire that clears the dead wood and allows for new growth, Quinton Blake’s wrath was what this borough needed, but now the fires need to be put out. If they continue to go on unchecked, then they shall consume everything in their path.

      “That is where you come in, lad.”

      He expected me to say something but I waited.

      He coughed and continued. “You and only you can stop this vendetta your father has against us. You and only you can put an end to the violence. If you make him see sense, then I am sure he will understand.”

      “And what sense is that?”

      “The crews. The organised crime. It is part of what makes this borough what it is. It is what keeps it ticking over. If you take that away, then there shall be anarchy on the streets.”

      “Anarchy? Ticking over? Am I the only one who sees what this borough is? Everyone who lives in this borough has conformed to this way of life; they see nothing wrong with it. But there is. Like a pig who wallows in its own filth and doesn’t smell it, there is something very rotten with this borough. It’s deep in its core. A cancerous growth that needs to be removed. You, Mr Flex Ashton, like so many others like you, only want to keep the good times rolling as long as they are rolling for you. You do not care about the children on the street we passed who can barely read or write and probably haven’t eaten in days, nor do you care about the people struggling to make an honest living.

      “All you care about is how this violence affects you. Because it is affecting you, isn’t it?”

      Shuffling feet around us made him cast a worried glance his men’s way. “I will admit, times have been trying since this thing with your father started.”

      “Which means in plain English you are not making as much money as the dead wood you were so happy to see burnt away.”

      Flex passed his tongue over his teeth as he opened the neck of his shirt further. “Listen, lad, I am trying to keep my temper in check, but you are making it hard to do.”

      “Why? Because I speak the truth?”

      Flex slammed his fist on the table causing Mariya to tense. I placed a reassuring hand on her arm.

      “What truth would someone like you know?” demanded Flex. “Someone who slept on silk sheets and never went hungry a day in their life. What enlightening fucking truth would a spoiled prince like you know or understand? You look down your noses at us, yet you have never had to worry about where your next meal is coming from. You have never had to carry a weapon with you while going to school simply to protect yourself. No! You and your father look down at us as thugs and worse, but he has killed more people than I would ever dream of.

      “People in my position only kill when it’s profitable. Your father lays waste to cities because it’s personal. So who should judge who?”

      I frowned, knowing there was some truth to what he said, but that still didn’t make it right. “And again, I have to remind you I am not my father.”

      Flex breathed out heavily as he drummed his fingers on the desk. “You are right. You are not. That is why you are here. So… the least you can do is hear me out.”

      “So far, Mr Ashton, all I have heard is nothing but insults and complaints. So let us get to the point. How can I help you?”

      “We would like to meet your father to discuss a peaceful solution to our problems.”

      Mariya and I shared a look before we both burst out laughing. “Even I know,” said Mariya, “that Monarch’s father would rather eat pickled dicks than speak to you.”

      “She’s right. You expect him to meet with you after the last time he tried and you ambushed him?”

      “Like I said, our predecessors—”

      “Are none of his—” I shook my head. What was I talking about? “Are none of my concern. Let us stop beating about the bush here. My father is not here. He will probably never be in your company as long as he is alive. He is… somewhat of a petty man. He would rather continue this war until everyone who harmed him and his people are dead. But me, I am different. I look for the possibilities in all things and right now, I see possibilities in us working together.”

      “Working together?” spat Flex and Mariya together.

      “Yes,” I said, looking at both. “Working together. I see so much wasted potential when I look at Safe Haven. We could be a planet to rival any of the greats, yet we squander that potential. I, for one, want to unite this planet. Make it a hub for New Humans and humans alike.”

      Now it was Flex’s turn to laugh. “Lad, have you walked through the different boroughs of Safe Haven? The sewer rats of The Lost hate the dirt-shovelling hippies of The Jungle, who hate the pirate fish people of The Floating City. If you said you just wanted to unite Paradise Lost, then maybe, but the whole planet?” He shook his head. “Fuck me. If I knew how crazy you were, I would have spoken to your father instead. Unite the planet. I see that you have yet to grow up. What you talk about is fantasy.”

      I leaned forward and looked him in the eyes. “I am the only one not living in a fantasy. You, my father, his people, the people of this planet. They all think that this problem of the World Government will go away, but it is only the start. None of you may be New Humans, but you come from the planet that gave birth to us. Like it or not, they will paint you with the same brush when it comes to those who wish New Humans ill. You talk about profits, and struggling to live, but none of that will matter once the World Government destroys this planet. You could, like so many, have fled this planet, but glory and riches go to the brave. And I am asking you, Mr Ashton, to be brave. I am asking you to draw upon your vast criminal network and help me—trust me, and my vision. I want a brighter future not only for me but for you and your children and potential grandchildren.”

      He looked at his men, uncertain.

      “Every empire started small. But those families who entrusted a single person to lead them to victory become lords and ladies. Families of vast political and financial wealth. Landowners. That is what I am offering, Mr Ashton. I am offering you a position at the table. A position for your future offspring to be something other than criminals. A position of influence. Of dynasty. Not only for you, but for anyone who you trust to come to the table. I plan to build an empire that lasts for a millennium, but I need people to help me run it.”

      “Does this...” Flex licked his lips as he tried to get his breathing under control. “Does this offer only extend to the New Collective?”

      “That is none of your concern.”

      “Unlike you, I am a realist. I need something more than pretty speeches and fairy-tale dreams. I need something more you can offer me and the people I will bring with me to the table. If you can’t, then...”

      “There will also be the opportunity for you to join us. Be one of us.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I went to speak, but Mariya spoke over me. “Monarch, you can’t be serious. You would give these people the right to be New Human? These... these thieves and—and—and murderers.”

      “My dear, we are all murderers here,” I said.

      Flex looked between us, a shocked expression frozen on his face. “Are you saying what I think you are saying?”

      “Technology that can change lives shouldn’t be held by the few. I will welcome you and yours with open arms into the fold.”

      He closed his eyes while he had some inner debate with himself. “And how can I trust you? Why would I trust you?” he whispered, eyes still closed.

      “Because, Mr Ashton, this woman next to me once pushed me out of a moving ship and yet she is still by my side. She is still one of my closest allies. Everyone makes mistakes. Everyone deserves another chance. But you only get one with me.”

      Eyes still closed, he continued to mutter under his breath. I allowed him to be while his men shuffled their feet. Mariya’s hands still rested on her weapons. I was pretty sure if we needed to fight our way out, we could. I just hope it didn’t come to—

      Flex’s eyes snapped open and he drew the pistol at his wrist in one fluid motion. Mariya and I reacted, activating our armour suits. Flex fired two shots our way. Getting up to my feet, I looked for damage as Mariya went on the attack but two heavy thuds behind us stilled our movement.

      Two of the Flex’s men who were stationed behind us were now lying on the floor in a pool of their blood, bullet holes in their foreheads.

      I turned back to Flex. “Care to explain?”

      “I know my men. Those two would have killed you. They are more loyal to the other members of the New Collective than they are to me.”

      “Will there be... other problems?”

      Flex shrugged. “Nothing a little house cleaning won’t sort. Some will accept your offer and those who...” He looked at the two dead guards on the floor.

      I deactivated my suit and extended my hand. “Mr Ashton, let us hope this new relationship is a prosperous and fruitful one.”

      He shook my hand and gave me a look of awe. “It’s true what they say about you, you know. You deserve the tile of Monarch. It shall be interesting to see what your future holds.”

      I smiled. “Thank you for the kind words. Now, if you would be so kind as to drop us off back where you found us, I would appreciate it.”

      Mariya and I watched the trucks disappear in the distance. They had dropped us back where we were first collected without a fuss. I could feel her eyes on me, but I refused to meet them.

      “You know your old pa—Sour Puss himself—will not like this.”

      I shrugged. “He’ll learn to live with my decision.”

      “Just promise me one thing. That when you tell him, I get a front row seat.”

      “I promise. Now, we have much to do and many people on this fine planet to see before our work is done.”

      “And what work may that be?”

      “The work of building an empire. But before we do that, we need the right people to help us build it.”
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      I sat behind a circular desk in the main tree house we used for council meetings. The table encircled the exposed annual rings of the tree that formed the house. Written inside each ring were the names of important deceased members of Safe Haven who’d contributed to the improvement of the planet. One day, I hoped my name would be inscribed upon those rings. But Fae, with great pleasure and glee, told me she had something better in mind. It involved a statue of me in a certain position that would inspire future generations to great heights.

      Not believing a word she said, I took it at face value and had made it my mission since to find out everything I could about that statue. So far my findings had turned up nothing, but it was only a matter of time.

      I was sat at the head of the table; Poppy sat to my left. I looked to my right where my son should have been and found an empty chair. He had been absent for the last handful of weeks doing god knows what around the planet. Part of me wanted to enquire, but I kept telling myself he was his own man and I didn’t need to hold his hand anymore.

      Poppy caught my eye. “I’m sure he’s on his way. He knows how important this meeting is.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure,” I whispered back; “he was last seen with her.”

      Poppy rolled her eyes, but kept her thoughts to herself as I looked around the crowded table before me. “Thank you all for coming today. I don’t think we have ever had so many people sit in on our council meetings before. So before we start, I want to say welcome, faces old and new.”

      “Where is the little man?” asked Fae.

      I tried to hide the frown that was building up as Fae’s smile only grew wider. “He said he had a few matters to deal with when we last spoke and that he would try his best to attend.”

      Fae gave an exaggerated wink and elbowed Guru Roshan, who sat next to her. “A few matters to deal with, huh? One of those matters wouldn’t be spending time with the woman who shall not be named?”

      I could feel Poppy’s anger radiate next to me as I cast my eyes over Michael and Gabriel, who kept their expressions blank. “Yes, well... He is a man now and what he chooses to do in his own time is his own business. Sun and Moon—”

      “Ridiculous names,” said Willis to my far left.

      “Sun and Moon,” I continued, “shall help us with any information Kushim would have given us and the same goes for Michael and Gabriel regarding Mariya. They are their stand-ins until Kushim and Mariya arrive.”

      “Or finish doing the old nast—” My eyes snapped to Fae, shutting her up.

      “Now, if Makenna and Niko would be so kind to update us on where we are in regard to defences and medical stuff…”

      Makenna gave me a raised eyebrow. “Medical stuff? Medical stuff?” She shook her head.

      Niko patted her on the arm. “It’s not his fault. His simple brain can’t expand on how complex our jobs are. To him, medical stuff and science stuff is a good enough explanation for what we do.”

      “Medical stuff,” said Makenna with a final eye-roll. “The medical stuff is going great. Over the last handful of months, I have sent out various members of my team across the planet to help train the hospitals positioned in those boroughs. It started out rough, with many hospitals refusing our help but as time went on and they found out that the Monarch was Quinton’s son, then they became more accepting of what we offered.”

      “The little shit has been alive for two minutes—” I muttered under my breath, but caught myself as raised eyebrows and smug looks were sent my way. “That’s great. Fantastic to hear that my son was the decision that swayed them to allow us to help them. Not all the hard work, sweat and blood that—anyway, how is our defence coming along, Niko?”

      “Not much has changed since we last spoke. There are shields all around the planet, but they will not hold up against a ship that can destroy a planet.”

      “Not even a little?” asked Zizi.

      Niko shrugged. “Honestly, I don’t know. That is not something you can test. The shields may hold up against one attack, but multiple?” She shrugged again. “Let’s just say we shouldn’t look for the shields to save us. That is why I have invested time and money into building up our space fleet. I’ve pushed hard in trying to get the other boroughs to lend us their strength, but... they have not been as forthcoming as I would expect.”

      “Do I need to have a word?” I asked.

      “I don’t think it will do the job. They are... weighing up their options.”

      Willis slammed his fist on the table. “Weighing up their options! Weighing up their fucking options! What is there to weigh up? If the shit stains want to keep on living, then they better pull their fucking finger out. Quinton, I say we go round and start knocking some heads together.”

      Guru Roshan shook his head in despair. “But, my friend, what will that achieve?”

      “People will start listening to us,” said Willis. “Respect us.”

      “Fear and respect are not the same thing. In times of war, like we are now, you do not want a man who fears you with a loaded gun staring at your back. It’s better to fight alone than to have that.”

      Willis went to respond, but I cut him off with a hand gesture. “Then what would you recommend we do, Guru?”

      “Use the resources we already have.”

      “Those resources may not be enough.”

      He gave a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Then we may need to think about evacuating. Although my people call this place home, many still remember when we were nothing but refugees moving from star system to star system.”

      Zizi threw her hands in the air. “This is my home. Our home! I will not abandon it. I would rather be destroyed with it than run away like a coward.”

      “But many do not hold your same ideals,” said Guru. “Mothers and fathers need to think about their family’s safety. Many who call this planet home are not warriors like you, they just want a peaceful life. If they can find that peaceful life somewhere else...”

      Anger flushed Zizi’s face, but I held up my hand before something was said that couldn’t be taken back. “Alright. Alright. Before we lose all hope. We have good news in the way of the extra fighters and ships Kushim and Mariya brought back with them.” I looked at Michael and Gabriel. “How have your men found it, integrating with our forces?”

      Michael looked to Gabriel, who spoke. “You must remember our people are a bit... rough around the edges. Although they have been in aerial battles and gun fights, they are freedom fighters not soldiers. We have been trying our best to get them up to a standard, but in the time frame we have had, don’t expect much.”

      “It’s fucking better than nothing,” said Willis. “If all else fails, we can use them as cannon fodder.” Dark looks were sent his way. “Lighten up, you fuckers, I’m joking.”

      I looked at Sun. “And your men?”

      “Not much better,” he replied. “Our original fighting force Kushim cultivated are the elite of the elite. His goal was to create a small fighting force that would stand up to any other military force in existence. And he succeeded. We started calling ourselves Iron Canines.”

      “Iron Canines?” I asked.

      “Kushim said it was a wordplay on an old crew you used to run with called Junkyard Dogs.”

      Willis, Poppy and I shared a look.

      “He told us,” continued Sun, “that the name and history were important to him. That he was building something and he wanted it to remind him of you.”

      I opened my mouth, but I was at a loss for words. Tales from my days in the Junk Yard Dogs were told to Kushim as bedtime stories, exaggerated at some points and toned down at others. He would always ask me to tell him more, but they were things I thought he had forgotten.

      “Anyway, the training Willis and Zizi put us through helped. It allowed us to form a unit I am proud to be a part of, but we are only a small unit. Our strengths are better used for specialist missions.”

      “Assassinations?” said Guru, with a look of displeasure.

      “Sometimes toppling governments and changing the course of a planet’s history needs a dictator or two killed,” said Moon. “We can’t all swing our dicks in the wind and pray to some flower God.”

      Guru smiled. “You should try swinging your dick a little more often, my son. The freedom one feels is truly amazing.”

      “I tried once, but it got caught in my zipper. My dong was too big.”

      “Anyway,” said Sun. “To win this war we need numbers. Numbers we do not have.”

      “What about the ships that met up with you on your way here? The ones that wanted to help the Monarch,” I said.

      “Civilians. Nothing but an angry mob who thinks this battle will be a cakewalk. They have heard about Kushim and think he is some god who will somehow destroy all his enemies with just a look. After the first few ships get destroyed, they will scatter to the wind. Do not rely upon them to save the day.”

      I rubbed my hands down my face as I felt the start of a migraine coming on. “So… what I am getting from this meeting is that we have two choices. We can run—flee our homes and live amongst the stars as refugees, while we take potshots at the World Government from afar, never feeling safe wherever we are. Or we can stand and fight and go down with the ship.”

      “I wouldn’t call dying in a raging fireball going down with the ship,” said Niko.

      “Don’t worry, honey,” said Makenna, “As soon as the planet gets destroyed, your body will be instantaneously reduced to its basic minerals from the heat of the blast. So we won’t feel a thing.”

      Zizi looked at Michael and Gabriel before she turned her attention on me. “Isn’t there anything you can do? No secret plans? No last-minute reinforcements?” There was pleading in her voice. It was the voice of a mother who didn’t want to see the death of her children.

      I said nothing while I racked my brains.

      “What about asking for help from the other boroughs? There are more criminals and cutthroats on this planet than any other I have been to. Most of the population knows how to use a gun or fly a ship. Surely we can ask for help from them?” asked Zizi.

      “I have tried. Honestly, I have. But most of the underground crews will not speak to me. Even the New Collective who wanted my blood have gone quiet. I will try to talk to them again but—”

      The council door opened, forcing everyone to look up as Kushim and Mariya strode through. “There is no need to do that. I have sorted the issue,” said Kushim.

      I exchanged a confused look with Poppy. “Sorted it? What do you mean?”

      “I have spoken to the underground crews. Even the New Collective. I have shown them that when everyone fights, no one profits. That there is a better way than just fighting amongst themselves—with us. It took a lot of persuading and some negotiations but the underground crews are behind us.”

      “What—what—what are you talking about?” I asked, confusion pulling me deeper into a fog of uncertainty.

      “The underground crews that rule the shadow world of this planet are with us. We are united.”

      “But how?” asked Zizi.

      “By giving them something to fight for. By making them an offer they would not turn down.”

      Poppy was up on her feet. “Oh, Kushim, no. Don’t tell me you did what I think you did.”

      “It was the only way we were going to survive. It was the right thing to do.”

      Still confused, I looked around the table at everyone else who had the same confused expression that I had. “What am I missing here?”

      “The people who fight for us do so because they are invested in the outcome. They believe in the story. The narrative. New Humans fighting against their oppressors. They know they have no other choice but to fight, because if they do not, then they will be hunted for the rest of their lives. But there is another side to that story. The side that the World Government plays up. They paint us as different. As scary. As evil. So what if we took that away? What if we gave the very people who fear us a chance to become one of us?”

      Stunned silence reigned through the room as everyone looked at my son like he was crazy.

      “What the fuck did you do?” said Willis.

      “What needed to be done.”

      “By making the people who want to kill me stronger?” I shouted. “Have you thought of the ramifications of your actions?”

      “This is the only way. The only we are going to survive. We are doing ourselves no favours by holding onto this technology.”

      “The only reason the World Government has not wiped us out is because we are holding on to this technology,” I said, making my way towards him. “Once our enemies have what makes us strong, the technology that makes us New Human then….” Grabbing him by the shoulders, I looked him in the eye. “You have signed our death warrant.”

      “Father, you are holding on to the past while I am running to the future.”

      We looked at each other. Two sides of the same coin. Was he right? Were my old ways of thinking limiting us? Stopping me from seeing a simple path to victory?

      Had I turned into the enemies I had defeated? Was I now just a paranoid old fuck who would do anything he could to keep what little power he had, even if it meant going down with his ship?

      Those thoughts and so much more attacked me from all angles as sirens wailed throughout the borough.

      I let go of Kushim and looked to my council. Niko typed away on her computer as multiple red dots appeared on the blue screen before her. I didn’t need a science degree to know what it meant.

      She looked at me and said two words. “They’re here.”

      

      Kushim

      

      Panic swept through the borough as people ran back and forth. All hands were on deck as I made my way through the frantic crowd with Sun and Moon. They cut a path before me. I had a destination in mind and I needed to get there before all hell broke loose over the planet.

      Like wild animals smelling smoke, the people caught the smell of fear that was thick in the air.

