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PROLOGUE



Afigure crossed a dark city street. There were few lights on in this part of Los Angeles. The glow from the still-civilized part of Orange Country hung to the north and east, a promise of a dawn yet to come. What few buildings ran off batteries had their windows blacked out. It was best not to signal the predators prowling the night that there was something, or someone, worth investigating.

Katie adjusted a heavy pack against her shoulder. The weight bit into the meager padding of her sweatshirt. The battery packs she’d pried out of old Ibarra labor robots could be refurbished and would go for enough to feed her and her brother for an entire week… if she could keep the money hidden. Isaac would spend the money to get his fix first and fill his stomach later.

She peered around a corner. Unlike most buildings that hadn’t been burnt out or looted into husks, a small office building across the way had lit windows. Shadows meandered around oil barrel fires, the thump of music and laughing men carrying through still air.

“Damn it, they’re all supposed to be sleeping it off by now,” she looked to the east for dawn, but the dull glow was purely artificial and came from what was left of Orange County. This Durango Cartel outpost on the edge of their territory was as close to an authority that still existed here, but no one wanted the cartel’s attention if they could help it.

A flock of pigeons startled her as they took off from a nearby rooftop. She gripped the one good strap on her backpack.

There were rumors of some sort of… thing prowling the nights here. More than one psychopath had filtered into the lawless section of the city. Some left their victims in the street. Sometimes they carried their prey into the night, never to be seen again. But whatever was on the night air in the past few months had everyone scared, even the cartels.

Katie swallowed hard. Her limbs shook as adrenaline coursed through her blood.

“There’s nothing there. There’s nothing there,” she ducked low and hurried across the street. She glanced from the house full of cartel soldiers to a decent-looking car parked half on, half off a curb.

She made it across the street and crouched against the bumper. A bottle shattered somewhere outside the cartel house and an argument broke out.

“Shoot each other, please,” she put a hand to her chest, feeling her heart pounding. Only a few blocks until she made it home. Katie rose slowly and peered through the car’s windows toward the house.

A cigarette tip within glowed brightly as a man took a long drag. He had a pockmarked face, thin hair, and an almost bemused look on his face. The passenger side door popped open.

Katie broke into a sprint, the pack full of batteries weighing her down. The bouncing pulled the strap free from its clip. The pack fell off her and hit the back of her legs, tripping her up. She landed hard on the sidewalk, the smell of dried urine and dust hitting her almost as hard as the concrete. She cursed herself and scrambled toward an alleyway, abandoning the pack and whatever good might’ve come from the contents.

“Hey! Get back here!” a man yelled.

Katie grabbed a rusty pipe bolted to the corner next to the alley and swung into her chosen escape route. She kicked through old bags of trash as she slowed down. A sickening revelation hit her, this was a dead end. The far side of the alley was a mountain of garbage against a tall fence topped with razor wire.

A flashlight’s beam wobbled along the sidewalk and the alley walls.

Katie took a deep breath and held it as she dug into a mound of garbage bags. Rats squealed and scampered over her arms as she bore deeper into the filth. The reek of mold, long-ago rotted food, and standing sewage enveloped her. She buried her face into the crook of her arm, gagging as something moist passed over her lips.

“Down here?” another man asked. She willed her heart to stop pounding as more flashlights shined over the refuse.

“Bunch of bot batteries,” a third man said. “More dirty-ass scavengers.”

“You sure he went down here?”

A pair of boots scuffed the ground a few feet from her.

“Ugh… maybe not?” another said, barely choking down a laugh.

An arm shot through the garbage bags, barely missing her. Katie drew a small knife from her pocket and thrust it at a red sleeve as it swiped toward her.

“Son of a bitch!” the arm snapped back.

Another arm clamped down on her ankle and dragged her out. A kick to the stomach doubled her over. She let out a brief cry as another kick landed against her kidneys.

“That’ll get infected,” the wounded cartel soldier pressed a hand to his forearm, looking at the blood in his palm.

A flashlight beamed down on Katie’s face, held by the same soldier who had a boot against her neck.

“Look at this… a snack,” he chuckled. “Wasn’t some weak little shit of a guy like I thought.”

“You serious? She’s got to stink worse than all this shit,” another said.

“We take her back to the house, hose her down, and let the crew eat breakfast,” the one with the light slapped a thick hand against the front of her sweatshirt and held her head and shoulders off the concrete. She couldn’t see his face behind the light, but she smelled the cigarette on his fingers.

“We gotta go first. We caught her,” one said behind her.

Katie whimpered as the light moved up and down her body, lingering over certain areas.

There was a brief rush of air, then the sound of something heavy striking the pavement. Multiple lights shined down the alley, illuminating a figure in dark fatigues, mismatched boots, and a ragged hoodie that covered his face.

“All kinds of trash in here,” the smoker said. “Hey, buddy, mind your own business. Bullets are expensive.”

The dark figure’s hands flexed, knuckles popping, and clenched into fists.

“One step and you’re a dead man,” one of the soldiers said. A laser sight dot wavered on the other man’s chest.

“Sorry,” the figure said, his voice low and raspy. “Someone beat you to it.”

“Just this ass⁠—”

The figure moved so fast Katie almost missed it. His hand swept across his lower back and shot forward. A reflection flashed over her as a combat knife speared through the smoker’s hand holding the flashlight. He howled, metacarpals split and broken. The flashlight flew up and spun in the air.

A cartel soldier opened fire. The figure charged forward as bullets thumped into his chest. Every muzzle flash illuminated the face of the figure…a skull face.

The Dead Man ducked under a shot, one hand arcing over his shoulder and slamming onto the shooter’s shoulder. His other hand came up and seized the wrist holding the gun. He jerked the arm out of the socket and cranked the wrist back so fast the elbow shattered. Bone jutted out of skin as the man screeched in pain.

The Dead Man pulled the trigger of the screamer’s gun and shot him in the head. He swung the body across him, using him as a shield, and got control of the weapon. The third soldier cried out in rapid-fire Spanish, ordering the smoker with the knife still in his hand to do something.