      An elbow struck my side and nearly had me off my feet as another body barraged into me. This would not do. We would not win any fights like this. I needed to get to the satellite room so I could broadcast my message. Taking a hard left, I was pushed back against a tree trunk as a rider of a hover bike lost control of his vehicle and crashed it into the side of a fruit stall. Oranges and bananas flew everywhere as the rider landed in a bush.

      I went to see if he was alright, but Sun held me back. “There is no time for that. You will see a lot worse atrocities before this thing is over and if you stop to help everyone, then you shall lose sight of the bigger picture.”

      Lips pulled in a thin line, I took one last look at the rider before allowing myself to be pulled away.

      I spotted Fae in the distance shouting at her unit as they donned armour and got ready for combat. The roar of a ship’s engines shook the foliage from the trees overhead, causing leaves to rain down upon us. One after the next, the ships took off so they could intercept our enemy in orbit. They carved blue streaks in the sky like they were parting the ocean.

      I needed to be fast if I was going to get my message out on time and join the battle.

      We continued on foot, pushing through the crowd until I saw my mother up ahead. Head a-swivel, she looked this way and that. Pulling Sun and Moon down into a crouch, I drew them close to me.

      “What’s going on?” asked Sun.

      “Do you have a secret to tell us, boss?” asked Moon. “Is it to do with a ketchup bottle?”

      “Don’t be stupid. It’s my mother. If she finds out what we are up to, she’ll simply get in the way. I can’t let her see me.”

      Moon looked unimpressed. “Aren’t you a bit old to be hiding from your mother?”

      “I am not hiding.” They both gave me raised eyebrows. “Well, I am, but not how you two think. Come on, I see a shortcut.” We shuffled low and moved sideways until we came to an alleyway made of miniature trees. Head low, I sprinted forward until I saw my destination in sight, but pulled up short as my father stepped out of the shadows and stopped in front of the door.

      “What are you doing?”

      Skidding to a halt, I looked him in the eye and took a deep breath. “What needs to be done to save the people of this planet.”

      He shook his head. “Son, once you go down this route, you’ll be opening Pandora’s box. There is no telling what ripples your actions will have for the future. Have you thought this through? There is a reason I guarded the secrets of how to create New Humans so closely. We are dangerous. Hell! Humans are the most dangerous things in existence I have met and making them stronger—faster—harder to kill, is like giving a super virus its own antibodies. If you go down this path and give the people of this twisted, corrupt planet a chance to be harder to kill, then of course they are going to take it.”

      “Then what would you have me do instead?”

      “Lie. Lie to them and tell them that if they help us, we will give them a chance to become a New Human. That should make them act. Once they do, and if we somehow survive this, then you simply renege on your deal.”

      I took a step back, disgusted. “I can not—will not do that.”

      “Do not let this Monarch nonsense go to your head!”

      “Faith, Father. Faith is what you lack.”

      “And common sense is what you lack. You are talking about creating monsters the likes of which the universe has never seen.”

      “Sometimes you need monsters to fight monsters.”

      He took a step forward and crossed his arms, blocking the door. “I will not let you do this.”

      Sun and Moon looked at me, uneasy. Giving them both a nod, I activated my combat armour. They followed suit. I detached two short rods from compartments on the sides of my legs and flicked them on. They crackled with blue energy.

      “Boss,” said Moon, voice filled with worry. “I don’t think this is the best option.”

      I took a step forward. “This is the only option. If you leave me no choice, Father, I will go through you.”

      He activated his armour and I watched with a sinking heart as it encased his body. A spear grew out of the metal in his forearm. He grabbed hold of it with a firm grip and gave me a disappointed look as the metal of his helmet encased his face. “Will you now? Well, we shall have to see what you have learned.”

      He came at me with a speed that surprised me, but I was ready. I blocked the first strike and redirected the second. He attacked me with ferocity. Each strike of his spear was delivered with full force. They pushed me back as he attacked high and low.

      Sparks flew off the shaft of his spear as they connected with my two metal rods.

      Again and again, he struck me with an anger that saddened me. Why was he so scared of progress? Why couldn’t he see that to overcome our enemies, we needed to overwhelm them with sheer numbers? Like a wave eroding the stones on a beach.

      I continued to block his attacks, returning with my own. I could see Sun and Moon out of the corner of my eye itching to get into the fight, but I gave them a shake of the head. If they caused any harm to my father, then I couldn’t guarantee their safety.

      Another wild strike from him that I saw a mile away.

      He was getting desperate. Again and again, he tried to hit me, but anger caused his movements to become sluggish—predictable. I ducked under a swing and came up behind him, striking him across his back. His legs buckled from the blow, but he stayed up balancing on his spear and pivoted on his heel.

      With a shout, he kicked dirt into my face and stabbed forward.

      The dirt blinded me, causing me not to see his attack until it was too late.

      He stabbed at my face with the point of his spear, causing me to duck, but I was too slow. Too late to react. The edge of the spear scraped against the side of my head, causing more sparks to fly. The blow stunned me. I staggered back.

      My father stopped. Rigid, he looked at me like he had seen a ghost. I touched the side of my head in shock. A groove ran across my helmet.

      His helmet peeled back to reveal a face, ghostly white. “Son, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

      I went on the attack. My body took over before I could think and I struck him across the torso multiple times, like I was beating on a drum, before I swept his legs out from under him. He landed heavily on his back with the tip of my rod against his throat. He hadn’t fought back, instead taking the blows without complaint.

      We stared at each other like two lost souls through a grease-smudged window.

      “What are you two doing?”

      We both flinched. The tone of my mother’s voice cut through our bullshit in an instant. He looked at me, eyes wide in panic, and I mirrored him.

      “Do you two idiots think this is the time for this shit?”

      “Errr...” we both said.

      “Well?”

      “Poppy, the boy is going to do something—”

      “Mum, I am only trying to do what is right—”

      “Foolish more like—”

      “Enough! You,” she said, pointing at my father, “have an army to lead. And you,” she pointed to me, “have a people to save. I do not care whose fault it is. Both of you are so stubborn and pig-headed that sometimes it is all I can do to stop myself from knocking both your heads together. What do you think would have happened if one of you got hurt?”

      “It wasn’t—” I began.

      “It was a rhetorical question! I’ll tell you what would have happened. You both would have looked like a dumbass when the people who followed you—placed their faith in you—found out that both of you injured each other because you couldn’t get your heads out of your asses!” She took a deep breath, hands shaking.

      My helmet peeled back and my father and I shared a look. I knew what we were both thinking. We couldn’t remember the last time we had seen my mother this angry.

      “All I wanted was a quiet, peaceful life, but that wasn’t meant to be my fate. So, I have tried my best to raise my family despite the troubles you two have brought to my door. Troubles I have taken upon my shoulders as a mother and wife. Troubles that have given me restless nights. Nights where I didn’t know if I would see either of you two again. But none of that matters now, because we have an enemy at our gates and we are the wolves who protect the flock. So both of you, do what you were born to do and lead.”

      A sigh passed between me and my father as I extended my hand to him. He grabbed it and I pulled him to his feet.

      “‘Now I am become Death, the destroyer of worlds.’ Robert Oppenheimer said those words after he witnessed the first detonation of a nuclear weapon. He lived till he was sixty-two. Compared to how long you shall be alive, those years will be a drop of rainwater in an ocean.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Robert Oppenheimer had decades to live with the consequences of his actions. You’ll have hundreds. I hope what you do next doesn’t haunt you for the rest of your life.”

      “The verse you speak of, Father, is a dialogue between a great warrior prince called Arjuna and a god called Lord Krishna. The prince faces an opposing army containing his friends and relatives. He is torn on what to do, but Lord Krishna shows him that to fulfil his duty he must overcome his personal concerns—worries—fears. He has a holy duty to perform.

      “Faith, father. You must have faith.”

      He cupped my face before resting his forehead on mine. “I have faith in you, my son. It’s everyone else I don’t believe in.”

      “Then that should be enough.”

      He pulled away and, through teary eyes, gave me a nod. “I hope that is enough. Once you are done, met me in orbit. Your mother and I shall be waiting for you. Let us finish what we started.”

      “You do not want me to stay here?”

      “Why? We are a family. If we are to die, let us die together.”
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      Quinton

      

      “Multiple ships inbound!” shouted Zizi.

      The sirens screamed bloody murder as The Kennel shook. Red flashes struck us across our hull. I braced for impact as my feet tried to slide out from underneath me.

      Looking at the viewing screen it showed me how dire our situation was. I expected just the lone single planet-destroying ship, but Abdullah Aly, in his wisdom, had brought every ship in his arsenal to defend his prize and take us out. I lost count of the number of light fighters, cruisers and dreadnoughts that clustered around the main ship like herding dogs protecting the flock.

      The more ships we destroyed, the more that appeared out of the bowels of the mothership. Kushim’s report told us how big the thing was, but it did not prepare me for the enormity of it. Jet black like the space it occupied, it was completely circular. Turrets and hatches popped up like jack-in-the-boxes across its hull spitting out ships or laser and missile fire. None of our fleets had yet to get close to the thing.

      Another hit and I was nearly thrown off my feet, but Poppy caught me. I squeezed her arm in thanks.

      “Willis, you ginger tosser! Do something about those light fighters that are on our ass like flies on shit.”

      “I’m trying. I’m trying. But the fuckers will not stay still.”

      “What were you expecting? For them to stay stationary with a nice big bullseye painted on their hulls?”

      “You know what? I preferred it when you were a snivelling necktie-wearing cunt!”

      The Kennel shuddered again, but this time it returned fire and punched a hole through three light fighters that were lined up perfectly. The third spun out of control and slammed into a dreadnought that was aiming at us. Its shields flared, protecting it from major damage, but Willis and his gunner crew took the opportunity and fired everything we had at it. Its shields flickered once—twice—then died, as it took too much damage to handle and exploded in a fireworks display of metal.

      A cheer went up from the crew, but it was short-lived as two more dreadnoughts circled back around to us.

      “Someone please tell me we are dealing with those two assholes?” I demanded.

      “I am on it,” said Zizi through gritted teeth. “Fleet two come in. Fleet two come in.”

      “This is fleet two,” came a voice over our bridge speakers.

      “Fleet two, I bet a pretty penny that Abdullah Aly knows that this is the ship Quinton’s on. We are the biggest prize, so we are going to give those two dreadnoughts a merry chase. When they are concentrated solely on us, I want you to fuck them from the rear like they owe you money. Is that clear?”

      “Yes, madam. Ready when you are.”

      Zizi cut the connection and addressed the bridge with a smile. “Alright, girls and boys, buckle up.” Her hands squeezed around her controls as she waited for the dreadnoughts to get closer. “Come on, you fuckers. Come on. Come on.” When they were within spitting distance, my insides turned cold as the grin on Zizi’s face become predatory. “Let’s take them for a ride!” When she punched her controls forward, The Kennel’s engines screamed like they were in pain as the ship dived.

      Willis let out a sound between a cry of fright and being constipated as everyone held on.

      The dreadnoughts took the bait.

      They chased after us, tailing us every inch of the way, weapons blazing as they tried to score a hit. Both dreadnoughts were slightly bigger than The Kennel, giving us the advantage of mobility and speed.

      Zizi hooted and hollered as she kept on the speed. It was a fine balancing act between keeping just ahead of our pursuers and not getting hit. We dodged left and right while missiles exploded around us and laser fire tried to find its target. On and on the chase went as, white-knuckled, I gripped the handrail in front of me.

      Once in a while, a direct hit from a laser would flare across our shields, but it didn’t cause major damage.

      “How long do we have to keep this up?” I screamed over the sound of the engines.

      Zizi turned to me and smiled. “What’s wrong, necktie? Not enjoying the ride?”

      “Look where you're going,” I yelled as two enemy light fighters tried to get in our path.

      Zizi dodged them at the last second, making The Kennel turn on its side and cut through the gap the light fighters left. The dreadnoughts, not being as nimble as we, ploughed into them. The dreadnought in front took most of the damage, its shields flaring as multiple light fighter fragments peppered its hull. It thought itself lucky as it continued to give chase, but one ship fragment flew into its left engine, causing a blinding white flare before it exploded. The complete back end of the ship spewed out bodies and debris as its momentum came to a halt and it spun lazily, dead in the water.

      Zizi punched the air. “One fucker down! One to go.”

      The last dreadnought, now incensed by its brother’s death, came at us recklessly. It fired wild, causing lasers and missiles to explode around us like fireworks. Zizi moved the ship from side to side like it was skipping on the water. Although she was avoiding enemy fire, the dreadnought was using every ounce of its engine’s capabilities to close the distance.

      “Zizi, our enemy is getting close. Too close. Don’t you think it’s time for—”

      “Fleet two now!”

      Out of the explosions and laser fire, fleet two emerged from behind the pursuing dreadnought and fired upon its engines.

      Another blinding light. Another explosion.

      Our crew cheered and celebrated, but it was short-lived as a face we all knew came on our screens.

      “Well, if it isn’t the eight-ball-headed fucker himself,” said Willis.

      Abdullah Aly looked upon us with a smile. I saw behind it though. There was worry—irritation—and just a touch of fear. “Willis Moore, a delight, as always.” He turned his gaze to me. “Mr Blake, I must admit, I didn’t expect this. To think the backwater scum of Safe Haven could muster up such a force is impressive. Impressive in one way but sad in another, because we both know that this isn’t everyone, don’t we? We both know that the majority of the bottom feeders who call that planet home are hiding away in their hovels or waiting for the right time to flee.”

      I said nothing as I stared him down.

      “I would offer you the chance to surrender,” he continued. “But we both know that isn’t an option, don’t we? This isn’t that kind of mission. This is an extermination. This is—”

      “If you leave now and never come back, then the World Government has nothing to fear from us. They won’t even know we exist. We shall blend into the mist like folktales and legends. But if you continue with this—this hateful vendetta, this mission to kill me and mine, then we shall leave no stone unturned. No place shall be safe for the leaders and soldiers of the World Government.

      “You think us a threat now? Wait till we blend into your very surroundings. We shall be the people who serve you your coffee. The parking attendants who take your car. The maids who clean your rooms. The teachers who school your children. You won’t be able to tell human from New Human until it’s too late. Until you feel the knife resting on your throat.

      “Now leave us be, Abdullah Aly, and never come back.”

      I saw the flicker of doubt and fear worm behind his eye while his crew were silent behind him. He was about to open his mouth, I almost heard the words of retreat, but he shook his head instead and rolled his shoulders back in resolve.

      “We both know, Mr Blake, it is too late for that. I have cost my government too much time and resources for me to simply give up now. I have leapt without a safety net underneath me and now I either make this jump or die. That is all there is to it.

      “You are a worthy adversary, Mr Blake, one befitting my last battle. But not even you can fight a battle on two fronts. Release the drop ships!”

      The viewing screen went blank as Abdullah Aly’s face disappeared. A vision of complete horror replaced the image, as hatches across the planet destroyer’s hull opened up and small ships, no bigger than escape pods shaped like spikes, were released from the ship.

      They made a beeline for the surface of Safe Haven.
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      Kushim

      

      “I thought you two said you knew how to rig this up?” I asked.

      Sun and Moon turned to me, hands full of wires and cables, both wearing an expression of annoyance and frustration. Moon was the first to speak, shaking the cables he held in his hands. “This is bullshit! It would take an entire crew to sort through this shit and make it work. When was the last time this recording station was used?”

      “Err…” I scratched my head. “Now that I think about it, it has been a while. The people of The Jungle are not ones for entertainment. They prefer to go for long walks and—”

      “Ugh!” said Moon. “Boss, if you think we are living here with you once this is said and done, then you have another think coming. The bugs here are gross. The women all have hair in places they are not meant to and don’t get me started on the dirty feet. Not to mention the food is so spicy here that my asshole looks and feels like a burning star. I can’t believe you grew up in this—”

      A sonic boom shook the floor. My head snapped to the open doorway at the same time as cries of alarm swept through the borough. My feet moved before my brain could figure out what it was doing.

      Stepping out of the doorway, I looked up to see a sky filled with black spike-like shapes.

      The first plummeted through the sky and sped towards the shield that shimmered over the borough. It contacted with an explosion that brought a cheer over the borough, but it was short-lived. Again and again, more ships dropped from the sky and attacked our shields. It was horrific to watch. They were not changing their course. One after the next, they came towards us, not caring if they lived or died.

      I couldn’t understand it.

      A boom tore through the borough as our anti-aircraft turrets fired.

      Smoke billowed in the air as more explosions took place over the borough. I caught sight of Niko and Makenna, who I flagged down. “Will those shields hold?”

      Niko typed away on the computer attached to her wrist while Makenna looked up as another ship exploded.

      “Niko! Will those ships hold?”

      She continued typing as she spoke. “I believe so. I think so. I thought so. I—I—I did not calculate for this number of projectiles. This is madness. I do not understand why they are throwing their lives away.”

      “They are drop ships,” said Sun. “They have little to no steering. The ship’s hulls are reinforced thicker than your traditional ships because shock troops use them to descend on a planet like a meteor. Like said meteor, each crashes into the planet causing destruction, shocking and awing its victims before troops spill out from it.

      “The good news is that they can only carry a maximum of ten people. The bad news is eventually those shields will fail. The ships are designed specifically for this purpose. To bore through defences. Think of a thousand drills all impacting a wall repeatedly. All it takes is for one crack to occur.”

      Makenna still had not taken her gaze away from the scene. “But they are just throwing their lives away. It doesn’t make sense.”

      “War is not meant to make sense,” I said as the shield held.

      “I designed this shield to withstand a lot more than—”

      Sun shook his head. “Unlike an explosion where its blast radius is spread out, the drop ships were designed so their total force comes from the point of the ship. Look. Can you see the corkscrew design of the tip? Designed to break through defences. This shield will not hold.”

      I increased my vision and could see the detail he described clearly.

      “Blah. He of little faith. My shields will not falter under a few ships.”

      Again a shake of the head. Sun pointed up. “This is only the first wave.”

      No sooner had he finished his sentence than the sky darkened as a sea of black descended towards us. Niko took a step back, the first sign of emotion I had seen on her face for as long as I could remember.

      “We need— we need—” I tried to speak, but words failed me. Like a sea of arrows blotting out the sun, our impending deaths stared us in the face. “We need… we need…”

      “Monarch! Monarch!”

      The words snapped me out of my trance and I looked to my left to see Mariya, Michael and Gabriel running towards me. “Get your head out of your ass, Monarch. Your people need you.”

      I looked up as the first ships in the next wave struck the shield. Explosions tore through their lines, but they kept coming. Again and again, the result was the same, but I saw something that made my heart stop. Parts of the shield were flickering. I looked to Niko, and we locked eyes as another wave of panicked screams swept through the borough.

      Eyes darting up, I saw the first drop ship breakthrough. It didn’t get far before a turret took it out, but that mattered little. We had been breached. It was only a matter of time before we got overrun.

      “Niko. See what you can do to reinforce the shields. Makenna. Get back to the medical bay and instruct your staff on what to do. The casualties will be coming thick and fast. You two,” I said, pointing at Michael and Gabriel. “Get yourselves to the boroughs’ turrets and other defences. See what you can do to slow the wave of ships coming towards us. Mariya, Sun and Moon, you’re with me. We have a message to deliver.”
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      Bodies buried in wires and cables, we hurried to get the cables into the right connections.

      I didn’t need to know that the ships had landed. I felt the earth shake like a giant toddler jumping up and down in a tantrum. The smell of smoke was the second thing to hit me. It stalked through the door like a snake looking for its next meal.

      Sweat poured down my back as the panic I felt would not leave me alone.

      We needed to hurry; we needed to get this sorted before the invaders overran us—the first screams of pain and hurt stopped me in my tracks. They differed from the shouts and cries before. They were animalistic in nature.

      I made a move to the door but Mariya got in my way. “Where do you think you’re going?”

      “My people—”

      “Need to hear what you have to say.”

      Another fever-pitched scream. “If I don’t do something, there will be no one to hear my message.”

      She rested a hand on my shoulder. “Trust my brothers to do their jobs. We all have a part to play in this and we should all play our part well.”

      My jaw worked from side to side. About to argue, I saw movement behind her. A flash of metal had me shoving her out of the way before I knew what was happening. The pain I felt in my shoulder caused me to grit my teeth and spun me around. I hit the deck and bounced once—twice—thrice, amongst angry shouts.

      Fingernails bared like a demon, Mariya leapt towards my attacker. He tried to get another shot off, but it missed her completely and she sunk her nails under his chin.

      I watched the blood flow over her hand before she kicked the attacker into the path of another. She didn’t have time to attack as pistol fire from Sun gunned down the advancing opponent.

      Two more enemy soldiers tried to get through the opening of the doorway, but Sun made quick work of them.

      “Make sure he is alright,” said Mariya, as she kicked the corpse out of the way of the door and tried to close it, but couldn’t, as an armoured arm got in the way.

      Activating my suit, I fired from where I lay, severing the arm at the elbow joint. Blood squirted from the wound, spraying the walls as more bodies tried to make their way inside.

      “Sun. Moon. To me.”

      Swaying to my feet, I unleashed energy blast after energy blast. They kept on coming. The only saving grace was that the doorway bottlenecked their approach. Two barged through the door, making their way past Mariya. They came at me, some sixth sense letting them know I was in charge. They pulled two hilts from attachments at their hips and with a press of a button, metal surrounded by blue energy vibrated before me.

      Sun and Moon went to help, but more were coming through the door and it was only a matter of time before Mariya got overrun. “Secure the doorway! I’ll deal with these two.”

      Dressed in the World Government’s equivalent to our combat suit, they moved from side to side, confident that their suits would help match my speed. My shoulder throbbed and I could feel the blood flowing down my arm, but I needed to end this and I needed to end this quickly. The longer my message didn’t go out the more overwhelmed our forces would be. I needed to turn the tide.

      Extracting my spear from behind my back, I extended it to its full length. The fighting at the doorway was bloody, with bits of limbs covering the floor.

      The enemy to my left moved on me first but slipped from the blood on the floor. Moving in to capitalise on his mistake, I thrust my spear forward. The pain from my shoulder threw my aim off, causing my blow to strike glancingly off his side. The opponent to my right lunged at me and it took all my effort to avoid this blow.

      The three of us watched each other in our little bubble while the sounds of battle raged behind us.

      None of us wanted to be the first to move. I spun my spear between my fingers. The blood on the floor made the motion tricky. One wrong move and we could slip and—they came at me strong and fast. The one to my right feinted as the one to my left moved in for the kill. Time slowed down as a blade swept for my face and another for my legs.

      Planting my spear vertically, I took both blows on the shaft and deflected them up.

      I saw my opening.

      Thrusting my spear forward, I impaled the one to my right in the chest and pulled it out and swept it around so it severed the one to the left’s head. Blood sprayed from his neck like a fountain, coating me from head to toe. The corpse dropped to the floor, causing his teammates to stop. It was all my crew needed to finish the job and close the door.

      Mariya slid a bolt across the door and stacked chairs and other bits of furniture in front of it.

      “Are you insane?” asked Moon. “You’re burying us inside here? Sealing us in like one of those mummies from Earth? We need to abandon ship and get the fuck out of here.”

      “Look at it this way,” I said; “when archaeologists dig us up in a thousand years, they’ll say how brave you were to be buried alive with your master.”

      “There won’t be any evidence of you because I would have eaten you.”

      I laughed. “Pity I have not got a ketchup bottle to hand.”

      “Boss, we need to leave and—”

      “Look, as tempting as it is to escape, I need to address the people of this planet. I need to tell them to fight. Because if they don’t and we continue as we are, there will be no safe place to hide.”

      Sun and Moon shared an unhappy look, but I could tell they knew I was right.

      Banging on the closed door made us all jump. “Well,” I said, “looks like they have taken escape off the table. Now, while Mariya keeps on piling stuff in front of the door, you two help me get this message out. I fear we do not have long left.”
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      Blood dripped into my eyes as the ship rocked from side to side. Metallic smoke somewhere behind me scratched at my throat, while men and women under my care cried in pain.

      I caught Poppy’s eyes and we both knew the same thing. We could not go on like this.

      The ship’s viewing screen showed the carnage and destruction both parties had caused. Abdullah Aly’s forces were half what they were when he started, with fragments of drop ships and other craft littering the space above Safe Haven. I would have loved to say we were better off, but we weren’t. He had us against the ropes while we covered up and he rained down blows against our guard.

      There was only so much punishment we could take before he broke us down.

      “Zizi, have we—”

      I stopped, captivated, while one of our ships dodged and moved. A trio of enemy light fighters chased it like bloodhounds. It miscalculated a turn and that was all that was needed for it to be destroyed.

      I slapped the console in front of me. “Fuck! Zizi, have we had contact with any of the other boroughs?”

      “None.”

      I fought back the frustrated sigh that wanted to escape. “What are they waiting for? Do they expect us to do all the work ourselves? Don’t they understand that if we lose this battle, then we lose this planet?”

      “They believe they can still escape,” said Zizi, “if things go sideways.”

      Willis snorted. “Shit will go more than sideways when that bald fucker turns this planet into space dust.”

      “Idiots,” I spat. “If they think Abdullah Aly will let them escape then they have another thing coming. His forces will circle this planet and destroy anything that tries to leave. We have to strike now before that ship can fire upon the planet. That is the only way we’ll catch Abdullah’s forces off—”

      A face appeared on our viewing screen I recognised. He looked so much like me that it took my breath away. I expected him to be nervous—anxious—filled with uncertainty. But he showed nothing but confidence. His bloodied face looked down at the camera and gave his people hope.

      “Where is this being broadcasted?” I asked.

      “Planet-wide and to every ship in orbit. I think even Abdullah Aly’s forces are picking it up,” said Zizi.

      “Clever boy.” I nodded as my son spoke.

      “Good day, ladies and gents. I wish I was addressing you during better times and I didn’t appear so dishevelled, but alas—” Pounding on a door behind him drew his attention before he turned back to face the camera. “But alas, I am not. I wish I was coming on here to spread a message of hope and positivity, but this is not that. This message is one of a dire warning. One of survival and faith.

      “For many who do not know me, my name is Kushim Blake AKA the Monarch. I was not born a normal human. I was not created a New Human. Instead, I am a mixture of both. A combination of a human father and an AI humanoid mother. The first of my kind. But because of that, I understand how it feels not to belong. I get what it feels like to feel lost...isolated. Not sure where you belong amongst a sea of faces who stare at you like you are something they stepped in.

      “I understand the struggles of those who call Paradise Lost home. Never having enough to eat, always having to scheme and plot to just make ends meet.

      “I understand the plight of those who travel the waters of The Floating City, who seek freedom and adventure, but are hampered by the ever-changing landscape of this planet and whoever is trying to rule it.

      “And lastly, I understand the free-loving nature of The Jungle, whose inhabitants just want to till the land and be one with nature, but who took my family in all those years ago, despite the changes and troubles we have brought them. I know…” He looked away from the camera and a faraway look of pain crossed his face.

      Taking a deep breath he continued. “I…I…I know what it means to be tortured and beaten. Because I have the wounds and scars to prove it. I know what it means to feel lost because I was for so long. And I know what it feels to be insignificant, to feel you don’t make a difference.

      “But that all changes today. No more will our planet be the whipping boy of the World Government. No more shall we look away in shame when we visit other worlds and say we are from Safe Haven. No more shall we hide in shame because of who or what we are! I am tired of the divide between humans and New Humans on this planet. I am tired of the divide between the boroughs.

      “So I offer you this. A simple choice. Fight for me. Fight for yourself. Fight for your future. And I shall reward you with riches and means beyond your wildest dreams. You want to become a New Human after this is done, so be it. You want to remain as you are, so be it. You want better healthcare—education—wealth, and standard of living.

      “I will make it happen.

      “Do you know why?” He walked towards the camera and grabbed it with both hands. “Because I shall live long enough to see it happen. Because I am the Monarch and my word is law!

      “Fight! And show our oppressors what it means to fuck with the people from Safe Haven!”
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      We all stared at the blank viewing screen, open-mouthed. Nobody spoke. The fighting between both parties had stopped.

      I turned to face Poppy, who had the same proud expression on her face as I did. We smiled at each other, all fighting and harsh words forgotten in an instant.

      That was our son. A leader. A fighter. A warrior. Someone who anyone would be proud enough to follow. Someone people would come to worship and pray to when this was all said and done.

      “Well… fuck me,” said Willis. “How the little shit has grown.”

      Zizi nodded. “I know. Where is the snivelling little brat I used to know who called for his mommy every time he fell over and hurt himself?”

      “Long gone it seems,” said Poppy. “Long gone and no longer needing my help at all. Although I hope he's alright.” She turned to me. “Do you think he’s alright? What with all the blood on his face and—”

      I grabbed both her hands and kissed them. “He’ll be fine. It’s us I am worried about. We need to do something about Abdullah Aly’s ship. If we don’t take it out of commission before he powers it up and launches a strike, then it’s over. We’re lucky he has not done so already—”

      “You had to open your fucking mouth, didn’t you?” asked Willis.

      As I looked at the viewing screen, confused, Willis projected the planet destroyer for all to see. Its shape had changed once again. Gone were the multiple open hatches across its hull; instead a gigantic hole big enough to allow our ship to fly through had opened up in its front.

      “Err… that doesn’t look good,” I said.

      “No. No, it fucking doesn’t.” Willis pressed and flipped knobs and buttons in reach, before instructing one of the crew to broadcast his message across our fleet. “Listen up, fuckwits and fucktards.”

      I looked at Zizi. “He has such a way with words. I see why you married him.”

      “Listen up and listen good. That big round ship the size of my balls is preparing to launch an attack on our sweet home planet. But to do that, it needs time. How long? I don’t know. So I need all of you to go forward. Some of us may die, but if we don’t advance—don’t attack—we’re as good as dead.

      “Now, you heard the words from the pretty boy prince, but now it’s time to hear the words from the miserable old cunt.

      “If we lose this battle here, then we lose everything! You fucking hear me! Everything. So take your fingers out of your assholes and attack this bitch head-on. I want every ship under our command to push forward. On me. Attack!”
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      We fought tooth and nail just to get out of the station I broadcasted the message from.

      Once freed, I thought it was going to be easier, but since we had locked ourselves in the station, the fighting had only intensified. The number of enemy troops amongst our population was staggering. Dodging two attackers who tried to behead me, I returned the gesture in kind and disarmed both of them before removing their heads from their bodies.

      I grimaced in displeasure as I wiped the blood off the edge of my spear. I hated violence in all its forms, but we were in no fit state to take prisoners and anyone I left alive would only cause someone under my protection harm.

      My head snapped to my left as the sound of a familiar voice grabbed my attention. The enemy surrounded Fae with three others. She held her own valiantly against them, but it was only a matter of time before the numbers overwhelmed her.

      “On me!”

      I led a charge, not waiting to see if the Twins and Mariya followed. I didn’t have time.

      Spear held at my side, I used it to fire a volley of energy bolts that took out the legs of some of the enemy in front of me. They collapsed in a heap, giving me the space I needed to leap into the fray. I held nothing back. Stabbing left and right caused injuries wherever I struck. A downed opponent held up his hand in surrender, but someone from Fae’s team drove her spear through his skull. It erupted out of his eye socket with a wet sucking sound.

      The Twins and Mariya finally joined, and we attacked our enemy from all sides.

      Blood flew into the air and people cried for mercy, but none was given. I tried to find honour in what I did, but there was none to be found.

      We were butchering each other, plain and simple. I wished we were not. I wished I took pride in the work I did, but I couldn’t. Lives were being needlessly taken because of fear. Because two parties couldn’t come together and hash out their differences.

      Concentration faltering, Mariya pushed me out of the way of a blade that would have embedded itself into my armour. “Get your head out of your ass, Monarch,” she said, before driving her nails into the attacker’s eye sockets.

      Calm.

      I looked around and found no one who wanted to harm us in our immediate vicinity. They were all dead.

      “Damn,” said Fae, helmet peeling back to reveal a sweaty face. “That was a close one. I still don’t think I’m ready to unclench my buttcheeks, although I have been doing a great exercise to tone them up, where you squeeze and hold. Squeeze and hold. Not unlike the exercises I do for my vagi—”

      “Are you okay?” I said.

      She looked at me like a cat fixated on a mouse. “What’s wrong, Monarch? Don’t you want to hear about my lady parts? Are we not allowed to talk about the fanny—vagina—penis fly trap—whispering eye—vajayjay—”

      “Okay. Okay! Enough. There is nothing wrong with talking about that,” I said, gesturing at her groin. “Just not when we are in the middle of a battle. There are other things—”

      “He has always been like that, you know,” said Fae to Mariya. “He was always a shy boy. At first, I thought he was just a pervert who was going to beat his meat until he died from lack of body fluid, but now I think he’s just a prude. Good luck in the bedroom.”

      Mariya placed her hand on my chest. “Oh no, Monarch knows his way around the bedroom very well. The things he does with his—”

      “Can! We please! Get on,” I said through gritted teeth, as Sun and Moon took in the conversation like it was all they had wanted for Christmas. “We need to discuss what needs to be done before we all get killed.

      “Fae, how are we doing regarding holding the invaders back?”

      She shook her head. “Not good. The shield is still holding, but it is allowing too many ships through. Our defences can barely keep up, and there is widespread panic across the planet.”

      “I had hoped my speech would have rallied members to our cause, but alas, it seems there are more cowards on this planet than I first thought.”

      “It can’t be helped.”

      A sense of hopelessness ate at my gut, but I pushed it back. “All we can now do is give support to my parents.”

      “I’ll come with you,” said Fae.

      “No. I want you to stay here. I will take everyone else. Destroying that ship is paramount to winning this war. We can try to defend this planet all we like, but if it gets destroyed, then there shall be nothing to save.

      “Mariya, gather your brothers—take your ship and head into orbit. Sun, Moon and I shall do the same on our ship. We’ll meet up on the planet destroyer.”

      “Shouldn’t we all go together?” she asked.

      I gave a sad smile. “Our odds are better if we are divided. In case one of us doesn’t make it, the other party will.” She threw back the same melodic smile at me before taking off. Skidding to a halt, she turned back and leapt into my arms and kissed me for what felt like an eternity.

      “I’m sorry for all that has happened and all that I have put you through. I love you.”

      About to respond, I didn’t get a chance as she took off again.

      At a loss for words I stared at her rapidly vanishing back. Multiple coughs brought me back to the present. “Alright. Alright. I heard you the first time. Now let’s get—” something caught my eye in the dirt. Bending to pick it up, I held it afloat in the air. It was the data stick the Twins had found back at the research compound all those moons ago.

      I turned to Sun. “Did you ever find out what this was for?”

      He shook his head.

      I looked at it and turned it over again and again in my hands. I just knew there was something—“Fae, I want you to get this to Niko and tell her it is of the utmost importance that she breaks through this thing’s firewall and finds out what is on it.” Fae looked at me, unconvinced. “Trust me on this. It’s just a gut feeling I have, but I know this is the key to something important.”

      “Do you want to waste someone as important as Niko’s time with gut feelings?”

      I placed it in her palm. “Trust me. I wouldn’t be asking if I didn’t think there was something there.”

      “And what if it’s just naked pictures and sexy home movies that the owner didn’t want anyone to find out about?” she asked.

      Moon pointed at himself and his brother. “That’s what we said.”

      “Please! Just…just have faith in me. Please.”

      “Alright,” said Fae with an eye-roll as she took off with a sprint.

      I looked at the devastation caused to my borough, at the devastation to still come above me, and knew that this would be our last stand. “Are you with me?”

      The Twins both nodded. “What a stupid question to ask, boss.”

      “Well then, come on, we have a planet to save.”
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      The Kennel flew fast and hard. This was our last run. The ship was too badly damaged to keep on fighting. We needed to get close to the planet destroyer and board it before it fired. Four light fighters and a cruiser followed our every move.

      Suited up, a team comprised of me, Poppy, Willis, Zizi and a cluster of others fidgeted from foot to foot in the cargo bay.

      I radioed into the bridge. “Any sign of when we can depart?”

      “No sir, we are still trying to get close enough to the mothership to drop you off.”

      Willis threw his hands in the air. “How fucking hard is it to get this ship close enough? Does my wife have to come up there herself and do the job for you?”

      “N—n—no sir. It’s just that there is a lot of air traffic around and it isn’t safe to—”

      “Listen, cock-features. We are in a war zone. Nowhere is safe. Just open the fucking cargo doors and let us out.”

      “Sir, that is not the best thing—”

      Willis walked to the control pad next to the cargo doors and entered a code that overrode it.

      Everyone moved forward.

      “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “Don’t be an idiot!”

      “You’ll kill us all!”

      But he paid no attention to us and slapped the red button that opened the doors. When the doors slid open a transparent force field prevented us from being sucked into space. Instead, it gave us a full view of the chaos we were about to jump into.

      Willis half turned to us. “Will you lot stop being pussies and—”

      Laser fire from an enemy light fighter drew a smoking line in front of him. It was inches from slicing his foot in half. Eyes wide, he stared at the line unmoving as we all held our breath. About to say something, I didn’t get the chance as Zizi walked up to him and punched him in the face. Staggering back he lost his footing as his back hit the nearside wall and he slid down to his ass.

      He went to speak but Zizi lifted a quivering finger at him. “Shut up.” She turned to face the rest of the crew. “I apologise for my husband’s... idiocy. I would love to say that it will not happen again, but most of you know that he’ll probably do some dumb shit again in the next ten minutes. If you need to, you all have my permission to punch him in the jaw.”

      Willis looked up at his wife, hurt.

      “Don’t give me those puppy dog eyes. You had it coming. You’re lucky I don’t kick your ass off this ship.”

      He rubbed the corner of his mouth and stood up, muttering under his breath.

      An explosion to our rear drew our attention as three of the light fighters were destroyed. It gave the crew of The Kennel the space they needed to manoeuvre and get closer to the mothership.

      A voice came over the cargo bay’s speakers. “Alright, ladies and gents, we are going to make a run for it and try to get you as close to the mothership as we can. We’ll be skimming across the ship’s hull’s surface at speed and slow down for as long as we can, but it won’t be long. We hope it’ll give you the fighting chance you need, but shit is going to get hairy. Try not to get sucked into our ship’s engines or any ship’s engines for that matter. Also, try to not hit the flying debris that is around the mothership. Look out for the mothership’s weapons and—”

      “OK. OK,” I said, cutting them off. “We get the point. Thanks for the motivational speech. We’ll use the jets on our hands and feet to manoeuvre as best we can. Just keep the bastards off us and give supporting cover.”