A gun shot cracked, and the soldier closest to the entrance turned and ran. Two more shots rang out, each hitting the soldier in the lower leg and striking his shin bones. He pitched forward, his face scraping against the ground as he slid to a stop.

The Dead Man tossed the corpse onto the pile of garbage behind Katie, who was frozen in terror. He stalked toward the fallen soldier, who tried crawling away. The Dead Man laughed as he wrapped his fingers around the other man’s ankle. He twisted around and slammed the soldier into the ground like a meaty hammer into a concrete anvil.

Something wet and sticky bounced off Katie’s face.

The Dead Man put a foot on one of the dropped flashlights and twisted it toward Katie. The beam stopped short of her, illuminating the smoker on the ground, one shoulder against a steel dumpster, the knife still stuck lengthwise down his hand.

The smoker sputtered in terror as the Dead Man’s shadow closed on him.

“I can pay! I can⁠—”

A kick struck him in the face, squishing it like a stepped-on grape against the side of the dumpster. The decapitated body flopped against the ground, and what was left of the rest of him dribbled down the dumpster.

Katie snatched up a flashlight that had rolled close to her and shined it on the Dead Man’s back. He wrenched his knife free from the hand with a crack of bone, then wiped the blade against the twitching body’s pant leg. He rose slowly, knife held loosely in his fingers. He shuddered, like some enormous burden had just fallen off his shoulders.

Katie fought to say anything but managed a few consonants.

The Dead Man turned toward her. The dark pools of the skull’s eye sockets seemed to suck light away from his visage. He raised a finger and set it against the front of his teeth.

“Bad place,” he rasped. “Bad time. Go home.”

The Dead Man crouched slightly, then leaped up. He landed against the wall on the other side of the alley, then jumped across again, landing higher on the opposite side. His shadow vanished over the roof without a sound.

Katie hurled the flashlight away and rushed out of the alley. She scooped up her bag and ran into the night.


CHAPTER 1



Three months later.

You’re wasting time.

We have to be smart about this.

The more we have to wait, the worse it’ll be.

Then we wait.

The Dead Man limped down a trash-strewn street. He wore a mishmash of clothes that were too long at the legs and too short at the sleeves. A filthy hoodie covered most of his face as he dragged his right leg behind him. The rest of the homeless in this part of Signal Hill were used to him putting in an appearance in the early evening and treated him with the same callous disinterest they paid to anyone who had enough sense to leave everyone else alone.

He leaned a shoulder against a brick wall covered in peeling beige paint and slid to the ground. A small bottle of rotgut came out of his hoodie and was set against his thigh. He kept his bad leg straight and huddled against the wall, never touching the booze again.

The three-story-tall barrier around the Los Angeles No Go Zone swayed in the slight wind coming off the Pacific Ocean. Strands of razor wire had come loose since being installed, dangling from the top like errant rope from the mast of a dead sailing ship. Not that anyone was coming to repair the fence. There was no government inside the NGZ and little in the way of police presence in the blocks haloed around the area.

Locals knew going into the NGZ was taking your life in your own hands, and anyone who could avoid the place did. Judicious caution was required in the halo… which was why so many drug dens had emerged in the halo.

The Dead Man watched a run-down single-story home open up and two men emerge. They crossed the street, and one opened several locks on a different house that had windows and doors barred. All the homes here had been built into mini fortresses—or prisons, depending on who you asked—but the house the Dead Man was interested in had fresh metal over the windows. He’d watched days ago as sandbags were brought in and piled against the walls, making it more resistant to drive-by shootings.

One man slipped into the house, and the other took up guard as the door way was locked again. Down the street, several cars pulled out of parking spaces and along the roadside. The outer perimeter security had done its job and would now prowl the surrounding streets to call in rival gangs or the unlikely presence of police.

The drug den was open for business.

Kadish stood up and walked away, his limp gone and the liquor bottle abandoned. He tugged the hood closer to his skull face.
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Cee Cee swiped hands with the buyer in the beat up Chinese-made electric car and pocketed the bills. He flicked the edge of his thumb against the edges as he walked back to the trap house. The early evening was colder than usual; he might even see stars if the cloud cover broke. Light pollution wasn’t a problem, as most of Los Angeles was still dark from the Pop over a year ago.

He rapped a knuckle on the reinforced steel door to the trap house and passed the money into a small open slot. A different slot opened and a gloved hand dropped a tiny baggie of white powder stamped with a crude purple smiley face on a narrow ledge.

Cee Cee transferred the baggie into another pocket and went back to the customer. The man in the driver’s seat was already breathing hard from withdrawal. His eyes were watery and quivered in their sockets as Cee Cee flicked the baggie onto his lap.

“I need to check it.” The buyer squeezed the contents between his fingers.

“Get the fuck outta here,” Cee Cee waved a hand between them. “We only sell good shit here. You don’t like it, you buy from somewhere else. Move.”

“Yeah yeah,” the driver said as he pulled away.

Cee Cee looked around, didn’t see anything out of the ordinary, and whistled to a lookout posted at a corner. The lookout tapped on the hood of another car and pointed to the trap house.

The next customer pulled up, a haggard-looking woman with sunken cheeks and skin the texture of old leather.

“Hey, what’s good today?” she asked as the window came down.

“Got a line, Darla, you want the usual, or something else?” Cee Cee asked.

“Little light on goldies today, maybe I pay some other way?” she flashed a droopy breast at him.

“Can’t hand that off. This is a no-change operation. You got fifty or not?” Cee Cee tugged at his shirt and flashed the gun stuffed into his waistband.

“Oh is-is-is it still fifty?” Darla flashed a smile that was missing several teeth. “Yeah, I got it. Ha ha. Just seeing if I can save the cash for somewhere else. Got kids to feed and⁠—”

“No you don’t. Pay or get the fuck out of here for someone who can pay,” Cee Cee splayed his fingers out and patted his right shoulder. The lookouts relaxed as he signaled there wasn’t trouble.