      “We’ll try our best.”

      I nodded at the voice before turning my attention to my crew. More than one nervous face stared my way. “Alright. We all know what we have to do. The time for motivational speeches and fist-pumping is over. Let’s get this shit done.”

      I walked to the edge of the cargo bay and looked out into the abyss. Nothing but ship debris spun about aimlessly as explosions and laser fire flew between ships that sped past so fast they looked like shooting stars. I looked further past the dog fights to the planet in the distance that we were trying to save. I wish I could say it was a beautiful bejewelled marble that stole my breath away, but even now, at this distance, it looked like a rough stone where nothing good grew. Maybe I was allowing my experiences to cloud my judgement.

      Bringing back my focus, I took in my target.

      Round and black—I could feel its ominous presence from here.

      Shaking my shoulders, I sealed up my helmet and took a step forward to jump, but a hand on my shoulder stopped me. Poppy gave me a smile before sealing up her helmet. “Together. We jump together.”

      “Always.”

      Hand in hand, I gave hers a squeeze, which she returned and we leapt off the ship together.

      Silence.

      It was jarring.

      Nerve wracking.

      Lonely.

      A hand squeezed mine, and I remembered I wasn’t in this alone. That no matter what the universe threw at me, I would stand and face it with my family. Both blood and otherwise.

      Legs extended behind me, I give my wife one final squeeze before we parted ways and used the jets in our hands and feet to propel us forward. The speed at which they shot me forward took me by surprise.

      I felt like a free-faller or a superhero who could fly.

      Turning left and right, I smiled, then laughed as the joy of what I was doing was finally settling in. “This is fucking amazing—”

      A wing of a ship flashed past me, causing me to jerk hard right. I heard laughter in my ear from Poppy, but it was short-lived as one of the light fighters peeled off from the squadron that was following The Kennel and came for our team. Green dots in the far right of my HUD showed me that everyone was still accounted for, but that wouldn’t last for long. Laser fire from the ship flashed over my shoulder. I thought I could feel the heat from it, but I knew I was imagining it.

      “Kennel, we have a bogey on our heels. Any chance of some help?”

      “Sorry, Captain, we have our hands full at the moment. We’ll provide aid as soon as we can.”

      “Team,” I said, addressing the members in my unit, “I want a loose formation so it makes it harder for them to pick us off. Pair off in twos, but only if necessary. Aim for the service hatches along the surface of the hull. Do not draw attention to yourself by trying to engage with the enemy. I repeat, do not engage with the enemy. I’m talking to you, ginger nuts.”

      “Hey,” came Willis’s indignant reply. “If a motherfucker shoots me, expect me to shoot them back.”

      “I want us to draw as little attention to ourselves as possible.”

      “That’s all well and good, dick for brains, but what do you plan to do with the ship that is behind us?”

      “Leave it to us,” said Poppy, as she pulled away. I followed, leaving the others to fly towards the mothership. We pulled away from the main group, but the light fighter continued to chase after them.

      “What have you got planned?” I asked.

      “Something stupid.”

      I didn’t get time to ask what before she sped away from me and headed after the light fighter. Following closely behind, I focused my helmet in on the ship in question while Poppy closed the distance. We moved at speed. Without the cameras in my helmet to slow everything down, I wouldn’t have been able to keep up with the information being delivered to me.

      The ship drew closer and closer to the team, trying to pick off anyone that it could find. “Are you going to do anything useful? Or just watch us die from afar?” screamed Willis.

      I didn’t respond as Poppy closed the distance and extended her arm to get a lock on the target. I held my breath as she fired twice. Both shots struck the ship’s engines, blowing it up. Celebrating the victory was a mistake. I should have been paying attention as Poppy manoeuvred herself away from the debris of the explosion, but I wasn’t quick enough. Flaming wreckage flew towards me and it was all I could do to tuck my body into a ball as I crashed into the debris.

      It should have hurt more than it did as I punched a human ball-sized hole through a light fighter wing.

      Spinning out of control, I tried to right myself, but my jets wouldn’t respond. They fired intermittently, doing more damage than good. Round and round I went until I didn’t know which way the planet destroyer was.

      “Quinton, you’re going the wrong way! You’re going the wrong way.”

      Was that Poppy?

      Sight now blurry, the display on my HUD meant nothing as my vision grew dimmer and dimmer. Shit. I was blacking out. This was bad. I needed to find a way to—I needed to—the darkness grew darker and darker until all I knew was black.
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      Onboard a stolen enemy ship, we were barely out of orbit when an incoming call from Niko came through. I patched her voice through the ship’s speakers so all could hear her.

      “I have decoded the data stick and broken through its defences.”

      “What?” I asked in shock. “You must have had it for all of—”

      “Five minutes and forty seconds. It would have been quicker, but we are being attacked. How long did you say you had this and couldn’t break through?”

      I looked at the back of the heads of Sun and Moon, who stared intensely at their screens. “We have had it for… some time… but we were not as lucky as you.”

      “Hardly luck. Any simpleton could have hacked into this as long as they knew what they were doing. Whoever you gave this to, I suggest you punish them severely because the information on this will win this war.”

      The Twins’ heads lowered further as my gaze narrowed and fire twirled in my gut. “Oh, don’t you worry, I certainly will do that. Those responsible shall feel my wrath. Anyway, what have you found?”

      “A lot of inappropriate pictures and movies to start with—”

      “Boss, I told—”

      “Shut it! Sorry, Niko, continue.”

      “As I was saying, there were a lot of inappropriate pictures and movies of a certain man, but once you dug past that smoke screen, that’s where you find this data stick’s true purpose. The data stick is a kill switch to—hold on, Kushim… something isn’t right.”

      Sun and Moon looked back at me and I gave them a shrug, as the sound of shouting could be heard in the background of Niko’s location. “Niko! Is everything OK?” I got no response as the shouting continued, followed by the sound of a struggle.

      “Stop her!” said Niko, as the sound of things falling off tables came through our speakers.

      “Niko! What’s happening?”

      The struggle continued mixed in with a sound I had heard enough times. It was the sound of a body hitting a wall. It was followed by air leaving lungs, then silence.

      We all looked at each other wild-eyed. What should I do? Should we go back and help? Would I even make it in time?

      “Niko, are you—”

      “It’s Afet. She’s taken it.”

      “Do you want me to come back?”

      “There isn’t enough time. I suspect she’s taking the data stick to Abdullah Aly.”

      “Why? I don’t understand. What’s so important on that stick?”

      “It’s a kill switch. The data stick has the power to disable the planet destroyer. It’s the only way to win this war.”
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      It couldn’t end like this. Not like this. I had more to do. More to give. I had to—I had to—

      Something jerked my body rigid, bringing it to a stop. Slowly, like clearing the window of the first-morning dew, my vision returned to normal. I looked down to find my wrist secured to a manacle that was attached to a wire. Following the length of the wire, I found my wife holding what looked like a spear gun with one hand and the lip of the mothership with the other.

      “You back with us, Sleeping Beauty?”

      “I—I—what the hell happened?”

      Her laughter tickled my eardrums. “You smashed into a light fighter wing and spun out of control. Then, like always, I saved your behind. Now stay still while I winch you to safety.”

      Like a caught fish, I allowed her to pull me in and kept as still as possible. No one apart from her and maybe Kushim would have had the strength to pull me to safety. Once she pulled me close enough that she could grab me, she pulled me into an embrace that hurt more than crashing into a ship’s wing.

      “If you two lovebirds aren’t going to bang here and now, then I suggest we get a move on.”

      I looked over to find Willis holding up a service hatch for us.

      Magnetic clamps in my boots secured me to the hull as I made my way over to him in a slow, undignified shuffle. “How many of us made it?”

      “We all did, thanks to you two idiots keeping the heat off us.”

      “We try to do our best, but I don’t want to celebrate too early. I’ve seen what trouble that can lead to and I think the battle’s only just began.”

      He gestured for me to go into the service hatch first. “Why do you think I’m letting you go in first?”

      “Oh thank you, oh wise and heroic one,” I said, as Poppy jumped inside the ship first. “Stories will be told of your great sacrifice—”

      He moved towards me and shoved forward into the hatch. Twisting my floating body, I looked for the reason for his action and saw an image that caused a rumble of words to tear from my throat.

      “Willisnooo!”

      Space debris smashed into one of my longest-known friends and tore him from my sight, sending him hurtling into open space.
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      We crept through the halls of the planet destroyer, keeping as tight to the corridor walls as we could. Sun, Moon and I had watched as my father and his team launched from The Kennel in a daring—breath-taking—moronic dive to get on board it. They flew through space debris and got chased by a light fighter, all in the name of trying to get on board the ship. My breath caught in my chest as I watched my father smash through a light fighter wing, only to be saved by my mother.

      After that, I couldn’t watch anymore. It would only affect my mindset. I needed to be focused. One way or another they or I would board this ship, that’s all that mattered.

      “Boss, does this always happen?” asked Moon.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Do your parents and their friends always just dive headfirst into trouble without coming up with a plan?”

      “Well… I wouldn’t say always. Maybe sometimes...”

      “By the stories you’ve told us, it seems like a common occurrence. I mean, why didn’t they just do like we did and steal an enemy ship, so we could board the planet destroy without issue?”

      “I… err …” Trying to find words to describe my parents’ lunacy failed me. “They boarded, didn’t they?”

      “Barely,” snorted Moon. “We stopped watching after your mother caught your dad like a fish. Who knows what happened after that?”

      That had been some time ago. We had indeed boarded the planet destroyer without incident and now we crept through its halls like thieves in the night. Occasionally we heard gunfire, but whenever we investigated, all we found were dead bodies of friend and foe alike. I stood before one such scene now and looked at a horror show. Blood and brain matter splattered the walls. Scorch marks lined the ceiling and the smell of faeces was so strong even my helmet filters were doing a poor job of keeping it out.

      “Eww, who shit themselves?” asked Moon.

      Sun slapped him upside the head. “Show some respect.”

      “I’m just asking a question.”

      “Ask better ones,” said Sun, “like why are we coming across so many battles? It feels like Abdullah Aly knows what your father is doing at every—”

      I snapped my fingers. “This ship must have a surveillance room. I bet my father has not disabled it yet. That is why they are being stopped at every turn.”

      “That’s stupid,” said Moon. “Surely your father would deal with that issue first.”

      “You would think so, but I know my father. He is like a dog with a bone when he gets an idea in his head. He’ll be heading straight for the engine room without even thinking about other forces at play.”

      Sun looked at me, unsure whether he should ask what was forming on his lips. I gave him a nod to speak. “Boss… how has your father survived for so long? Hell. How has he accomplished the things that he has? I mean, he should have died six ways to Sunday on this mission alone.”

      I laughed. “Mum mostly. She jokes she has a running tally in her head of how many times she has saved his life, but I don’t think it’s a joke. Between her and my father’s grit and will to overcome any obstacle placed in front of him, that’s why he is still alive. How long that will last? Who knows?”

      Moon rubbed his chin. “Now I see where you get it from. You and he are more alike than you know.”

      “Thanks, I guess.”

      “Should we radio your old man and tell him how he fucked up?”

      I revealed my face and smiled at him. “Nah. We’ll take care of it. Nothing gets under his skin more than being showed up. Let’s head to the surveillance room, disable it, then radio him after.” They both looked at me. “What?”

      “Do you know the way?” asked Moon, drawing out the last word.

      “Ugh! We’ll ask someone on the way. Come on!”
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      “Tell us what we want to know, asshole!”

      “Fuck you. Fuck your moth—”

      Moon slammed a man with salt and pepper hair against a closed door with a square glass window embedded into it at head height. The back of the man’s head struck the window, cracking it.

      “I won’t ask you again, friend.”

      “We are not friends, fucker. I may be your daddy though after the things I did to your—”

      Moon slapped him in the mouth. In the distance, I could hear the faint echo of gunfire. “I don’t know what your issue is with my mother, friend, but if you want to live, then you better keep her name out of your mouth.”

      “I have had more than her name in my mouth. You can believe that. We did it on your—”

      Moon punched him in the gut and allowed him to slide to the floor before gesturing for us to step away so we could talk. “I know this guy knows where it is, but I don’t think he is going to tell us anything. Not unless we get real violent, real fast. I know you are against torture, boss, but…”

      “No,” I said firmly. “No. I would rather we just kill him and be done with it.”

      Moon shook his head and walked over to our captive. “You hear that, my friend. If you don’t tell us what we want to know, then we are going to have to kill you. Kill you like we had to do all the others along the way here because they didn’t want to tell us what we wanted to know.”

      Salt and Pepper stood up on shaky legs and looked Moon in the eye. “Do it then, pussy. I would die a thousand dies if it meant New Human scum like yourself didn’t get what you—”

      A bang and a crush above us brought the ceiling tiles down. We all reacted, weapons trained on the new threat to fall from the sky.

      “My-my-my, Monarch. Funny seeing you here.” Eyes appeared to glow out of the dust and looked our way.

      I took a step back, even though I knew who they belonged to.

      “I hear a little birdie doesn’t want to give up their secrets. Well, we can’t be having that, can we?” Footsteps came towards us through the dust until they backed Salt and Pepper against the wall where he fell to his butt, legs giving out.

      “You,” was all he said as Mariya towered over him. “I remember you.”

      “Good. Then you know what happens next. It will not be pleasant. There is nothing anyone can do to save you, but after I am done, you will tell me what I want to know.” Nails extending, they glinted in the light. “Now, shall we begin?”
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      Running through the corridors, I looked at Mariya’s blood-stained arms. “Don’t give me that look, Monarch, it had to be done.”

      “Torture should never—”

      “Would you allow billions to die just to stand by your morals?”

      I went to answer but didn’t know what to say. How far would I have gone to stand by my principles? Would I have kept on searching, looking endlessly across this ship until I came across the surveillance room? Allowing my people to die just because—I shook my head. There was no point going down that route. We had the information we wanted and now we just had to make good on it.

      Sun and Moon came to a halt and held their hands out for us to slow down. They peeked around a corner at something I couldn’t see.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Think we’ve found it,” said Sun.

      Michael and Gabriel checked themselves and each pulled out a sleek metallic pistol with a red button on its side. Pressing it allowed it to transform and extend until it resembled a rifle.

      “That bad?” I asked.

      Gabriel’s pale head gave me a nod. “That bad.”

      I looked for myself and saw a squadron of guards stationed outside a single door. Each guard had a World Government combat suit on, as well as a collection of rifles and melee weapons. They stood in a line in front of another team who stayed at the back with shields. The shields shimmered before them, giving the surveillance room another level of protection.

      Mariya whistled under her breath. “Damn. What you wanna do, Monarch?”

      “I’m not sure. Whatever we do, it’s going to alert Abdullah Aly and reinforcements will soon be on their way. We need to hit them hard and hit them—”

      Mariya looked at her brothers. “Cover me.” She took off at a sprint towards the enemy.

      “No, don’t—” I reached out to stop her but didn’t reach her in time. “Argh! That woman is going to be the death of me.”

      The enemy shouted at her appearance, drawing weapons to shoot her down. Michael and Gabriel knelt and lay covering fire before the enemy could respond. Their rifles blasted men apart like bowling ball pins. The force the weapons delivered jerked the brothers’ shoulders back. 

      I began to move, but Gabriel spoke. “I wouldn’t if I were you. It’s hard enough not shooting sis. You’ll only get in the way. If you want to help, lay down some supporting fire.”

      Doing as asked, I shot at the squadron, taking down one enemy after the next but the number seemed endless. A few of my shots sailed over heads and impacted the shields, splashing harmlessly against them. “We need to take those shields down so we can get to the surveillance office, otherwise this is all a waste.“

      “She’s on it,” said Gabriel, nodding Mariya’s way.

      I looked at him like he was insane. “She’s on what? What is she going to do? Run at them like a bull and knock them over? The only thing she’s going to do is get herself killed. I’m going in!”

      Gabriel grabbed my forearm with a grip that felt like steel. Calloused hands stopped all movement. I looked at him and saw his cherry-red lips pulled into a thin line. “My sister can sometimes act crazy—” I gave him a look. “Fine. She is crazy, but she won’t throw her life away meaninglessly.”

      “But—“

      “Ain’t you always asking people to have faith?”

      My own lips mirrored his own as Moon said, “If you two assholes are done talking, would you mind giving us a hand? It’s not like people are shooting at us or anything.”

      Returning my attention to the task at hand, I saw Mariya was halfway to her target. With a scream of pure fury, she pulled out two items from behind her back that looked like throwing stars with blinking red lights at their centres. She threw them over the heads of her enemy, where they embedded themselves into the metal of the door. She pulled another two from her front and embedded them into the enemy’s shields. 

      Confused, the enemy's focus turned to this new threat, but one soldier had seen enough and stormed her way. He ran towards her, baton and shield protecting him from our fire. 

      She skidded to a halt and waited for him to reach her. 

      He swung a baton at her head that she caught with one hand and wrapped her other arm around it. With a violent upward jerk she snapped his arm at the elbow joint causing her opponent to scream. Ducking under the broken arm, she twisted it around until she was at his back and pulled the baton out of his grip. Two blows to the back of the knees brought him down before she pulled the shield out of his grip and kicked him towards the still-confused squadron. 

      The blinking lights on the throwing stars were speeding up. Confused looks were quickly turning to ones of fear and panic.

      Twisting on her heel like a ballerina, Mariya brought the shield to her back and hunkered down behind it. The red lights stopped. The flames came after. The fire incinerated everything in its path until it reached Mariya, where the flames washed over the shield she was hiding behind. 

      She gave me a wink. 

      God, I loved that woman.
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      “Man down. Man down!”

      Blood squirted from the neck wound of one of my team. He tried to clutch at the wound and stem the bleeding, but it was like trying to stop a burst main pipe. I knew he would be dead before he hit the floor.

      Rushing forward, my sawn-off shotgun, aka The Peacemaker, blasted a hole clean through the chest of one enemy and bloodied his friend behind him. The fighting was intense. Every section of the ship we won, we lost another by being pushed back by Abdullah Aly’s forces. Back pressed up against a corner, I peeked around it and threw my head back as enemy fire tried to take it off.

      Unable to do anything, the screams of my people dying over the telecoms in my helmet drove me crazy. Body tensed, I readied myself for a mad dash towards the enemy, but Poppy held me firm. I gave her a questioning look.

      “You charging head first into danger will accomplish nothing. It will not stop the pain you are feeling. He’s gone. There is nothing you can do for him now.”

      I looked at her and knew she was right, but how could I put into words what I was feeling? Worst was the look Zizi gave me when I told her what had happened to her husband.

      “We need a plan,” she said. “We are being picked off like flies.”

      A knot between my eyebrows caused me to chew the inside of my cheek while I thought of one. What were we missing? What had I not thought of—Poppy and I  turned to each other and said, “Surveillance room!”

      I slapped my forehead. How had I not thought of something so simple as that?