Darla reached into her bra and passed a small stack of barely moist bills to the runner.

Cee Cee sneered as he felt the filth on the money on his way back to the heavy door. Having drug addicts for customers was great, as they were very loyal to good suppliers, and they all purchased his product more and more often as the addiction ran its course. The downside was… they were a bunch of degenerate drug addicts who behaved exactly how the stereotypes portrayed them.

There was a heavy thump against the door as Cee Cee approached. He glanced up at a camera mounted over the entrance and rapped again next to the pay slot.

No answer.

“Yo, Rotty, we got customers,” Cee Cee knocked harder.

The slot opened and the money vanished. The same gloved hand set down a small plastic baggie.

“Rotty, that ain’t procedure,” Cee Cee said in a loud whisper as he picked up the drugs. The package was devoid of their trademark. “And this ain’t the shit we just cooked up.”

The slot slammed shut.

“Bitch at me for not doing it your way, and now this shit,” Cee Cee mumbled as he went back to the curb and passed the drugs off to the buyer.

The next car held an obese man with too many gold chains and too-dark sunglasses to be anything but a pimp. The back seat held two Asian females who looked like hatchlings abandoned in their nest.

“Hey, Southie, usual?” Cee Cee smiled at one of his best customers.

“Make it a twenty,” the pimp said. “Another boat at the docks. Lots of product to break in.” He passed over a roll of gold-hued bills.

“We don’t cut it for first-timers,” Cee Cee’s eyes lingered over the two in the back seat.

“It’s for my usual girls. They get jealous when there’s new workers, got to keep ‘em happy one way or another,” Southie waggled his eyebrows.

“Yeah, yeah, I gotcha,” Cee Cee came back with a pack of baggies that would’ve earned him twenty years in prison, as it was far beyond the “personal use” amounts that cops only gave citations for these days. Not that cops would come to this part of town without a SWAT team and a half-dozen drones.

The evening continued with regular pacing between the curb where the deals happened and the trap house where the goods were kept. Darkness fell an hour later, and only lights from inside the houses fell to the streets. The few floodlights atop the NGZ barrier that hadn’t been shot out clicked on, making the dark walls stick out against the night. City lights from the other side of the Santa Monica Mountains cast a dull glow to the north and northeast. Whatever lights were on in Los Angeles were running off generators or batteries and were clustered in a few areas.

The runner munched on a long, cold sandwich rap between buyers. Sporadic gunshots cracked through the night, but none within a few blocks of his workplace. No one who wanted to live messed around in Cartel territory.

Cee Cee waved a hand over the light on his Ubi slate twice to signal for the lookout to send the next car off the line. The Ibarra Corporation’s Ubiquitous data slates had taken over the cell phone and tablet world soon after their introduction. Ibarra practically gave them away for free but brought in nominal fees for transactions made on Ubis. Turns out that making a little bit of money on almost every human being on Earth every day ended up being incredibly profitable. There wasn’t a signal back. Cee Cee craned his neck at the corner and thought he saw a fight move around the corner of a house.

“Who’s that stupid?” Cee Cee raised his Ubi to his ear and called Rotty in the trap house. It rang several times before a sports car pulled up from behind Cee Cee, the lights on. A door opened, and he heard the sound of a hammer cock back.

“Don’t,” a gruff voice said. “Keep your hands where I can see them and I won’t shoot you in the face.” A well-built man in slacks and a buttoned shirt got out of the car. An even bigger bruiser exited the passenger side.

A beat-up Southie was in the back seat. He followed the larger man out, one hand on a swollen jaw.

“Hey, hey now,” Cee Cee did as ordered and added a wide smile. “I’m not carrying a damn thing. Just got to pay for whatever you want and⁠—”

The man in business casual whipped his pistol across Cee Cee’s face, splitting his bottom lip and knocking him against the hood of the car. The man snatched his collar and beat his forehead against the edge of his bumper, causing another cut that sent blood running into an eye.

“That’s him, Marcus,” Southie mumbled. “Got it from him.”

“This your shit?” Marcus tossed several baggies onto the road where Cee Cee was bleeding. “You sold all that to my man here?”

“It’s not—” Cee Cee spat out a tooth, “—it’s not our brand. We put a smiley on there so people—ah!”

Marcus mashed a heel on Cee Cee’s hand.

“All him!” Southie shouted.

“Fuckin’ snitch, man,” Cee Cee whined.

“I look like a cop to you?” Marcus hauled Cee Cee up. The bruiser patted him down and took his sidearm. Marcus shoved Cee Cee into the light from the car and wrapped an arm around his neck.

“Your shit just OD’d ten girls at my club. I had to use my stash of Null to keep them from dying, but they are all sorts of fucked up because of you,” Marcus flicked the muzzle of his pistol against Cee Cee’s skull. “I ain’t here for a refund. I’m here for compensation. If your cook doesn’t get out here in the next minute, I’ll jump to the revenge part of my options, and I’ll start with blowing your brains out all over the sidewalk. Get him out here.”

“Yo, Rotty!” Cee Cee shouted. “Got a customer complaint.”

The house remained silent.

“Man, I just run the money and the product back and forth,” Cee Cee tested the grip around his neck and it only got tighter. “I barely even get paid for this. Don’t blame me for⁠—”

The front door opened.

“Shut up,” Marcus hissed in Cee Cee’s ear. “You think you can cost me money and get away with it. You know who I work for, you asshole?”

“Course I do. We’d never sell bad shit to Durango—urk!” Cee Cee fought to breathe as Marcus tightened his hold and used him as a human shield.

A shadow appeared in the doorway. It walked out slowly with hands high.

“Stop,” Marcus aimed his pistol at Rotty. “You sold bad shit to the wrong people. Time for a lesson.”

Marcus released Cee Cee and shoved him forward. Cee Cee stumbled across the patchy yard. Three shots cracked through the night air, and Cee Cee fell on his face. One leg shifted in the dirt. He tried to crawl forward but managed to extend one arm before he died.

Rotty didn’t react.

“All your cash. Now!” Marcus shifted his aim to Rotty.

Rotty, his head and shoulders swallowed in shadow, hooked a thumb over one shoulder to the open door.

“Baku, go get it,” Marcus said to the bruiser. “Appreciate your cooperation, but the Cartel has a pretty clear policy for anyone under us.”

Marcus shot Rotty twice in the chest. The man fell back and onto his side on the walkway to the front door. Marcus blew smoke off the muzzle and turned to Southie, who’d crept closer to the open car door.

“This is why you test product before it goes to the stable,” Marcus wagged the gun at him as Baku trotted toward the open door. Marcus marched toward the pimp. “You got lazy, and now my fuckin’ dance floor is covered in puke and shit and none of them are getting fucked right now. That means I don’t make money. I don’t make money and the Cartel don’t make⁠—”

Baku let out a grunt. There was a wet snap behind Marcus. He turned around and barely got his arms up as something flew at him from the darkness. Something solid and hairy smacked into his chest. Blood sprayed against Marcus’ face as the object landed on one shoe.

Baku’s severed head rolled toward the curb.

Marcus thrust his hand holding the gun out toward the house. The shadows came alive, and his gun arm went straight up. A vice closed on his forearm as he was hauled a few inches off his feet.

A skull face filled Marcus’ vision. He stared into twin pools of darkness and let out a scream.

Southie let out a higher-pitched cry of fear and ran for it.

The Dead Man tightened his grip on Marcus’ forearm. The bones snapped and Marcus howled in pain. His hand went limp and the gun fell from his fingers. The Dead Man caught it with his other hand, dropped Marcus to the ground, and shot Southie twice in the back of the head as he fled.

The pimp slammed against the sidewalk and slid a few inches before coming to a stop.

The Dead Man slammed a boot against Marcus’ shoulder, pinning him to the car. Marcus frothed at the mouth as he breathed through gritted teeth. He looked down the barrel of his own gun.

“Where’s Alcalde?” the Dead Man asked, his voice low and sonorous. The teeth of his jaw moved as he spoke, but there were no lips or a tongue.

Marcus’s mouth twitched as his body trembled with pain from the shattered forearm.

“W-where he always is,” Marcus spat bloody phlegm to the road.

“Where do they make the Blast? Give me a good answer and this’ll go quicker for you.”

“You’re not real. You’re just some freak playing to the rumors. You think Alcalde’s afraid of the Dead Man? He’s not real.”

Sirens rose in the distance. The Dead Man cocked one ear slightly to the sky.

“I’m real enough,” the Dead Man shoved the pistol into Marcus’ mouth and wrenched his head back. He fired a single round that went down his throat, tore through his chest cavity, abdomen, and exited out the back of his upper thigh.

The Dead Man tucked the pistol under his hoodie and walked into the night.


CHAPTER 2



Kadish walked along the fence surrounding the No Go Zone. Trash heaps filled the once-empty space between the multi-story fencing and the bulldozed area around it. The genius Federal authorities who came up with the No Go Zone after the California state government collapsed thought they could sequester the NGZ and keep a buffer zone around it.

That idea might’ve briefed well in Washington D.C, but implementing the exclusion zone was a different manner.

Kadish adjusted his countenance to the soft and lumpy features of someone deep into an addiction spiral. He leaned out his muscles and frame to appear more weak and emasculated as he made his way to a series of crude paint marks just over head height near the massive join between two of the NGZ walls segments. His limp even came back.

He knocked five times on a worn patch of metal. There was a creak of rusty hinges and a doorway slid open.

“You got payment?” someone asked on the other side of the concrete footing.

“Will you take a joke?” Kadish rasped. “Pickin’s were no good.”

“Jesus, Johnny, crime ain’t for you,” the door opened fully. A man with a long, straggly beard was there, a sawed-off shotgun hung from a wide leather belt.

“I was at the graveyard. Real happening spot. People are just dying to get in,” Kadish forced a chuckle.

“I’d put double on your tab, but that one wasn’t as god awful as your usual jokes,” the man shut the door behind Kadish. The small camp near the fence was par for modern California architecture: tents with piles of accumulated trash and makeshift dwellings clustered against the outer wall like a fresh scab. The reek of feces and urine was everywhere. Mongrel dogs ran in loose packs through the encampment, barking at each other and any vagrant who caught their ire.

Further into the NGZ, abandoned factories and low-rise buildings were silhouetted by the occasional pool of light from any community or “business” with enough capital and clout to run a generator and not have it stolen by better armed and more needy neighbors.

“Father Maris has hot soup and a wash basin out,” the man tilted his head away from the wall. “Lot safer way to take care of yourself than going out there. You dig?”

“Dig. Dig,” Kadish rubbed his arms and walked away. The wad of cash he’d taken from the trap house was a heavy knot in a shirt pocket beneath his hoodie. Stiffing the “baby gate,” as the NGZ denizens called it, bothered him, but he had a reputation as a poor tipper, and paying enough to keep the guard’s mouth shut would only beg questions. Him flashing cash right after a trap house was ripped off wasn’t how he kept a low profile and would only invite more trouble down the road.

The Great Gospel Church was a rarity in the NGZ, as it still had most of its windows and had escaped the worst of the looting and fires following the Pop. Trash-can fires cast a yellow glow against the walls and the massive cross on the tower. No one was exactly sure which denomination Father Maris represented, but he had enough connections to the outside world that humanitarian supplies made it to him with minimal evaporation to bribes and theft during transit.

“Neutral ground,” a beat-up guard grumbled as Kadish entered a chain link fence. “Behave and you won’t get hurt.”

“Sure thing,” Kadish bobbed his head rapidly and fell into a soup line with other wretches. The NGZ was home to anyone without the resources to leave, which meant there were plenty of indigents and refugees in line with him. It was also home to anyone who chose to be there and was willing to fight to keep what they had… or take what they wanted.