      “Don’t beat yourself up about it. You can’t plan for every eventuality. All we need to do is find—” An explosion rocked the ship, cutting off Poppy and causing the light above me to flicker on and off. The shaking continued for another microsecond before it stabilised. The members of my crew looked at me, confused.

      “Does anyone know who’s responsible for that?”

      Silence over the telecoms lasted for another second before a voice came through.

      “Yeah, it was me, Dad.”

      I shook my head as Poppy looked my way. “What do you mean, it was you?”

      “We disabled the surveillance—”

      A voice cut him off. “When he says we, Monarch Senior, he means me.”

      “What is she doing here?” asked Poppy, frustration leaking through her voice.

      “I do not know. The boy must have brought her.”

      “This is your fault for allowing him to have friends and not putting your foot down.”

      “How am I to blame—”

      “Err, guys,” said Kushim, “your channel is open for all to hear. You have not selected a private channel.”

      I rolled my eyes Poppy’s way as she threw her hands up in the air and stormed off in the direction of the fighting.

      “I for one,” said Mariya, “think it is amazing that everyone is so open and honest. I have a confession to make. I shot a man in the testicles… and it wasn’t by mistake. I wanted to shoot him in the testicles…. because he tried to shoot me in the breast. It’s a fair tradeoff, no?”

      Silence met that statement as Poppy shot me a dirty look over her shoulder before beheading the enemy in front of her.

      “Thanks for sharing, Mariya, I guess.”

      “No problem. We shall soon become a family, and I shall give you many grandchildren. I can’t wait to have the Blake name.”

      “Like hell you are!” shouted Poppy, who beheaded another opponent. I almost felt sorry for them. “If you think you are getting anywhere near my family, then you have another think—”

      “Kushim, what’s your location?”

      “Two floors down from you. Are you making your way to the engine room?”

      “Yes. The closer we get to it, the heavier the resistance has been. Meet us at the engine room and we shall finish this once and for all.”

      “Understood. Let’s put an end to this.”
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      We continued to fight tooth and nail all the way to the entrance of the engine room. One large metal double door that was big enough to allow ten men to walk through side by side stood in front of us. The last person loyal to Abdullah Aly lay dead two corridors back. Since then, we had not come across any opposition.

      I looked at the doors with a sense of dread and anticipation.

      “You know it ain’t that easy, don’t you?” said Zizi at my shoulder.

      “When is it ever?” I asked. “Blast-proof doors?”

      Poppy nodded. “It would take the firepower of a cruiser to blast through those doors, let alone our little team.”

      Zizi rummaged through her pockets. “I brought toys, but I don’t think I’ve got anything strong enough to blast through that door.”

      “Is this the only entrance?” I asked.

      “No,” said Poppy. “There are six different entrances, like spokes on a wheel all leading to the centre.”

      I chewed my lip while I looked at our reminding forces, before turning my attention back to the door in question. “Right. So far, we’ve been playing Abdullah Aly’s game, letting him guide us where he wants us to go, and I’ve been chasing him like a dog with a bone. This time we fight him on our terms.”

      “As my husband would say, ‘That is all well and good, dick features,’ but you know he’ll be waiting for us behind that door with everything he’s got. This is both parties’ last stand. If either of us fails here, then we’re both fucked.”

      “Then,” I said, with a smile, “it’s about time we do the fucking.”

      She smiled like a predator. “What did you have in mind?”
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      Poppy and I stared at the blast-proof double doors alone.

      My plan had been laid out, and I had given instructions to everyone. Now, we all had a part to play in the success of this mission. It was just a matter of whether we could pull it off. I licked my dry lips and fixated on the task ahead of me. This was it. This was the moment where everything I had built—loved—worked for—all came to a head. If I failed now, Abdullah Aly would burn it down to nothing.

      A hand on my shoulder squeezed it.

      “I know it’ll be OK, but if I mess this up then—”

      “Don’t say it. Don’t think about it. How many times have we been here?”

      “Not like this. Not with so much at stake. Never like this.”

      “Just see it as another mission. Another foe that needs to be put in their place. We are dogs, me and you, Quinton Blake. Alphas that need to protect our pack. And protect it we must. So come on. No more time-wasting. Let’s do this.”

      I gave her a nod and moved towards the door. Tense footsteps made feet feel like lead. About to approach the keypad that controlled the door so I could hack it, I stopped as the doors slid open of their own accord.

      We both got into a combat stance, ready for whatever was going to come out of that door, but nothing did.

      The doors continued to slide apart until they revealed what was hiding behind them. “About time, Mr Blake, I thought you would never arrive,” said  Abdullah Aly, beckoning me forward.
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      Six pathways ten meters wide all converged to a single point. The heartbeat of the ship. Encased in a transparent, flexible material, the core of the ship looked like a captured dying star. Flares leapt and shot off the ball of energy as it appeared to fight against its constraints. Even from this distance, I could feel the hum of power under my feet. Taking a step forward, I looked to my left and right and saw nothing but black past the edge of the walkways. One misstep and the fall off the walkway would be a death sentence.

      “Come, Mr Blake, don’t be shy.”

      Abdullah Aly stood in front of the engine inside a metal suit that reminded me of the cartoon classic Transformers. A squad of similar human-run robotic suits all stood around him. The suits acted like exoskeletons that stood eight feet high. Made of thick metal plates that slotted together like a puzzle, they must have weighed a ton, but the wearer’s movements were smooth. I looked for weak points in the suit but saw none from this distance.

      I took a hesitant step forward and stopped, making sure my surroundings were safe.

      “Don’t worry, Mr Blake, you have nothing to fear. Nothing yet anyway,” said Abdullah Aly, his voice booming across the space between us.

      I gave Poppy a look, and we continued towards him, checking our surroundings at every step. When we had gotten close enough, I stopped. “Love what you’ve done with your face.”

      He rubbed his lower jaw where metal now replaced it. “Compliments of your darling wife.”

      “You should see the bruises she’s given me.”

      We stared at each other, neither saying a word, allowing the silence to stretch. Here was a man who was so scared of the future that he would do anything to stop it from happening.

      “You know you can’t stop this, right?”

      “Stop what, Mr Blake?”

      “The future.”

      “I hardly see how New Humans are the future.”

      “Everything must evolve, otherwise it grows stagnant and dies. It’s humanity’s blessing and curse. We are constantly looking to evolve, looking to grow and develop. In weaponry, travel and art, everything must build upon the old. And that is what New Humans are, the evolution—progress—growth.”

      Halfway through what I was saying, I could tell Abdullah Aly had grown bored. “That’s fine, but your speech changes nothing.”

      “I know,” I said solemnly. “I know.”

      “I still must do my duty. You still must do yours. That is our path.”

      “One question, before we start? Why haven’t you fired upon the planet?”

      “It takes time. Time to collect the power needed to destroy a planet. But in truth, Mr Blake, I just wanted to see your face in defeat. I wanted to be the man to take your life when so many have failed. That is why I have brought so many of my friends along,” he said, gesturing to his men around him. “After I take your head, I shall be remembered forever.”

      “Do you know how many people have believed that? Now, they are nothing but footnotes in my life. My dynasty shall far outlive you and the World Government.”

      “We shall see, Mr Blake.” His helmet lowered, covering his face with a sheen of black. “We shall see.”

      Spear held tight. I looked at Poppy, who clicked her neck from side to side. The men around Abdullah Aly all held large melee weapons, making them look like knights of old on steroids. “You ready?”

      “Yeah. How do you want to play this?”

      “Go in hard. Go in fast. Destroy that engine. Everything else is secondary.”

      She grabbed my hand and gave me a brief squeeze before we sprinted towards our enemy. They banged their chests with their weapons, causing a metallic bass boom to echo through our chests. Spear in hand, head down, I rushed to meet the first asshole to come my way. He carried a two-headed axe that was the same size as me.

      I ducked under his swing and stabbed my spear at his torso. It bounced off the metal. Fuck. Rolling out of the way of a downward strike that dented the floor, I got up to my feet and went on the attack again. But every attack I delivered was met with failure.

      “On your left!” shouted Poppy.

      Another Power Knight surged towards me and swung her sword at my neck. As I dropped to my back, the blade flashed inches from my face. The whistle from the sword passing over me caused the hairs on the back of my neck to stand. No sooner had my back hit the floor than another attack came my way. Barrel-rolling away caused strike after strike to miss me, but I was quickly running out of floor. Rolling to my feet, I found my heels half over the edge of the walkway as my opponents rushed in for the kill.

      Their feet thundered towards me. They raised both their weapons, war cries bellowing from their lungs.

      Muscles in my legs tensed and my vision narrowed as I waited for the right moment—there! I somersaulted over their attacks and looked down as they looked up at me in wonder. I aimed my spear at the neck of the one on my left and got a knee-jerk reaction as they pulled hurriedly away.

      Rolling to my knees, a smile crept on my lips. “Pop,” I said in my helmet. “Aim for the necks.”

      I watched her dance around her attacker and slash the back of their knees, bringing them down to a kneeling position. Her Damascus steel blades caught the light and flashed down as she buried both of them into the back of her opponent’s head. Electrical sparks flew and blood poured out of the wound as she pulled her blades out and buried them deeper until her attacker stopped moving.

      “The back of the neck works just as—”

      Two blades descended towards my wife and I moved on instinct. She had her back turned to them and would not meet the attack in time.

      Jumping in front of her, I lifted my spear and blocked both strikes, which sent vibrations up my arms and lifted me off my feet. I flew backwards and rolled head over feet and landed on my back with the wind knocked out of me. I coughed and tasted blood.

      Vision blurry, the only thought in my head was that I needed to move. But before I could, the edge of a great sword descended towards me, ready to end my life.
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      “Come on, Monarch, keep up!”

      “I would, if you didn’t keep sprinting off.” I ducked a strike from another enemy and ended his life like all the others I had left behind. A trail of bodies followed us like wild grass sprouting up after a drought.

      “You heard what your father said. If we don’t do his plan in time, then all is lost. And I, for one, want to keep your old man and his darling wife happy.”

      I looked at Mariya in her blood-soaked combat armour and felt panic. It didn’t compare to the panic I felt when I boarded this ship or when my enemies tried to kill me. This was suspicion mixed with the dread of the unknown.

      “Wh—why do you want to keep my parents happy?” I asked slowly.

      A guard who had been hiding in a broom cupboard leapt out at us with a mop. Mariya went in for the kill, but I grabbed her arm, pulling her back, and kicked our attacker in the stomach, sending him back the way he came. He collapsed against a stack of mops and cleaning supplies and looked up at me, dazed.

      I stood over him, hands on hips. “Consider this your lucky day. Now leave.”

      “I—I can’t. I must defend—”

      Mariya came to a stop next to my shoulder. “Listen, mop bitch, and listen good. This ship is going bye-bye. If it doesn’t, then I’ll be angry and I’ll look to take my anger out on you.”

      “Why?” wailed the guard.

      “Because I’m a bitch like that. Now go!” The guard didn’t need to be told twice as he got up from where he lay and took off running in the other direction. Mariya turned her attention my way. “You’re too nice. But that’s why I love you.”

      She made to walk off, but I grabbed her hand. “You’re not getting away without telling me why you need to keep my parents happy.”

      Turning to face me, her helmet lowered and she smiled. “Because it’s what a wife does.”

      I tried to formulate words, but none came. Thankfully Moon saved me.

      “What are you two lovebirds doing?” he said, voice coming through my helmet. “Everyone is at their stations. We are just waiting for you.”

      “We can see the doors now. They’re up ahead. We shall be ready in less than a minute. Wait on my signal.”

      “About fucking time,” came Zizi’s voice over the channel. “I have not got time to waste. I need to make these fuckers pay.”

      “We are at the door,” I said. Mariya and I stood at either end of the door, weapons ready, just like the three other teams, who were all stationed at different entrances leading into the engine room. Some of us only had two members on our team while others had support from my father’s army. The plan was simple. All members were to overwhelm Abdullah Aly’s forces on all sides and destroy the engine room at any cost. No one had spoken about it, but I knew the same thought had crossed everyone’s mind. What if by destroying the engine, it killed all of us in the process? What if we couldn’t escape fast enough? What if—

      I shook those thoughts from my head. Now was not the time to dwell on such things. We had a job to do and if we died in the process, then at least we would save a planet.

      “On one. Three. Two. One!”

      Explosions placed around the door blasted it open to cause as much distraction as possible. Four teams spilled through the engine room. I quickly surveyed the area and saw nothing but carnage. The same Power Knights who had attacked us last time, when we had first tried to destroy this ship, clustered around the engine, melee weapons at the ready.

      Their heads snapped left to right while they took in all the other teams making their way towards them. Explosions from the door entrances filled the space with smoke, obstructing our forces as they burst through. Laser fire through smoke looked like a Jungle festival. Battle cries bellowed from lungs as members on our side fired at the enemy. I watched as one Power Knights took a shot to the face and toppled over before other members of Abdullah Aly’s party produced shields they used to deflect enemy fire. They hunkered down behind them, but they couldn’t cover all angles.

      Their exposed backs faced Mariya and me, and we attacked.

      We had learnt from previous experiences that the Power Knights were heavily armoured and had few weak points. The only place they were vulnerable was where the metal of the armour connected to joints, making it flexible and allowing it to move. Mariya arrived at her target first and drove her nails into the backs of their knees, bringing them low. She killed two Power Knights before they were aware of her. The nearest enemy lifted his sword up to cut her in half, but I moved, driving my spear into his armpit.

      A roar bellowed from his helmet as I pulled my spear out and sidestepped the gush of blood that squirted from his wound. He tried to swing his sword at me, but the wounded arm no longer worked. A quick stab at the base of his neck ended his pain.

      Another Power Knight came for me, but Mariya leapt on their back and slashed and clawed like a wild monkey.

      Attention moving away from the fight, I scanned the battle for my parents but couldn’t find them.

      Where were they—where were they—where—

      My heart stopped as I saw my father on his back rolling away from a Power Knight’s downward strike. He got away from the first attack and returned with his own, knocking the behemoth off his feet. Getting to his knees, my father blasted his opponent in the face with his shotgun but failed to see Abdullah Aly, who swung his sword at my father, catching him on his side.

      The blow dented his armour, causing internal damage as the power of the blow caused him to barrel roll near the edge of the walkway.

      He got halfway to his feet, but a kick from Abdullah Aly sent him sprawling.

      My feet moved before I could think. I needed to save him.

      Abdullah taunted him. Even from this distance, I could tell that words were being exchanged.

      My father got to his feet drunkenly and tried to roll out of the way of Abdullah’s sword strike, but it caught him flush on the same side as before. When he dropped to his knees, his helmet peeled away as the mechanics in his combat suit failed. He swayed back and forth on his knees as Abdullah took a step forward and lifted his sword.

      Time slowed down as I pushed myself to go faster. But my limbs felt like they were stuck in the mud.

      I was going to watch my father die and there was not a thing I could do about it.

      Abdullah’s helmet lifted and with a smile he brought down his—

      A body leapt across my father’s path, intercepting the sword blow. Body and sword hung in midair for what felt like an eternity before Abdullah knocked them off the edge of the walkway.

      Part of me knew who had sacrificed themselves to save my dad even before my father started screaming. But the knife of truth hurt all the more when my father screamed.

      “Poppy! Poppy. No!”
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      I didn’t see the blow from Abdullah Aly.

      I should have done, but his first strike across the ribs took me by surprise. The blow dented my armour, causing metal to pierce my side. Hot shooting pain tore through me, and then I was rolling round and round until I came to a stop.

      The world was a melting pot of colour as a spell of dizziness took hold of me. It was the reason I didn’t see the kick that further pushed metal inside of my body.

      Copper on my lips told me how bad a shape I was but my fate couldn’t end here. I needed to push on. I still had a planet to save.

      Getting to my feet, another blow brought me to my knees before Abdullah was standing in front of me.

      My suit short-circuited, collapsing upon itself, leaving me exposed.

      The dickhead’s helmet lifted, and he gave me a grin a Cheshire cat would be proud of. “Well, well, Mr Blake. Looks like the better man has finally won. It was fun while it lasted, but let’s be honest, this would not end any other way. If I didn’t kill you, then someone else from the World Government would. Its vast resources would keep on sending people your way until the deed was done. You can’t beat the machine, Mr Blake.” He smirked. “Ironic, all things considering, since you are what you are.”

      “And I keep telling you, dickhead, many a better man and woman have tried to beat me and look where that got them. This conflict will not end any differently.”

      He lifted his sword. “We shall see about that.” Swinging his sword my way, he aimed to take my head off its shoulders, but something intercepted the blow. A body. I knew who it was even before the sound of the impact turned my insides. Why would she do something so stupid? Didn’t she know I needed her? Kushim needed her.

      I watched as my wife’s body sailed past me despite me trying to reach her with outstretched arms and drop over the edge of the pathway. I screamed her name, hoping it would bring her back, but knew it wouldn’t. She was gone. Lost forever.

      “Pity. I told you what you would lose when we first met all those moons ago,” said an out-of-focus voice. “Shame you didn’t heed my words. I...”

      It kept on speaking, but I tuned it out as a fire that started from past my stomach burnt everything. All senses become numb as my fingertips tingled. Something was howling—screaming—making an animalistic sound that hurt my eardrums. Not until my throat became raw did I realise the cause of the noise was me.

      I launched forward, fist slamming into anything it could touch.

      The attack was uncoordinated. Pure fury. I just wanted to hurt him as much as he had hurt me. For him to feel the pain and loss I had.

      He back-pedaled away from the fury that was me. The blows I landed pounded against his armour, but they caused me more harm than him. It was a pain but I didn’t register it. It compared little to what I was feeling inside. Abdullah Aly swung his serrated sword, aiming for my torso, and the blow would have landed if the shaft of a spear didn’t block it. The blade strained against the shaft until it was pushed away.

      Abdullah Aly slid backwards, a smile still on his face as Kushim came to stand next to me.

      We locked eyes, neither having to say anything. The pain we shared was enough to speak volumes. “She’s—”

      “I know, Dad...I know.”

      “He—”

      “She wouldn’t want you to throw your life away. Not for someone like him. She would want you to get even. She would want you to complete the mission we started. That’s the only way her life—your loss—will mean and amount to anything.”

      I gave my son a nod through blurry eyes before we both faced our opponent. Kushim held out my spear to me, before swirling his own between his fingers.

      “I’ll lead the charge and take the direct hits as I still have my armour. You cover my back. Let us overwhelm him and end this now before it’s too late.”

      We stood shoulder to shoulder, my son and I. Each fixated on the task at hand. Abdullah Aly gripped the handle of his sword tighter as he took a deep breath and a look of calm came over him. I knew that look all too well. It was the one of a person who accepted their fate. No matter what, he knew this was it. Do or die.

      His feet shifted as he balanced his weight evenly. We took a fraction of a step forward.

      Stillness came over all three as neither party moved. It lasted a handful of heartbeats before we exploded in motion.

      Kushim’s spear clashed with his sword, raining down strike after strike. Abdullah matched my son movement for movement, the power armour he had on allowing him to keep up with the superhuman speed Kushim displayed. Abdullah swung low before bringing the blade in an upward arc that passed millimetres from Kushim’s helmet. Kushim took a back step and Abdullah followed, but I thrust my spear over my son’s shoulder, aiming for Abdullah’s face.