Kadish was handed a Styrofoam bowl and got two ladles of something lukewarm out of a pot. He got two hard bread rolls and clutched the food to his chest, leaning over to protect it as he went for an unoccupied picnic table. Kadish dunked the bread into the soup and ate fast and sloppy.

“Hey there,” a man in priest garb sat down next to him. Maris wore rounded spectacles and had an unconvincing comb-over. He was lean and well kempt, though his hands were rough from work and had soil beneath his fingernails. “No need to rush. You eat like you were in the service: eat it now and taste it later, yes?”

“Jus’ hungry is all,” Kadish didn’t look directly at the priest. “Thanks.”

“Not me. Praise the Lord. Give thanks to the Lord, for He is good; His love endures forever,” Maris smiled. “Come join us for service when you’re done eating. No rush, and you can have seconds,” he gave Kadish a pat on the shoulder and moved away.

Snake.

“You shut up,” Kadish muttered. This got a few looks from people at other tables. Kadish kept mumbling nonsense to himself. He wouldn’t be the first crazy to stop by for a meal, and he wouldn’t be the last.

The soup was thin, with bits of vegetable that hadn’t been fully rehydrated and synthetic protein meat substitute, but he was thankful all the same.
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Hours later, the church was dark and silent. Kadish sat in a pew in the back. He kept his head down in mock prayer, and no one ever bothered him when he’d stayed there deep into the night. Sleeping wasn’t tolerated in this church, but prayer was actively encouraged.

This night was silent, with Kadish the only one in the pews.

The Red Man walked up to the pulpit. He was dressed as a cardinal, cherry-red hair wild beneath the mitre hat. He rapped overly long fingernails against the pulpit and raised his hands high.

Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today to celebrate the passing of a member of this community… not that he’ll be missed.

The Red Man twirled around the pulpit and hopped down the stairs. He jumped up and landed on the top of a pew, balancing perfectly. He slid slippered feet along the edge as he walked toward the center.

Only two drug pushers, a pimp, and a pair of thugs… you’re not living up to your potential.

The Red Man hopped across the gap and continued his path across the top of the pews.

“It was worth the shot to draw out Alcalde,” Kadish said. “We could’ve killed the kingpin just like that.”

Shooting down the flesh trader’s throat… nice touch. Can’t say I’m satisfied. Can’t say I’m upset.

The Red Man jumped into the air and landed on his hands on the pew in front of Kadish. His cardinal robes were unaffected by gravity. The Red Man shifted his hands to one side, his freakishly long fingernails—much longer than when he was at the pulpit—screeching against the old wood.

Not enough. There’s plenty outside we can kill.

“No,” Kadish lifted his face and stared into the Red Man’s upside-down eyes. “Not the innocent. Never.”

The Red Man lifted one hand up to the side, then pressed hard against the pew and flipped off. He landed next to Kadish without a sound.

They’re all sinners. We’re judgment. Isn’t that what this building’s all about?

“You should actually listen to what’s said from the pulpit instead of mocking it,” Kadish said. “I killed enough today. Why aren’t you satisfied?”

The Red Man moved his hands from one position of prayer to another, seemingly confused with what he was doing. He finally stuffed his fingers beneath his arm pits. The seams of his cardinal’s vestments had gone frayed. A pinkish hue to his skin grew more pronounced as his veins pulsed harder and harder.

You used to be more fun. We slaughtered every commie soldier on that train in China, and since then you’ve become such a pussy. Just charge into the compound where Alcalde is and let me loose. We’ll survive.

“You’re not the one who gets shot,” Kadish rubbed his chest, feeling where a bullet was lodged in his pseudo-skin and the graphenium layer beneath it. “And we do—I do something that reckless and stupid, it will get noticed. Then my life gets even harder. They’ll come for me.”

For years I had to get by on the occasional street thug. The gang banger. Then law and order collapses and you still want to be ‘strategic’ about who we kill? This is our time, and you’re wasting it!

“And I’ve already drawn too much attention,” Kadish whispered. “I should move. There’s another NGZ in San Diego… maybe even San Fran.”

That shit hole. The Red Man’s lips pulled back into a sneer, revealing pointed, demonic teeth.

“Mexico is out, not with my Spanish,” Kadish said.

Go there. Target-rich environment, yes?

“Once I can take out Alcalde, then the people here⁠—”

The Red Man thrust his arms out as if to choke someone. Kadish’s limbs followed suite. He reached for the crucifix and the Savior’s neck before regaining control.

I AM NOT GOING TO WAIT! The Red Man roared. We are no hero. You will find more warm bodies for me to tear apart, or I will do it myself, and I am not the moralizing coward you are.

The Red Man leaned towards Kadish’s face, his nose almost touching his cheek.

Just let me take over and everything will be fine, the Red Man whispered. It’ll be me, not you. You can bury yourself in your own mind… I’ll keep you entertained.

“Fuck off,” Kadish said.

The Red Man clapped twice, then held his palm over Kadish’s eyes. The hand flourished, and Kadish was alone once again.


CHAPTER 3



Detective Heather Osia got out of her car. She kept one hand on her thigh holster as she did a quick perimeter sweep. Even with all the police lights flashing around the crime scene and the presence of overhead drones recording everything… cops weren’t safe this close to the NGZ.

The neighborhood was little better than dilapidated houses occupied by squatters or the latest wave of refugees. Police only came into the halo around the NGZ in force and if there was a call for service bad enough that it meant cops were willing to get shot at to answer.

She kept one hand on her pistol and hurried to the line of holo tape around the house and sidewalk where the murders had taken place. A rather rotund individual leaned against a squad car, the badge around his neck catching the flashing lights.

“Captain Conrad,” Osia gave him a nod as she stepped through the holo tape.

“Detective Osia… figured you’d show up,” Conrad took a sip of coffee. “Weird one. Call came in after shots fired and 10-140s reported. Initial pair of mobile units arrived within thirty minutes and found the scene… mostly intact.”

“Thirty minutes to respond to a 140, multiple murders?” Osia shook her head. She plucked an Ubi data slate from a back pocket.

“Wasn’t the first one called in tonight, and I doubt it’ll be the last,” Conrad shrugged. “Usually we’re called out to bag and tag the aftermath. Locals never miss the chance to pick something clean before we get tipped off. This time? There’s actual evidence of the crime. Weird, right?”

“Little bit, yeah,” Osia looked toward the house, the front door still wide open. “Bring me up to speed.”

“Trap house associated with the Durango Cartel. Not unusual in halo neighborhoods,” Conrad raised his coffee to the NDZ walls towering over the darkness in the distance. He tapped his Ubi against hers and pictures and videos transferred over. “Neighbors didn’t see or hear anything, as usual. First subject’s Tito Esparza, goes by Marcus,” Conrad pointed to a occupied body bag in the gutter a few yards away. “Runs a cat house over on a few blocks away from the No Go Zone. Cause of death’s a single gunshot wound based on where it exited out the back of his thigh,” Conrad tapped his pants just below his right ass cheek.

“That’s the exit wound?” Osia furrowed her brow. “Then where’s the entrance?”

“Scan bot thinks it was in the throat cavity,” Conrad handed her a tablet that was sitting on a hood of a police cruiser. She swiped through images of the crime scene. “Also had his right forearm crushed. Probably got ran over trying to escape or got run over after he was downed. Coroner’s not going to bother with something this open and shut.”

“There’s no drag marks,” Osia looked around. “No blood trail. Also don’t see any tire marks on the sidewalk or the yard. Doubt he was run over to cause… open fractures in his forearm? You know how much force it takes to do that?”

“Don’t care. He was a scumbag. Died like a scumbag. One less scumbag to cause problems,” Conrad said.

“Everyone deserves justice,” Osia said.

“Spoken like a true believer… or a rookie. Which are you?” Conrad asked.

“Bit of both,” Osia glanced at an evidence bag next to the corpse. “Anyone field test the drugs?”

“Yeah… except there aren’t any narcotics in those baggies. Might explain why it wasn’t picked clean before we got here. Shit’s a mixture of powdered caffeine and Bromethalin C—concentrated rat poison—and just enough coke to trip commercially available test kits. Do a line and your brain will fuckin’ pop like a balloon. Not what they usually sell,” Conrad said. “Know what’s even crazier? None of the stuff found inside the house is spiked with Bromethalin C. That’s all powdered caffeine and a trivial amount of the right proper shit.”

“There more ODs than usual tonight?” she asked.

“Hell if I know. Corpse cart comes through here on Tuesday mornings,” Conrad said. “No one calls in a body left out on a curb a day or two early. Charity hospital up on Lomita doesn’t report to us.”

“And the decapitation didn’t strike you as unusual?” Osia grimaced at the next batch of photos and the unusual pattern in the body bag adjacent to the sidewalk leading into the house.

“Usual Cartel hit,” Conrad said.

She walked up to Cee Cee’s body and held the Ubi over the body bag. A few records of the young man’s life scrolled up her screen. Crime scene scans from a battered overhead drone populated a column down the long edge. She scrolled through the images.

“Shot from behind. Shots likely originated from the vehicle,” she looked back to the car and mentally drew lines of fire from the open passenger door. “You think all hundred and ten pounds of him tore off the other vic’s head?”

“The Cartel loves their beheadings,” Conrad said. “Heard they’ve even got a guillotine in the NGZ.”

“They normally use a machete or a chainsaw for that… victim’s neck doesn’t show any indication there was a cutting implement. Looks like his head was torn off by… something,” Osia said. She walked down the pathway, sidestepping blood drops until she reached the side of the house where an arc of blood has spattered against the corroded siding. She mimed gripping a head and ripping it away from the shoulders or a man on his knees.

“No way,” Conrad said from a few steps away. “No one’s that strong. Especially not that street urchin, even if he was jacked up on PCP or some other psycho dust.”

“And yet,” Osia she nudged the body bag with her foot. She removed a small flashlight from her pocket and shined it across the ground. The pool lingered over the blood splatter further away from the body. “If our gunshot victim was raging on stims, then it’s unlikely the two shots he took would’ve put him down for the count.”

She walked closer to the open door. A small emitter on the overhead drone activated and more bloodstains were illuminated under UV light.

“Pattern indicates someone was shot,” she directed the light to the doorway. “Too far from the other GSW victim sharing the sidewalk with the headless body. Any ballistics from the walls?”

“No strikes,” Conrad said.

“Then who else got shot here? Initial report doesn’t show any gunshot wounds to our decapitated victim,” she said. “Someone swabbed this blood, right? There’s another body in the house.”

“Guess not,” Conrad handed her a small case.

She squatted next to the blood, dabbed a small probe into it, and snapped it back into the case.

“Want to make a bet?” she asked as a task bar stretched across a screen on the case.

“That we’ll get a hit on the DNA? All the databanks got fried in the Pop. Wait… hell no,” Conrad shook his head. “Ain’t no way.”

“How much you want to bet this very blood-like substance isn’t blood?” she waggled the case.

“It’s not your damn ghost,” Conrad rolled his eyes. “Ghost’s don’t bleed, detective.”

The case buzzed with an error.

“Can’t get DNA or even a blood type off of this,” Osia stood, staring at the screen. “I run it through the machines back at the station and I bet this’ll be synthogloben. Just like I pulled from that massacre at the mariscos restaurant.”

“Ghosts don’t bleed,” Conrad took a step away from her.

“And yet… so we’ve got the runner,” she raised her chin to a body bag. “Logically, the killer was the hold man inside the house. We get prints or DNA from inside to ID him?”

“No need, he’s in there,” Conrad pointed to the door. “I very much doubt he’s the perp. Your battle buddy is in there. He’s got that same look on his face that you do.”