      He moved his head off the centreline at the last moment, the tip of the spear cutting a groove into the cheek of the helmet.

      We parted ways. The action had taken less than three seconds, but my lungs felt like they wanted to burst.

      An anguished cry caught Kushim’s attention. A member of our team was cut in half. I saw the worry and tension pass through my son’s body as he saw the same scene as I did. We were losing men faster than our enemy. The loss wasn’t overwhelming—not yet—but as you watched closely, you could see the tide slowly turning and drowning my people one by one. Most of them were not used to fighting World Government troops who wore power armour and the ones who were, were too few to shift the tide of battle.

      Kushim’s eyes darted to me and I could read his thoughts. He wanted to help. But we had to leave our people to their fates.

      Abdullah saw Kushim’s lack of concentration and capitalised on it.

      “Kushim, watch out!” I shoved my son out of the way and took the strike meant for him on the shaft of my spear. I blocked the first strike, but Abdullah used the recoil created by the sword hitting the spear to sweep around in the opposite direction. I watched in dismay as the sword swept to my unguarded side and bit into my shoulder.

      I grunted in pain.

      I should have screamed, but the pain from the wound felt like a paper cut compared to the pain I felt from losing my wife.

      “Dad!”

      “Oh, Mr Blake, how the mighty have fallen.” Abdullah yanked the blade free and a gush of blood followed, causing me to drop to one knee.

      “Dad. Dad, are you okay?”

      Looking at Kushim, I kept the pain from showing in my eyes. “I’m fine. Nothing but a scratch.” Trying to move the arm, I got nothing but pain. Fuck. I was in terrible shape. Worse, I was out of this fight. Getting to my feet, my knees buckled, but a scream from one of our people caused Kushim not to notice.

      I brought him in close. “Son… I, I don’t know how much I have left in me, but we need to finish this. We need to finish this now.”

      Abdullah chuckled. “I couldn’t agree more. Shall we make this our last dance?”

      Kushim looked at me and I gave him a nod. The ball now was in his court. It was up to him to lead us to victory. I would do whatever I could to help. Taking a step back, he placed his hand on my back and stopped me. “We do this together.”

      “Together.”
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      I looked at my father and knew the sorry state he was in. He would never admit to me how bad his injury was, but I knew he was out of this fight. Luckily it wasn’t his dominant arm that was affected, but by the amount of blood he was losing, if we didn’t get him medical attention soon he would be as good as dead.

      The responsibility for everything now rested on my shoulders. It was down to me to put an end to this.

      The smirk on Abdullah’s face remained as the cries of my people filled my ears. Limbs, blood and guts filled the landscape like grass growing over a hill. Anger filled my stomach, wanting me to—enough. Anger will do you no good here. Breathe. Breathe. Be the leader and warrior your people need you to be.

      Blocking out the background noise, I went on the attack.

      The muscles in my calves protested as I forced them to give me every ounce of power they had. A look of surprise swept across Abdullah Aly’s face as my spear came for it. He moved his head out of the way at the last moment but I wasn’t done. Bringing my weapon down, I slashed the metal protecting his shoulder, causing a deep groove. He leapt back, but I didn’t give him the breathing room he wanted.

      Moving to my left, I cut off his path with a high kick that connected against his forearm.

      Metal rang against metal as the blow put him on his back foot—the very foot I attacked with the handle of my spear sweeping his leg out from underneath him. He landed heavily on his back and I drove the point of my spear down. My spear tip bounced against the metal of the floor as he rolled away to safety.

      His helmet covered his face, but I could tell he was fatigued.

      No matter how great the power armour was he had on, it was still operated by a human, and human beings had limitations.

      I went on the attack again, driving more and more power into each of my attacks. He dodged the attack I sent for his armpit and I was forced to roll out of the way as the towering monstrosity of his suit gave him the power to slam his sword in an overhead swing that would have cut me in two. The dent he left on the floor was a foot deep, but as he struggled to pull his weapon out of the floor, it gave me the opening I needed.

      Spear point thrusting forward I drove it through the metal plating on his torso.

      Hot streaming oil squirted on the floor as he swung desperately to keep me at bay.

      I tutted, as the attack hadn’t fully penetrated the metal plating of his armour. “Nice try, boy, but you have to do better than that.” With a gesture, two of his soldiers rushed to back him up, causing me to pause.

      It was now three against one.

      I looked at my father, but he had taken a knee and was stationary, face going paler by the second.

      “Looks like your father won’t be able to save you.”

      “I don’t need his help to best you.”

      He gave me that annoying, condescending smirk my whole family hated. He knew I was lying, but there was nothing I could do about it. There was no one else coming to help.

      They attacked, one with a war axe, and two with a sword.

      I dodged and backed up, trying my best to find an opening to land a blow, but every attack was defended by another. Again and again, I attacked until a blow caught me on the side, lifting me off my feet and sliding me backwards.

      “Kushim!” My father tried to make his way to me, but he collapsed back to his knees after three steps.

      I was all alone.

      Head ringing, I went to get back to my feet but a mechanical hand grabbed me by the throat and lifted me in the air until I was face to face with my mother’s killer.

      “Your family's defeat will be the crowning achievement of my glorious military career. I’ll go down in history as the man who saved humankind from the New Human plague. Any last words?”

      I struggled to escape his grip as he continued to squeeze my neck, causing things to short-circuit. As my helmet failed and revealed my face, his helmet lifted and he brought me in close so we were inches apart. “Know that your death will be the last nail in your people’s coffin. Once the Monarch is dead, there shall be no one they can pray to. No one they can place their faith in to come and save them. Goodbye, Kushim Blake; at least you can rest assured your father shall join you and your mother shortly.”

      His hand unfurled from my neck and I found myself suspended in midair before I plummeted to my death.
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      Hell.

      That was the only conclusion I could come to. That was the only reason I was seeing the images I was.

      I watched my son die.

      One second my vision was crystal clear, the next I saw nothing but blurry shapes. My vision went in and out of focus as I tried to comprehend what was happening.

      Was I being tortured for my past transgressions by a higher power?

      My motor function was next to useless as I attempted to get up.

      Come on, Quinton! Don’t just kneel here. You need to move! You need to do something. Anything.

      But no matter how many times I berated myself, the outcome was still the same. I was a useless sack of shit who not only watched their wife die but allowed their enemy to take their child’s life away from them too. What I felt...I wished I could put into words. The utter destruction of my world was happening before me, and I couldn’t do anything about it. The feeling was worse than when I was disabled. There was still some hope that everything would be alright, no matter how dark things got, but now... Now—

      “I told you what would happen when we first met all those moons ago, did I not, Mr Blake?” said a voice amongst the blur. “I told you, this was how it was always going to end. There was nothing you could do to stop it. Yet you persisted. You fought against it. There was a chance when we first met that if you stepped away, rode off into the sunset, then the death of your family could have been avoided, but like all prideful fools, you turned the offer down.”

      I said nothing as I again tried to get to my feet. There was still something I needed to do. I couldn’t remember what, but I knew it was important. I knew my family had given their lives for it and if I just rolled over and died now, then all would be lost. But what was it?

      My son falling to his death. Again and again, the image replayed in front of me.

      “I admire your fight. Your resolve. But I can not let someone who has pushed me to my limits in battle die such an undignified death. Goodbye, Mr Blake, with my blade I take your head.”

      I watched my son die.

      I was in hell. That had to be it.

      I watched my son die.

      I hoped I met him in the afterlife.
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      I was falling—falling to my death—and there was nothing I could do to stop it. I wished I had done more. Told the people who mattered to me what I felt. But instead, I left them with a mission they were unlikely to complete because I wasn’t—

      My body jerked to a stop and I looked around in shock. It didn’t make sense. I should be falling to my death right now, but yet I was being suspended in the darkness, like a fly caught in a web.

      Wait a minute. What the hell is going on? Why have I stopped falling?

      “I leave you with your father for two minutes and look what happens! I swear to god, both of you are as bad as each other.”

      Looking up in utter disbelief, I saw Mother hanging onto a grappling hook with one hand while she grabbed me with the other. It was the same device she used to save Dad when they were trying to board the planet destroyer.

      “Mum, we thought—we thought—we—” Emotion overwhelmed me, choking down the words I was trying to express.

      “It’s fine, baby. But now isn’t the time for tears. That comes later. We still have a war to win and your father to save. So, on the count of three, I’m going to throw you up and I’ll be quickly behind. We only have one shot at this. Are you ready?”

      “As ready as I could ever be.”

      “On three then.”

      I stilled my breathing and remembered why I was doing this.

      “One.”

      For the hundreds of thousands of New Humans who were treated no better than caged dogs.

      “Two.”

      For the fallen who gave their lives so we could change the future.

      “Three!”

      For the place I called home.

      She launched me upward with the force of Mother Nature herself.
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      I shot through the air, head straight—wind causing my eyes to water as I flew past the walkway Abdullah threw me from. Shooting past everyone, I reached the apex of my climb and hung in the air for a split second like a hovering bird of prey. I took in the scene below me.

      Abdullah Aly was in front of my father. My father tried to stand up but failed as his enemy taunted him. I could see how the scene would play out even before it happened. Pulling my arm back, I launched the spear I still held with everything I had.

      It flew straight as Abdullah’s arm bent back, sword in hand, ready to decapitate my father. The tip of the spear caught the light and glinted, alerting Abdullah of its presence. He moved out of the way, but he wasn’t fast enough as the spear punched through the metal contracting the arm to the shoulder. It sank deep, but not deep enough to be a killing blow.

      When I landed on my feet, his two guards that flanked him came my way, but they were unprepared for my mother, who shot past them and landed on one of their backs. Her  Damascus knives moved like pistons as they buried themselves in the back of the neck of the enemy she was attacking. The remaining soldier caught between me and my mother didn’t know who to address first.

      I chose for him.

      Extracting two small discs from the back of my suit, I threw them forward and sprinted after them.

      Small and round, the size of a tea saucer, they were programmed to come back to their owner. The discs struck my opponent before coming back to me and no sooner had the discs touched my hand than they were thrown again, looking for a weak point. The Power Knight sparked as the discs made cuts like an angle grinder along his armour. He tried to swat the discs away like flies, but they overwhelmed him as I kept the pressure up.

      So distracted was he by my onslaught, he failed to see the attack from behind that would end his life.

      One blade found the back of his knee, bringing him down, another the side of his neck. Mother placed her boot on his back and kicked him forward, yanking her blade free.

      We both rushed to my father, who had collapsed face-first on the floor.

      “Dad?” We turned him over. “Dad?”

      Eyes closed, his head moved to the sound of my voice. “Dad? Can you hear me?”

      “Kushim?”

      “I’m here, Dad. I’m here.”

      “You can’t be, you’re dead.”

      “No, Dad, Mum and I—”

      “I love you. I love you both. I’m so sorry for everything. I never meant for it to end how it did. I always tried to protect—”

      “We are both alive—”

      “I saw you both… I saw you both…” His breathing slowed down till his chest barely rose at all. Mum placed a hand on his pulse.

      “He needs medical attention.” She pulled out medical supplies from the compartments in her suit. “I need to take care of him.” She looked up at me. “Do you think you can finish this by yourself?”

      I rolled my neck. I had failed once, it wouldn’t happen again. “You take care of him. Leave the rest to me.”

      I got to my feet, and found what I was looking for. Helmet up, staring at us in shock, Abdullah backed away. I picked up my mother’s knives and stalked him down.

      “It’s over, boy! You’ve lost. You’ve all lost.”

      I shook my head as I picked up the pace and sprinted. Rushing his people in my path, I made quick work of them, cutting hamstrings and stabbing throats. There was a gruesome method of despatching a Power Knight. Once you got the hang of it, it was like descaling and gutting fish.

      Their size and power did their best to overcompensate for their lack of speed, but to the trained eye, it just wasn’t enough.

      A sword swung for my neck but Mariya intercepted the blow and drove the attacker back, nails flashing left and right.

      Abdullah stopped and faced me, his back feet away from the engine bay. I said, “There is nowhere to go. Unlike my parents, I am merciful and detest bloodshed. Call this off now and you and your man shall live to see the sunrise.”

      “And what about the others that follow?”

      “Who can tell what the future holds? But I know this: if you continue down this path then you are sentencing yourself to death.”

      “So that’s it? I lay down my arms and then what?”

      “Then we talk to the World Government. But let us not get ahead of ourselves.” He gave me another one of his smirks, I pointed a rigid finger his way and stopped him. “Don’t. Don’t do that. Know when you have been defeated. Accept your loss like a leader—a warrior.”

      “Accept my loss! My loss.” Anger flashed across his face as spittle landed on his bottom lip. It was the first sign of anger I had ever seen from him. “Do not speak to me, boy, like you are my better! I have been fighting campaigns in shitholes before you were born. Seen more friends die than I can count. Have served my government well. Finished every mission they gave me and will continue to do so. You have won nothing, you fool.” Grabbing the handle of the spear buried in his shoulder, he yanked it free and tossed it at my feet.

      “You. Are the ones who have lost.”

      Something caught my eye on the floor to my left. Walking over to it, I picked up my father’s shotgun. Abdullah continued: “All I have to do is destroy that engine. Once I do, this is all over.”

      I pressed the switch so the gun now fired explosive shells and aimed it Abdullah’s way. “Goodbye, Abdullah.” I fired. He leapt out of the firing range as the explosive shells impacted the engine bay. My eyes closed as I waited for a fiery explosion to engulf me, but none came. Slowly opening my eyes, I stared in disbelief, as what was once the engine bay was now nothing more than glass and a thick jelly-like liquid.

      The ship was still functioning. The power hadn’t been shut off.

      That fucking smirk was back. “I told you, boy. You are the ones who have lost.”
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      I did not understand. What was going on here? Surely the engine should no longer be running. How was this possible? Inspecting what I thought was the engine only further confused me.

      “You were duped. All of you were.” Confusion still lingered on my face as I gave Abdullah my full attention. “Why did all of you believe this was the engine bay?”

      “I—”

      “Because of some fancy lights? Because of the sound vibrating through your feet?”

      My eyes widened as something dawned on me. Why was the floor still vibrating? If the engine was no more than—

      “Fake. All of it was fake. The pretty lights—the rumble through the floor—the cheap glass casing. All of it was designed to make you believe we were defending a real engine. The actual engine is many feet below us. But I couldn’t risk you destroying it, even if I was confident about a successful outcome, so a little misdirection was needed.”

      I opened and closed my mouth, not knowing what to say.

      “You and your old man were good adversaries, but I have always been one step ahead. I have been in more wars than either of you has. More battles. More skirmishes. When you boil it down, every battle has its commonalities. That’s where experience comes in and makes the difference. To be good at everything, including war, you need practice. Practice and the humility to work on your mistakes.

      “That is why you lost, Blake Junior. That is why you will always lose. You will not do the things it takes to be a true leader. A leader can not only stand in the light. He must sometimes visit the darkest pits and be at home with the demons and monsters that lurk there.

      “Because if you do not understand what it means to be a monster, how can you ever defeat one?”

      The sounds of my people dying filled the air. It was like I was hearing them properly for the first time. My eyes shifted to my surroundings. Sun and Moon bled from wounds to their sides. Michael and Gabriel were being pushed further and further to the edge of the walkway. Mariya and the rest of the team were surrounded by so many enemies I could barely make them out.

      We had lost.

      We had lost and there was nothing I could do about it.

      Abdullah brought his wrist to his mouth. “Bridge, on my command, fire upon the target.”

      I needed to silence him. Stop him. Kill him. Anything so he couldn’t give that command.

      My feet started moving, and that smirk appeared once again as he read my thoughts. I watched him open his mouth as I sprinted towards him, but I knew the effort was in vain. It was simply an act to stop me from having to think about my failure and defeat. The next words he said felt like stab wounds to the heart.

      “Fire. Fire upon Safe Haven.”

      My body stopped on its own accord as I looked at him dumbfounded. How could he? How could we be defeated when we were so close to—something was wrong. I saw it on his face. His eyes darted to the computer on his wrist. “Bridge, I repeat. You have the all clear to fire.” Mounting panic crossed his face and swelled my chest with hope as I edged forward.

      “Bridge, this is your captain, come in. Bridge, come in. I repeat—”

      “Oh, how the tables have turned,” said a voice all around us. Heads looked up in confusion, and the fighting slowed to a stop. “All you had to do was keep to our deal. Just keep to our deal and you would have got everything you wanted. I would have destroyed all of it. Safe Haven, New Humans, everyone, just to get my son back. It was simple. I do as you say and you release my son, but you couldn’t do that, could you? Again and again, while I had nothing to stare at but the four walls of my cell, I kept asking myself why? Why did you hate me—New Humans—so much that you couldn’t let one innocent child go free?

      “And you know the answer I’ve come to? Because of fear. Fear and hate. But I understand those things oh so well, Abdullah Aly, and because of that, I am going to destroy everything you hold dear.”

      Abdullah still wore a confused mask as he tapped away on the computer at his wrist.

      “I bet you don’t even know who I am, do you?”

      “It can’t be!”

      “My name is Afet Inan and I am the woman who will bring you low.” A fifty-foot holoscreen appeared above us all as Afet smiled into the camera, brandishing something I thought I had lost. “Do you know what this is?”

      Abdullah failed to answer.

      “This is a shutdown fail-safe for this ship, built by one of the engineers you had killed. I guess not even they trusted you to keep your word.”

      We all watched as she inserted the data stick into a console on the bridge.

      “Bridge, this is your captain! Stop her at all—”

      Afet’s smile grew wider while the camera facing her panned the bridge. I lost count of the number of limbs I saw scattered across the floor.

      With a flourish, she typed away on the console in front of her, while Abdullah directed some of his men to intercept her on the bridge. “I wouldn’t bother,” she said. “I’ve sealed myself in.” With a few final strokes, she stopped as her forefinger hovered above the console. She stared back at the camera and I could feel her eyes bore into mine.

      “I’m sorry for everything that has happened. I’m sorry for the loss of your friend. But if I had to do it all again and knew I would get my son back…I would. I don’t know if that makes me a bad person or just a mother. If you survive this, then please look for my son. I’ve left a full report of all his details in the cell you kept me in. Please find him… I know you will because that’s the man you are. A Monarch. Tell him…tell him… tell him a pretty lie about his mother. Make me sound heroic.”

      Her forefinger descended upon the console and sirens wailed across the ship.

      “Self-destruction initiated. T minus ten minutes.”
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      Abdullah screamed till the veins on the side of his neck stood out while I assessed the situation.

      We were done here. Everything else we tried to do would be us being petty. “Everyone! Fall back. I repeat, fall back. Get off this ship by any means necessary.”

      I rushed back to my mother, who had bandaged my father as best as she could. “Mum, time to go.”

      She looked past me and took in Abdullah. “As long as he lives, we shall never—”

      “Mother. Time. To go.”

      “Don’t do that voice. I invented that voice.”

      “We do not have time for revenge. My main priority right now is making sure everyone gets off this ship. We came here to destroy this ship, and that has been accomplished. Now, while the people we love are still breathing, let’s make a hasty retreat.”

      Lips pulled in a fine line, she threw my father over her shoulder and headed for the exit.

      “Everyone fall back! I repeat. Fall back.”

      The fighting was still taking place, but it was nowhere as intense as it had been before. Both sides were slowly coming to the realisation that even if they killed all their opponents, as long as they stayed on this ship, they would die.

      Abdullah shouted for his men to stay and fight, but they slowly broke off in ones and twos, heading for the exits.

      “Cowards! Come back here. We still have a mission to complete.”

      I turned my attention away from him as Mariya ran towards me with Michael and Gabriel closely behind. “What are you doing, Monarch?” she asked. “We need to leave.”

      “Yes we do, but I need to make sure everyone gets out OK. I will not be a leader who runs to save his hide while his men are dying behind him.” She went to argue, but I wouldn’t hear it. “Go. Take your brothers and make sure my parents get off this ship safely.”

      “But—”

      I grabbed her by either side of the face and kissed her hard. “For once in your life, do as I ask.”

      Her face screwed up in indecision as she wrestled with doing as I asked. Looking past her, I nodded to her brothers, who gave me a rare smile as each took hold of an armpit and lifted her off her feet. She tried to worm and struggle, but they sped for the door. “Monarch, I will not forget this! There shall be words between us.”

      Another large portion of our team, led by Sun and Moon, sprinted through one of the far left exits. They waved for me to follow them, but I waved for them to continue without me.

      There was still something I needed to do.

      As members of our forces left for the exits, the last person to come my way was Zizi. Dents and cuts covered her armour with blood coating both her arms. The left side of her helmet was missing, sliced down the centre like a cut egg. A wild bloodshot eye looked through me. My eyes scanned for Willis, but he was nowhere to be found.

      “Where is Willis…” Part of me knew the answer, but still I had to know. “Is he—”

      “Gone. He didn’t make the boarding.”

      I tried to speak, but what words would comfort a grieving widow? “He died doing what he loved.”

      She smiled. “That he did.” Her eyes narrowed as she took me in, then looked back at Abdullah. “You’re not coming, are you?”

      “No. Not yet. There are some loose ends I need to deal with first.”

      “Didn’t you tell your mother that this was no time for revenge?”

      “You heard that, did you?”

      I took in the loss of life around me and felt sickened. How many mothers and fathers would grieve when this was all said and done? “This is not revenge. It is a leader’s job to make sure we do not have to look over our shoulders. If I do not take care of this now…then it will only come back to haunt me further down the line. I have made that mistake once. I shall not make it again.”

      “I understand. Do you wish me to stay with you?”

      “You have sons who need you more.”

      She patted me on the shoulder. “As you wish, Monarch.”

      I watched her go before turning my attention to my foe. Weary legs carried me forward as I picked up a discarded sword from the floor. Abdullah didn’t pay me any attention as he typed on his computer, trying to resolve the problem at hand. He cursed and muttered under his breath as his frenzied attempts reminded me of a trapped animal cornered by a forest fire.

      “I doubt you’ll be able to undo what Afet did from your computer.” He ignored me as he continued to try. “It’s over—”

      “Don’t fucking tell me when it’s over! Do you think this is the first time I have stared the jaws of defeat in the face? I have overcome bigger hurdles than this and still have come out victorious.”

      “I know. That is why I am still here.”

      His eyes snapped to me, and it was as if he was seeing me for the first time. He looked around him, taking in the blood, guts, and discarded weapons on the floor, realising that we were the only two left.

      “Ah…”

      “I have travelled to the darkest pit to conquer the demons and monsters who live there. But yet… I only find myself.”

      I took him in and realised that he was not in any better condition than I. His shoulder wound wept. His bloodshot eyes told me how tired he was. His hands shook from the adrenaline of the battle. I, on the other hand, could barely keep a grip on the weapon I held.

      “Even if I die here, this will not be the end. They will keep on sending assassins and warships until one of their people finishes the job, or they pay off someone close to you to betray you. Either way, your future is as certain as mine.”

      “I know. But I shall deal with them as I have dealt with you.”

      “So much confidence—so much passion. I see now why people call you the—”

      I shot forward. The sword in my hand sang. By the time it finished its song, his head was on the floor.
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      I ran through corridor after corridor, urging my feet to push me forward but knowing that they were running on empty. Lack of food—sleep—taxing my body to the max and the comedown from the fights I just had, had taken its toll. I knew if I was human, I wouldn’t be able to move. A body tore around the corner and bumped into me. We bounced off each other before taking a weary step back.

      My eyes narrowed. “Don’t I know you?” His gaze shifted from side to side, not meeting mine. “You’re—you’re that guard who was hiding in the broom cupboard! The one who attacked me with a mop.”

      Not saying anything, his hand went behind his back.

      “Come on, let’s not do this. Your captain is dead and this place is about to self-destruct. Let us just act like we both didn’t see each other and continue on our way.”

      He licked his lips as he pulled out a pocket knife. I chuckled. “What’s so funny?”

      “Of all the ways I thought I would die today, being stabbed by a pocket knife is not one of them.” I sighed. “Do you really want to do this?”

      “It’s not a case of want. I have to. No one respects me. Everyone thinks I am nothing but a joke and—”

      The ship shook, causing the lights to flicker on and off. We looked at each other as another wave of vibrations tore through the ship. The vibrations stopped, but the lights had yet to come back on.

      “Fuck this!” said Mop Guy, pushing me out of the way and sprinting off.

      I turned to tell him he was going the wrong way, but an explosion ripped through the wall of the corridor ten feet ahead of him, sucking him into orbit. I felt the pull of the vacuum, wanting to claim its next victim, but clamps in my boots secured me to the floor until the breach in the wall was sealed off. Looking back at the sealed breach, I shook my head.

      I just wanted to go home.

      Feet thundered ahead of me, causing me to roll my eyes. “When will this day—”

      “Monarch!”

      I knew that voice. With mounting irritation, I watched as Mariya, Sun, Moon, Michael and Gabriel came my way. I crossed my arms as they stopped in front of me. “I thought I told the lot of you to go. What are you doing back here?”

      “We couldn’t just leave the almighty Monarch, could we now, boss?” said Moon.

      “Yeah,” said Sun, “how would we ever live with ourselves if we didn’t come back for you? Your loyal followers would be after our skins. Not to mention, I’m scared of your mother. I saw her punch through steel like it was made of paper.”

      “Blame me. I told them that if we didn’t go back, they would have me to deal with,” said Mariya.

      “Why am I even surprised?” My eyes passed over their faces until they stopped on Michael and Gabriel. “I’m sorry for your loss. Your father was an uncle to me. He will be missed.”

      They gave me a nod.

      Another explosion rocked the ship. “I think it’s about time we get out of here,” I said. “Lead the way.”
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      We arrived at the escape pods, where there were groups of survivors waiting to board. I could feel a heightened sense of panic as people wanted to board the escape pods but didn’t. It remained me of fish trapped in a net.

      I found my mother pacing back and forth in front of a pod. “What’s going on?”

      “The remainder of Abdullah's forces—those still loyal to him—are destroying any escape pods leaving this ship.”

      “But that’s… how can they tell if they are killing friend or foe?”

      My mother gave me a haunted look. “They can’t.”

      “But that makes no sense.”

      “I have been in battles where an enemy, seeing their defeat, will go on a frenzied killing spree. I don’t know if it’s to cover up their shame, or they’ve lost their minds or it’s their last attempt at showing defiance against their foe. But whatever it is, Abdullah’s men will not let us escape that easily.”

      “What about our forces? Don’t we have anyone on the outside who can cover us while we escape?”

      “Doing the best they can but—”

      Another explosion tore through the ship.

      “Don’t tell me Abdullah’s men are also destroying this ship?” Mother nodded. “I thought this was the cause of our people.” I scratched my head while I tried to think of a solution to our problem. Once we exited the safety of the planet destroyer, then we would be sitting ducks. Escapes pods didn’t have weapons, and they barely had any engine power to speak of. Anything out there would run circles around us before deciding to— another gut-curling rumble.

      “We have done everything we could do as warriors,” said a voice in the dark. “We set out to accomplish a goal and achieved it. Our planet—our people—are safe. To die for one’s duty shouldn’t be something to mourn or be scared of.”

      Searching until I found Zizi, I made my way to her. Her eyes were closed while she held a rosary in both hands, close to her chest. I placed my hands over hers, causing her to look at me. “We have only begun. We have not scratched the surface of what needs to be done so our people can live safe and peaceful lives. If we are stopped here, then it will only be a matter of time before they send someone else. We have only won the battle, not the war. It is our duty to see this through.”

      “I don’t think I can—”

      “You cocksuckers still alive?”

      Zizi’s head jerked back like someone had slapped her as a voice came through the speakers. “It can’t be,” she whispered.

      “I need someone to respond, otherwise I’ll think you idiots are dead. What am I talking about? My woman wouldn’t be killed so easily by some shiny eight-ball-headed Roman helmet.”

      “Baby…is that…is that you?” said Zizi, just above a whisper.

      “The one and only,” Willis answered.

      “You took your damn time! What took you so long?”

      “What do you mean, what took me so long, woman? It’s not like I went for a pack of cigarettes and never came back! I was floating through the fucking cosmos of space with limited air supply. If it wasn’t for some water pirate picking me up, then I would be dead.”

      “Water pirate?” I asked.

      “Yeah. Looks like your little speech had an effect, boy. Gave the fuckers on Safe Haven the kick up the ass they needed to take action. Looks like everyone and their mama is out here. Just give us a few seconds and we’ll have the space clear for everyone to escape.”

      “We don’t have a few seconds. This ship is going to explode any minute,” said Zizi. “Trust you to be late.”

      “I already told you! I didn’t—”

      “You two can have your lovers; spat some other time,” I said. “Willis, we are going to be leaving this ship now via its escape pods. Cover us. Abdullah’s people are blowing up all the pods that leave this ship. Do you think you can do that?”

      “I’ll do it only if you leave that moaning—”

      “Willis Aubrey Moor. You better run when you next see me.”

      An audible gulp could be heard from Willis before he cut off his communication.

      “Alright, everyone, listen up. This is the home stretch. I want everyone to get into an escape pod. Spaces will be tight, but if we do this in an orderly fashion we’ll all get out of this alive.”
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      I watched from the safety of my escape pod as the first ripple tore across the planet destroyer. Like a wave exploding out of the ocean, an explosion erupted from the hull of the ship before causing a ripple-like effect across its hull.

      The cramped space smelled of sweat, blood, and exhaustion. Many a bloodied—battered—face looked on solemnly at the battlefield where they lost brothers and sisters in arms. I expected feelings of joy—happiness—being triumphant—any euphoric emotion, but none came. Instead, the only thing I felt was relief and sadness. Relief that it was all over and sadness at the cost it took to get that relief.

      I thought back to the people we lost and shed a silent tear for them. They had given up their lives for the betterment of future generations. People like Afet who sentenced themselves to death just so Abdullah Aly could be stopped.

      My family had asked them to lay down their lives and they had done so without complaint. That power alone terrified me. It spoke of the power of kings and emperors… of Monarchs.

      Another explosion tore through the hull and I thought of the work we still had to do. We may have won the war, but the battle was still up for grabs. I didn’t want another bloodbath like this one. We didn’t have the numbers to fight another battle like this one. So the next move against the World Government would have to be strategic. We couldn’t wait. As soon as they heard the news of this battle, they would prepare and come at us with triple the force.

      Sighing, I leant my head back.

      “What’s got that big head of yours worried?” said Mariya.

      “What follows this. There will be no time to mourn. No time to be at peace with our thoughts. We shall need to move quickly if we are to keep the World Government on the back foot.”

      Mariya nodded but said nothing.

      “My family has asked so much from these people already. To ask more…”

      “Maybe there is another way. Maybe instead of attacking with numbers, we attack with an elite force.”

      “But how would that work?”

      “You're the Monarch, you figure it out. But you created the Iron Canines for a reason. It would be a shame not to put them to good use.”

      Allowing my thoughts to wander, I took in the view of the burning planet destroyer and formulated a plan.
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      My feet walked streets I had not seen for what felt like multiple lifetimes. Streets I grew up on. Streets that conditioned me into a yes-man. Someone who wouldn’t dare look into the eyes of the man I was now. The same crowd I had so desperately wanted to belong to parted around me like shoals of fish avoiding a shark. All wore variations of suits. Some battered. Some tailored. Some thrown together in the haste to get out on time and avoid the morning rush hour.

      Each and every one of them had their head down like the weight of their regrets bearing down on them.

      I smiled, back straight, and didn’t move as a man wearing an expensive suit bumped into me. He was so busy berating someone on a call, he didn’t even look up as he bumped into me again.

      “I don’t care if it’s your child’s birthday, Greg! I don’t care if it’s your day off. I want you in the office double-checking those numbers. The board is chewing my ass over this and—” Finally looking up to see what was in his way, he scowled me.

      I returned it with a wider smile.

      He took a quick step to me as if he was going to take a swing, but pulled himself back at the last minute. I remained where I was.

      Eyes going dark, I leaned in close and placed a heavy hand on his shoulder. “You remind me of my old boss.” His eyes went round as I held his gaze and gave his shoulder a slight inhuman squeeze. With a yelp he jumped back, almost tripping over himself, and hurried on his way.

      “Nothing,” I heard him say, “I just had to show some dickhead who’s boss.”

      I laughed to myself as Kushim exited from the shadows, shaking his head. “You shouldn’t have done that. What if he reports you?”

      “His type only does if they think they can profit from it. Otherwise, he’ll be bragging to his friends and work colleagues about how he kicked some ass.”

      Kushim gave me a look I knew all too well from his mother, causing me to chuckle. “What?”

      “It’s just that…sometimes you remind me of your mother. Anyway, is everything set and ready to go?”

      “Yes. Everyone is in place. The meeting is being held in an office block not too far from here.”

      “I’m surprised. I thought they would hold something like this in a government building.”

      “This setting draws less attention.”

      I nodded and followed his lead.

      Even though it was the afternoon, the overhead grey clouds cast everything in shadow, forcing the lights around the city to come on. Century-old buildings with decorative artwork stood opposite buildings made of glass and steel. Electric black cabs ferried the rich and powerful through the city streets while the common working man used transport tubes that ferried them through buildings, underwater, and even underground until they got off at their destination.

      “I can’t believe you used to work here.”

      “And live here,” I said, waving away a man who tried to sell me a mini figure of Big Ben.

      “It’s so….”

      “Depressing?”

      “I was going to say grey and bleak, but…we can go with your word.” He stopped and stared as a woman on a push bike shouted at a black cab driver who wouldn’t get out of her way. “I mean...where are the trees? The fields? The flowers? The peace?”

      “When you are covered in shit, you are the last one to smell it.”

      We stopped on the corner of a road and stared at a building opposite. Like all the other buildings on this street, it blended into the background with its grey and glass exterior. I scanned the neighbouring streets and saw familiar faces. They all faced the same building.

      I lifted my head as a drizzle started. Kushim held his hands up in disgust. “What is this? Is this what they call rain in this city? It feels like I am constantly being wiped with a damp cloth.”

      “Welcome my boy, to New-London. Now, shall we go and make the proper introductions?”
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      Gunfire, sirens, and screams should have filled the air. Yet all I could hear was the sound of my heavy footsteps on the plush carpet floor.

      To my left, Kushim. To my right, Poppy.

      The rest of our inner circle followed closely behind or cleared our path up ahead. I stepped over a corpse without a second glance. I had warned them what would happen if they didn’t lay down their weapons.

      Arrogance.

      The lies told about us—about New Humans—had filled their heads and now I saw a level of confidence no human should have when facing one of us. They tried to block our path with the misplaced authority of someone who had never faced one of our kind before.

      Up ahead, a set of blacked-out glass double doors greeted us. A behemoth of a guard with headphones on watched a video on the computer attached to his wrist, oblivious to our presence. Pumping his fist, he took in the football game being played.

      Sun and Moon went to intercept, but I stopped them with a shake of the head.

      Breaking out into a light trot, I picked up speed, arms pumping, as I locked onto my target. The guard looked up at me, but it was too late. His face flashed from confusion to shock to panic to dread, before I jumped in the air and kicked him in the chest.

      Earphones went one way. His body flew backwards crashing into the glass door behind him.

      He slid along the floor dragging glass along with him until his head banged into the corner of a table. He tried to get up but slumped down to his back unconscious.

      Stepping over the glass, I brushed some that fell onto my shoulders and took in the room with a smile.

      “Good evening all, my name is Quinton Blake and I heard you were looking for me.”
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      The collection of men and women who stared our way were all similar in age and style.

      Suits with conservative colour ties and shirts adorned bodies. Pearls graced necks and brooches rested delicately on breast pockets. White hair covered more than one head, otherwise heads as shiny as bowling balls reflected the dim overhead light.

      They held themselves as if they had sticks up their asses, while eyes looked down noses that appeared to smell something not to their liking.

      People of power.

      People of power, who had decided it was okay to persecute the people who I loved. The people who I had saved from Alvis Boman all because I—we—were different. Not only did they try to eradicate us like we were rodents, but those that they didn’t, they experimented on or placed in cages like animals.

      “There will come a time, Mr Blake, when your way of life is threatened, when the people you love the most are placed in harm’s way and you will do anything to protect them. Anything. When that time comes, you will understand human nature like no other.”

      Twelve.

      Twelve faces from nationalities spanning the globe watched my every step like they were the predators and I was the prey.

      I walked along the semi-circle table they sat behind and tapped along its polished wood. Not one set of eyes lowered or cowered. Who do these fuckers think they are—

      Kushim caught my eyes and gave me a gesture to calm down.

      I closed my eyes and breathed in deeply. If it wasn’t for that boy, where would I now be?

      “I was told that by a woman who many considered the devil incarnate. She was ruthless, cunning, and would kill anyone who got in her way to get what she wanted, but she was the greatest teacher I ever had. She showed me what it means to fight. What one needs to do to achieve their goals. And my goals, ladies and gentlemen, are to keep the people I love and care about safe.”

      I continued to walk around the desk as Mariya extended the nail on her forefinger and began carving into the tabletop.

      “A goal that appears to be at odds with yours.”

      I stepped over a puddle of blood on the floor and continued to pace back and forth.

      “I must thank you, though. Thank you for giving me the kick up the ass I so sorely needed. Because without your actions, I would have continued to live a peaceful life with my head in the sand, while atrocities took place around me. Content in just being. Content with not getting involved. But when you seek to harm my son! When you hurt my flesh and blood! That. That I cannot abide. I—” Again I caught Kushim’s eye and tried to remember why we were here.

      “Many of you know who I am. But if you do not let me introduce myself.

      “I am the man who bankrupted one of the largest corporations in history. I survived assassination attempts by the Mercenary Bloc. I conquered one of the most ruthless planets in the galaxy. I created life where there was none before. I freed a people who you deemed a threat to humanity. I sired the man who shall lead them. I killed the man that brought Earth to its knees. I married his greatest creation.

      “In short, I am not the man to fuck with.”

      A man with a ruby ring on his pinkie finger dry coughed into his hand. Slapping his chest lightly, he poured himself a glass of water. There were specks of blood dotted on the outside of the glass.

      He pulled out his handkerchief from his breast pocket and wiped his mouth. “And what does a man like that want with us?”

      “He wants to know why he shouldn’t kill you.”

      “Because every soldier and combat-trained military personnel under the World Government shall forever try to kill him.”