“You coming in?” she stepped around the blood still on the sidewalk.

“Hell no… ghosts,” Conrad went back to the curb.

She got a good whiff of the house before she made it to the threshold. Plumbing notionally worked in this part of LA, but it was definitely out in this place. Most squatters knew better than to shit where they ate, but she suspected there was a “sanitary bucket” close to the entrance. A plastic shopping bag was next to the door frame.

“Hey, battle,” a patrolman leaned out of the door, the back of one hand against his nose. “What’re you thinking?”

A smile came over her face, which vanished a second later as she got a better smell wafting from the doorway. Ramirez had mottled scar tissue stretching up from his collar and around his left jawline, breaking up the color of his skin. He put a hand on the door frame, a hand missing two fingers.

“Just you in here?” she looked over the many locks built into the door. None looked like they’d been forced open.

“Yup, Perry’s no good when there’s bodily fluids involved,” Ramirez said. “I keep telling him he better get some iron in his stomach, or he’ll end up working intake at the jail, and fluids are all over that goddamn place.”

“What’ve we got?” She crossed the threshold and noted a knocked-over folding chair next to the door. A pair of feet in mismatched shoes stuck out from around a corner.

“One vic, massive blunt force trauma,” Ramirez clicked on a small flashlight. The body’s neck was bent to a gag-inducing angle, the skin on the neck was dark with bruising, its eyes dead and half closed. “Street name is Rotty. Runs with Cartel-affiliated gangs. He was almost twenty-five… pretty careful to have lasted this long in the game.”

“Did the killer break in or wait for the vic to open the door?” Osia asked.

“Popped window in the kitchen,” Ramirez tilted his head to another room. “Professionally done. Even the bars over the glass were removed.”

Osia knelt beside the corpse and shined the light from her Ubi on the broken neck.

“Single blow… narrow impact area,” she looked at the knife edge of her hand. “But it hit with enough force to shatter his neck. Attacker was freakishly strong. Strong enough to rip someone’s head clean off this shoulders. So the perp broke in. Hold on,” she flipped a sensor on her Ubi. “He’s barely above room temperature. He’s been dead for a couple of hours, at least.”

She went to an open tackle box full of small baggies, each containing a bit of white powder. All bore the same laughing face branding.

“These don’t match what were found on the other bodies,” she put on a rubber glove and held one of the baggies up against a sensor on her police-issued Ubi. A red border appeared on the screen. “Tests positive for Blast, the usual mix of cocaine and other shit human beings should absolutely not put in their bodies.”

She dropped the drugs back into the tackle box. Osia put her hands on her hips and looked out the open door to the bodies.

“Other bag by the door’s got a pile of fake Blast and another smaller container with the poison-laced Blast,” Ramirez asked. “Doesn’t look like any of the real shit was sold. If you’re going to take over an operation like this, just getting the drugs is enough of a score.”

“Hours ago… perp breaks into this trap house and kills—” she glanced at her Ubi screen, “—‘Rotti’ here. Then proceeds to sell fake product alongside poison all night until the pimp shows up. Why?”

“Selling fake dope is enough to ruin an operation like this, if you want to call it that,” Ramirez leaned back against the wall. “Take the cash and bolt with the real stuff to sell elsewhere at the end of the night. Double dip and win.”

“But why exit out the front when there’s an exit in the kitchen where pissed-off Cartels probably aren’t waiting to find you?” she asked. “So he exits, gets shot, literally rips off someone’s head, and kills a known Cartel lieutenant execution style in the middle of the street.”

“And probably shot the other victim,” Ramirez frowned. “You see the crime scene photos? Double tapped on the back of the head. Bullets exited from each eye socket.”

“Shit, didn’t check that,” she thumbed through her Ubi. “No powder burns around the entry wounds, so it wasn’t a point-blank shot…”

She stepped out of the house and located the final body bag almost twenty yards away from the parked car.

“Lucky shots,” Ramirez said. “Doubt I could make it.”

“Damn near impossible,” Osia said. “So we’ve got a perp who must’ve cased this location, arrived with his own drugs to sell, got shot, and left synthogloben blood splatter behind and then murdered three Cartels… am I missing anything?”

“Ripped a dude’s head off.”

“Ripped a dude—Jesus Christ, this has to be him,” Osia slid her Ubi back into her pocket. “Who else but the Dead Man could’ve done all this?”

“You go and put that in your write-up and the chief will have you on emergency ration escort. He doesn’t want to hear a word about the ‘Dead Man.’ What did he call him?” Ramirez asked.

“‘A fever dream made up by bums high on their own piss,’” she said. “The locals believe in him. So do most in the No Go Zone. But I’m looking at the totality of the evidence, and this isn’t our usual cartel activity.”

“They get pretty wild in Durango,” Ramirez shrugged. “Someone with black market augments? Some of the guys at the VA have decent robotics from the Ibarra Corporation. Maybe some Chinese knockoffs made it across the pond.”

“Plausible,” she said, “but have you seen anyone with a robotic arm that can snap a neck with a single chop?”

“Nope. They probably don’t want to give those at the VA. Complaints would get resolved a lot faster,” Ramirez chuckled. “Just to be clear… you think it was the Dead Man too?”

“All the rumors we’ve heard about him say he’s already dead, so he can’t be killed. Don’t give me that look, I know the logic is faulty, but it’s the NGZ. Shit is off kilter in there. Then there’s the massacre at the mariscos restaurant that was above and beyond what any of the cartels do to each other… you were a ‘Dead Man’ back in the day,” she said.

“Just because I was in the scout platoon minus with that nickname during the war isn’t the same thing,” Ramirez’s face darkened. “Skull masks got pretty popular toward the end of our time on the peninsula. Rangers leaned in hard on that buzz and still put the skull on their helmets. It’s not like I’m getting any royalties off that. Even if I was the platoon leader at the end. Woulda coulda shoulda on that trademark.”