      I laughed. “You think you can win?”

      “Winning is all we know.”

      “That mindset is what got you here. It is what led you to not seeing your downfall. You have a man with a gun to your head, but you still believe—think—that he should bow to you. The most successful wars are not wars won by accepting your opponent’s surrender, but by making sure they shall never want to fight you again.

      “If I so choose, I can make it so that the World Government is nothing but a footnote in the history of my people. Like Carthage. But my son has pledged with me to find a peaceful solution. So that is why I am here. But first, to better understand each other, I believe you must know how this came to pass. And why I am here.

      “Some of you may know the story in full, others only partly. But I shall do you the honour of retelling it, with my son filling in gaps where my knowledge lacks, so we can come to a better understanding of why I am here and what lengths I will go to, to make sure my loved ones are protected at all costs.”
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      I told them everything.

      We left no details untold. We highlighted their repeated failures, the fact that they broke their treaty policy of not declaring war on a nation. Their funding of the planet destroyer. Their mistreatment of my people.

      Their acts of violence that would make any war criminal blush.

      The intergalactic politicians passing bills so certain planets could be mined for their ore illegally. The names of said politicians, their bank accounts and the amount of money that was donated to them.

      After we were done, I stood in the middle of the room and looked each one in the face before saying. “So I ask again, what is stopping me from killing all of you here and now?”

      Ruby Ring looked at the others before giving me his attention. “All very impressive, Quinton—”

      “Mr Blake.”

      His nose wrinkled, but it was the only outward display of emotion that crossed his face before he continued. “All very impressive, Mr Blake, but I do not understand what you want from us? Each of us are merely figureheads speaking on behalf of a larger organisation. We—this is not some Bond film where we are evil masterminds with henchmen. We each do a job where we inform others in our respective government agencies what is taking place on a grander scale. Then laws and bills are drawn up and voted on before we bring them to this table. The only reason we are here is that we are good at our jobs and have been doing them the longest.

      “So even if you kill us, there shall be others to take our place. You may have won the battle, but the war is far from over.”

      Fists clenched I took a step towards him but a hand on my shoulder stopped me.

      When I looked over my shoulder my son gave me a reassuring pat before he took my place. He looked each one of them in the face giving them an understanding smile.

      "I understand how you feel. Honestly I do. Fear. Uncertainty. Dread. Hate. I too have felt all those things and so much more. When I was locked in a cage and tortured and beaten, I hated humans. I wanted nothing more than to see every single one of them burn for hurting me and my people. After, that seed still resided in the pit of my stomach. It tried to grow every time I freed New Humans from cages not fit for animals or when I buried one of my friends. It tried to grow when Abdullah Aly attempted to blow up my home world. Again and again, I fought it, until the realisation dawned on me. I needed to understand where my enemy was coming from--their view point--their struggles, to kill it completely. That is why we won not only the battle but this war."

      Ruby Finger snorted. "I would not class you storming into this building as winning a war."

      Kushim smiled and pulled out a document from the folders of his clothes. "This is a treaty I have drawn up so both parties can have as much time as they need to better come to terms with each other."

      "We shall only accept your surrender."

      "The treaty," continued Kushim, "sets out some guidelines that allow us to treat each other with the respect needed to foster growth. There shall be no more New Human camps or attacks on any New Human settlement. Any land or property that was taken by your government is to be given back." Snorts and laughter came from a few but Kushim continued like he didn't hear them. "For our part, no New Human under our banner shall attack any World Government facility or building. If such a matter does occur my people will deal with it.

      "Also as a sign of good faith, if Earth or humanity is ever in danger you can count on us to act as guardians. Iron Wolves protecting the folk, if you will."

      Kushim placed the document in front of Ruby Finger but he didn't even look at it. "Boy, I shall not repeat myself. We shall only accept your surr--"

      A long drawn out sigh escaped my son’s lips as he shook his head. "I was hoping not to do this. I was hoping to keep the monster caged in the basement, but I see you people only understand one thing. Fine, so be it."

      His hands danced across his computer before it projected a series of blueprints. I recognised them right off the bat and judging by a few gasps so did some people around the table.

      "These are the blueprints of the ship created to destroy my home world. We acquired them when we raided the compound where it was first being built. If you do not sign this treaty we shall be selling it to the highest bidder, after we visit this planet with the one we created."

      "You can't be--"

      "Serious? When it comes to the lives of my people I do not make jokes."

      "By sending this kind of information out into the galaxy you will only--"

      "Put everyone on an equal footing as you?"

      A nervous glance here. A pull of the shirt collar there. A quick sip of water to quench a dry mouth. Ah, there it was. What I had been looking for.

      Ruby Finger picked up the document in front of him with shaking hands. "You must understand we need time, we can't just sign something without consulting our people."

      "You will all sign it now."

      He flicked through the papers and uttered a bark. "Reparations to families affected? Giving back people’s homes is one thing but this, this is too much."

      "I wrote up this treaty myself. There is nothing in there that is unreasonable. You affected people's lives by taking away their homes and livelihoods. You should pay them back for that."

      "But the amount you are asking--"

      "Costs the same as the money you invested in weaponry and ships to destroy us."

      "Outrageous!" said a woman with black nail polish. "Jeffery, don't tell me you're thinking about giving these savages what they want."

      "You can either do it my way. Where you sign the paperwork and then we try and build something better together. Orrrr, I can pass the reins to my parents. My mother many of you know from folklore. She was created by Alvis Bowman and used during WW3." Poppy gave a wave as whispers broke out across the table. "And my father... who would like nothing more than to destroy this whole planet so he can live in peace.

      "Compared to those two I am not asking for much. All I want is for you to do the right thing by the people you harmed and for you to leave us alone."

      Ruby Finger AKA Jeffery nodded. "If--if we consider signing this we still have to show it to our legal team and--"

      "You sign it now. You will not be told again."

      Jeffery looked at his colleagues, who looked at him, in a desperate attempt for him to come up with an idea that would allow this nightmare to stop. "If we sign this, what's stopping you from killing all of us anyway?"

      "Nothing."

      "We at least need some assurances. Like giving us the blueprint--"

      Kushim walked forward and slammed both his palms down in front of Jeffery. The man did well not to flinch. "You are not in a position of power to bargain. Now you have one minute to make up your minds; after that we shall be removing the deal from the table and there shall be all-out war. I hope you make the right choice."

      Kushim walked back to our fold while we watched the twelve huddle together. Fingers were pointed and a few called others on the phone while they all decided what to do.

      "Time’s almost up," I whispered to Kushim.

      "I know. But let’s give them a bit longer. The more they argue the easier they shall be to break."

      "This is unacceptable!" shouted the woman with black nail polish, who had a hint of a German accent. "If you think I will just roll over and die then you have another think coming."

      She got up from her chair and stormed for the exit but didn't get far as a bullet entered the back of her head and blew her brains out her forehead. Shocked mouth forming an O, her lifeless body collapsed on the floor.

      Jeffery held a revolver in one hand, disappointment painting his face. "If there are no more objections then I would like to get this over and done with."

      "We'll need to watch that one," said Kushim to me, as the treaty was signed by Jeffery then passed along the table.

      I nodded, safe in the fact that the next decision I was going to make would be the right one. My son had all grown up, there was nothing left for me to teach him.

      Treaty signed, Kushim, Poppy and I added our own signatures then Kushim digitally scanned the document before giving a copy to Jeffery.

      "It was good doing business with you; let’s hope this is a start to a beautiful partnership," said Kushim, shaking Jeffery's hand. "Now if you don't mind, we shall be taking our leave."

      Everyone filed out of the room leaving me and my son and Jeffery as the last three to leave.

      "I was a fool not to believe the rumours about you and your family, Mr Blake, but it will not be one I ever make again," said Jeffery.

      "If you leave us be, then the World Government has nothing to fear from us. It will be like we never existed. We shall blend into the mist like folktales and legend. But if you come after us, continue on this hateful vendetta, then we shall leave no stone unturned--no place shall be safe from us no matter how many guards you surround yourself with.

      "You think us a threat now; wait till we blend into your surroundings. We shall be the people who serve you your coffees. The parking attendants who take your car. The maids who clean your rooms. The teachers who school your children. You won't be able to tell human from New Human, until it’s too late. Until you feel the knife resting on your throats.

      "This was told to your war dog Abdullah Aly. He did not listen; now he is dead. Do not let the same thing happen to you."
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      Kushim

      

      Almost a full year had passed and the peace between us and the World Government had remained. Better yet, we heard nothing in regard to New Humans being attacked or hunted. Our people kept a constant watch across the stars with information across all the New Human colonies being shared. It was like a large super network where we all worked together to protect ourselves.

      I saw less and less of my father as the months passed. I knew something was up, but I didn’t know what and being so busy myself, I had not gotten the chance to speak to him about it. So it came as a surprise when he asked me to take a hike with him.

      “You know I can’t remember the last time we did this?”

      I looked at him with a raised eyebrow. “It’s because you hate hiking. Or anything involving nature. You're almost as bad as Uncle Willis.”

      “I do not hate nature. Nature hates me. For some reason whenever we go into the jungle, I am the only one of us who gets eaten alive. It’s like the bugs know that deep down I’ll always be a city boy.”

      I stopped and took in the beauty around me. Butterflies as large as dinner plates flapped in the breeze, each species with crazier colouring than the next. One the colour of a vibrant pink sunset rested on my hand. I watched it settle for a moment or two before a stiff breeze unsettled it and the others, causing us to be swarmed by flapping wings that sounded like rustling paper.

      Closing my eyes, I extended my arms out wide.

      “How can you not love this?”

      “I will admit it, it beats a rainy February in New-London, that’s for sure.”

      We continued over grassy hills, with snow-capped mountains in the distance, and went through thick brush that had us hacking and cutting away at vegetation for hours to only gain a couple of hundred feet. On and on we went until we came to a large tree that dominated all others around it. Walking up to it, my father placed his hand under a raised root and opened up an underground hatch.

      He went in first and gestured for me to follow.

      “Close the hatch behind you.”

      Looking ahead, there was nothing but black, but I did as he asked, plunging us into darkness. About to say something, I stopped as a faint glow built up in strength, until a fluorescent glow pushed the darkness back.

      “This is beautiful.”

      He chuckled. “You’ve not seen anything yet.”

      We continued through a network of tunnels for what felt like hours until the light from a cave opening beckoned. The view it gave was of a valley floor.

      “How do we get down?”

      My father pointed to a steep cliff face that would give mountain goats a hard time. “Really? You, of all people, are going to make that descent?”

      He placed a hand on his chest, offended. “I’ll have you know I made this trek as nothing more than a regular human being. Not like you, with all your New Human gifts.”

      A small rock was dislodged off the cliff face and rolled away, collecting other stones on its way down. Before it was halfway down the cliff, the miniature landslide would have killed any normal human. I looked back at him in disbelief. “And…you didn’t hurt yourself?”

      “No.”

      “You weren’t carried down?”

      “No.”

      “Mum didn’t—”

      “If you keep on, I’ll kick you down this cliff myself. Now come on.”

      “Alright, old man, but if you need to hold on to my hand—” He slapped me behind the head.

      The descent was as difficult as it appeared, with each of us suffering from cuts and bruises, but we did it in record time. The valley we found ourselves in held the remains of a battle long passed. Craters from explosives and scorch marks from ships littered the valley floor. I ran my hand over a large boulder that had been cracked from some kind of impact. Taking a step, my feet kicked something metal that bounced in the dirt. Bending to pick it up, I brushed the mud encasing it to see that it was an artillery shell casing.

      Someone had done their best to clear this site of the bloodshed that spilt here, but the violence had soaked deep into the earth’s core.

      “There is an uneasiness in the air. I can’t put my finger on it or explain why, but… it feels heavy. Like a dark cloud covers this complete area.”

      “This is where we battled Alvis. Many lives were lost here.”

      “Ah, that makes sense. But why is this the first time you’ve brought me here?”

      “Because you were not ready.”

      I looked at him confused. “I don’t understand.”

      “The reason I brought you here is so you can see what people will do for power, but more importantly, what people will do for the resources that are here. You have given the people of this planet a choice to be like us, but to do so, you will need the metal found only in these mines to make that happen. But just like oil, gold, and any other precious metal, once people find out the origin of its source, there will be conflict to control it.

      “That is why I am showing you this long-forgotten battle site. Because if you do not want it to become another one, you shall need to control all of this if you want to keep your promise to the people of this planet.”

      “But do we have to use this site? Can’t we find the metal resource somewhere else?”

      “There is only one other planet that has the metal to create New Humans that we know of. I shall give that knowledge to you as well, but you will need to guard these mines and that planet if you want the future of our people to be secure.”

      I felt the weight of what he was telling me settle on my shoulders. I tried to not let it bury me but—

      “There will be plenty of time for you to process how you feel, but I brought you here to show you two things, and the other one is inside those caves.”
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        * * *

      

      My mouth hung open at what I saw.

      “How long have you known about this place?”

      “Longer than you have been alive.”

      We stood in front of a crystal lake positioned in the middle of a cave that stretched for miles in all directions. Rock formations covered in precious gemstones hung from the ceiling like ornaments. They sparkled in the warm glow of the fungus and worms that gave off light in the rocks they called home. The lake itself glowed and pulsed like a heartbeat. Bending down, I ran my fingertips through its surface and found it to be warm like a hot spring. Although the lake and the gemstone-covered rocks were fascinating, what took my breath away were the paintings.

      They looked… non-human. Like they were drawn by a mathematician going through a mushroom trip.

      The more I looked at them, the more I become confused—fascinated—lost.

      “This…this looks like an artist’s expression of computer code. I can’t make sense of it.”

      “And neither could I. With the help of Niko’s people, we have spent decades trying to decode this,” said my father, waving at the paintings. “We always came up short. We knew two things, though. One, it dates back a million years or more, and two, it wasn’t created by human hands.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Positive. Niko’s maths is never wrong and this has been an obsession for her since I showed her. If it wasn’t for the war with the World Government, then she would have cracked it sooner.”

      “What do you mean, cracked it sooner?”

      My father smiled at me and ran his hands over the code that looked like it had been lasered into the wall. “I don’t know if I say this to you enough, son, but I am so proud of you. Proud isn’t a strong enough word to describe how happy I am at the man you have become. You are the best of me and your mother. Better. Sometimes she and I talk about you and wonder where you came from. It feels like magic. I look at you and think the gods gifted you to us. That the universe knew it needed someone like you to protect the people who couldn’t protect themselves.” He walked up to me and clasped my shoulders.

      “I am truly happy with who you are and I love you with all my heart.”

      I tried to speak, but the words caught in my throat.

      “That’s why I am leaving all this to you.”

      “What?” I took a confused step back.

      “You no longer need me to watch over your shoulder. You no longer need me to give you advice on how to lead.”

      “What are you talking about? You have done this longer than me. I will always need your advice.”

      “No. No, you won’t, son.”

      “But—”

      “If it wasn’t for you freeing our people from cages, we wouldn’t have the support we needed to fight the World Government. If it wasn’t for your words to the people of Safe Haven, victory would have been snatched from us in the final hour. If it wasn’t for you defeating Abdullah Aly I would be dead. And if it wasn’t for your level-headedness in New-London, then God knows what I would have done.

      “Time and time again, you have been a better man than me, with words I should have listened to, with actions I should have followed. You don’t need guidance from me.

      “Just listen to your gut and you’ll be all right.”

      “Dad, I don’t want this… whatever it is.”

      “I’m sorry, son. Since you were born, that choice was never yours to make.” He wiped my tears and smiled at me. “Come now. You knew this time would come.”

      “I know… I just didn’t know it would come so soon. I thought I would still have time.”

      “That's the thing though, son, as New Humans we have all the time we could want.”

      I hugged him tight and we held each other in an embrace that felt like it lasted hours. Pulling away from him, I asked, “What are you going to do now? Retire? Lie on a beach somewhere?”

      He laughed. “I wish. No. We have other plans.” He looked once again at the paintings. “As I said, Niko cracked it.”

      “Cracked what?”

      “The paintings. We were right. It is code, but not computer code like we first thought. They are star coordinates.”

      “To where?”

      “That’s what we are going to find out.”

      “We?”

      “Your mother, Willis, Zizi, Niko, Makenna, Fae and others who were with us from the start. We are going to take a fleet and have ourselves an advantage.”

      “But that could take—decades—centuries.”

      “And who better to explore unknown space than beings who no longer age?”

      “And what if what you find doesn’t want to be found?”

      He looked at the paintings once again. “If they didn’t want to be found, then why did they leave us an address?”

      I opened my mouth, but I didn’t have an answer to that. “I’ll miss you.”

      He punched me lightly in the ribs. “Don’t worry. We’ll still have plenty of time together before we leave. We need to get ourselves prepared for a voyage like this. Anyway, your old man still has to show you a few moves you’ve not seen before he leaves.”

      “Oh please,” I said with an eye roll. “Just try not to blow your knees out.”

      “Why you little— come here, I’ll show you blown-out knees!”
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        * * *

      

      I sat in front of my newly formed council.

      Mariya sat to my right. Sun and Moon sat in front of me to my far left, Michael and Gabriel to my far right. There were others I deemed important to this council who proved themselves useful during the war. Li-Ching and Crystal, for instance, two ex-gang members from Paradise Lost who’d helped my father. Their support during the handover of power from my father to me was instrumental in getting the people from the Lost to support me.

      Another was Flex Ashton, whose underworld connections snuffed out any plans of unseating me from power before my reign got started.

      “How are you enjoying being New Human?” I asked them.

      Li-Ching gave me a delicate nod. “I enjoy it very much, Monarch. I didn’t know how clumsy the human body was until I became this.”

      “Enjoying isn’t even the right word. Loving would be better,” said Crystal, as she cupped her breasts, which sat in a halter top. “These babies will never age. They’ll look this perfect forever.”

      Flex nodded. “It’s like a drug, mate. I can see why the World Government fears us so.”

      “I’m glad you approve.”

      Moon gave me a wink before giving Crystal a lecherous glare. “Don’t worry, boss, we all approve.”

      I ignored the snickers that swept around the table and steepled my fingers together. “First of all, I want to thank all of you for coming to my first Council meeting. You will find things run under my rule different from my father’s, but his core principles shall forever remain in my actions.

      “My goal is simple.

      “I wish to create an empire that spans a millennium. An empire that protects our way of life. An empire that battles the injustices of this universe. It will not be easy, but I believe with your help and others’ we shall get there.

      “Now, what do you say we get down to business?”
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      Please leave a review, reviews help sell books and allow me to create more stories like this. The more reviews I get, the faster the stories come.

      That is it.

      This book is the last book in the series. As the most successful series I have ever written, it is a bittersweet moment for me, but I think it ended at the right book.

      What is next?

      I have a new co-written series coming out, which I can’t wait for you to read.

      I am also writing another series based in the JYD universe, but this will be set some ten thousand years in the future. A bit different, but… you know what, I won’t say too much just yet. This shall be three books and it will be out later this year.

      As always, if you want to join my mailing list do so by clicking here.

      Or join me on Facebook in a secret group. Link below.

      https://www.facebook.com/groups/913118699871413/members

      You can also email me @ Writer@dominiquemondesir.co.uk

      Till next time
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