“There’s a lot missing from this,” she said. “I don’t think we’re going to like the answer when we find it… or it finds us.”

“Well, this Dead Man’s not causing a problem for the general public, just the criminal element,” Ramirez nudged Rotty’s leg with his foot. “Maybe it’s a vigilante group operating out of the NGZ. I hear the San Diego zone’s got a veteran militia running it. Named the Roughnecks or something.”

“Like there’s much left of San Diego to be in charge of after the Pop,” Osia frowned as her Ubi buzzed. Ramirez’s buzzed as well.

“Pumpkin Time,” Ramirez took a rolled-up body bag from his back pocket and shook it out.

“God damn it, how am I supposed to do a proper investigation in fifty-seven minutes or less? I’m working homicide, not delivering something printed out of an Ibarra Fab,” Osia shook her head.

“The fun never stops. Can you hold the bag open while I roll him in?”
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Osia watched as Ramirez dragged the body bag down the sidewalk to a freezer van with a faded LAPD crest on the side. He disturbed the crime scene as he went, which balled her fists in anger. Not that it mattered—anything obtained after the investigation budget was spent wouldn’t matter to the District Attorney. The crime scene bot’s scans were imprinted on one-time use chips and couldn’t be altered without destroying the contents and were admissible in court. Messing up the blood trails didn’t matter at this point.

“Hey, Osia!” Conrad called from one side of the house. He stood in shadow, and she could barely recognize his outline. “Come see this.”

“Pumpkin Time,” she slapped fingers against her watch. “I drag us into the penalty period and we all lose sick days.”

“Come fucking see this!” Conrad shouted.

“Guess it’s worth it,” Osia jogged over to the back of the house.

On the wall was a mural, the paint so fresh that the air reeked of aerosols. A skull the size of a garage door was there. The mural’s chin dipped slightly. The bone was stark white, and the dark pools of the eye sockets absorbed the light from multiple flashlights held by Conrad and other patrol officers.

“Why don’t the eyes reflect?” a patrolman asked. “Like staring into the abyss.”

“Special pigment that absorbs more than ninety-nine percent of the light that hits it,” Osia took video of the mural. “Called ‘vanta.’ I’ve seen it used on other locations. How’d it get here? Who was on perimeter?”

“I don’t have the manpower for full perimeter,” Conrad said. “J-just fuckin’ put it in your report.”

“Suppose you want me to write it up as ‘graffiti’?” Osia have him a wry smile.

“Don’t care. Bye!” Conrad hurried back to his car.

“Detective… any idea who’s doing these? Or why?” a patrolman asked.

“I don’t,” Osia shook her head, “but I’m going to find out.”


CHAPTER 4



Kadish swept a tile floor, his head down as he worked. He wore a yellow visibility vest over a tattered jacket and stained pants. His hands were nearly skeletal, with painfully thin skin and swollen joints. The reflection in the shop window was of a sunken-cheeked narcotics abuser, complete with healed sores and a shrunken jaw.

He glanced at his reflection again and was greeted by the Red Man leering at him in the window. Kadish shook his head and turned around. He rubbed a sleeve against his face, making sure the proportions were right. There was a façade to maintain.

A bell jingled over a door as an almost elderly Asian man entered the store. Armed guards posted on either side of the door ran metal detector wands over his body. They whined at the waistline.

The man opened his jacket, displaying two firearms on either hip.

Another elderly Asian man came out from a row of goods, wagging a finger at the new arrival.

“Đồ ngốc! Tôi đã nói gì với anh về việc mang những thứ đó vào đây?” Mr. Doan shouted.

“Chết tiệt. Cậu nghĩ tôi muốn bị bắn à!” the other man shouted back.

The Imperative device in Kadish’s skull and brain translated the Vietnamese for him as the two continued an almost friendly banter laced with several expletives that the Imperative couldn’t fully interpret into English.

“Hey, Johnny guy,” Doan turned his ire on Kadish. “Sweep sweep. No work, no eat.”

“Yes, Mr. Doan,” Kadish spoke slowly and with feigned difficulty. He swept his pile around a corner and into a dust pan. He listened as Doan and the buyer haggled over the price of rice and refurbished electric car batteries

Kadish picked up the dustpan and moved deeper into the stacks of goods. Sacks of beans were next to boxes of nails next to water filters next to rolls of fake grass, and the set up grew more chaotic as he went further down the aisle. Doan somehow knew where every single item was in his store and exactly how many he had left, and touching the merchandise without his express instruction was an instant firing.

Despite being something of a savant, Doan still kept records. Kadish slowed as he walked past Doan’s desk in the back of the warehouse. A haze of cigarette smoke hung over the plastic table weighed down with log books and Styrofoam containers with remnants of past meals.

One book was open, a pen set in the crease.

Doan only hired non-Vietnamese to work the back of the store, as the possibility they could read Vietnamese was slim to none. He also preferred to hire former addicts, as most of them could barely function and weren’t competent enough to smuggle much of anything past the guards who searched everyone at the end of the shift.

Kadish had showed up outside the store for days before finally being picked as a day laborer. He did the job well enough that the foreman recognized him on subsequent days and kept him on as a regular. He wasn’t an employee, but he was mildly competent help who worked for food and didn’t cause trouble.

A decent gig in the No Go Zone.

Kadish leaned over the open log book and scanned through the orders. Most were for the usual dry goods and moisture condenser units that could pull drinking water from the ambient humidity. The Ibarra Corporation had flooded the areas affected by the Pop with the condensers, saving countless lives up and down the California coastline when infrastructure had failed. They’d become nearly ubiquitous on every roof across the NGZ and were essential for keeping people alive.

He focused on a large order for instant noodles, baby formula, and feminine hygiene products. Delivery was scheduled for later today.

Hungry? The Red Man’s voice echoed around him.

Kadish picked up a large plastic garbage can and emptied out a small waste basket under the desk. He made rounds through the storeroom, clearing out trash.

What’re you planning? We can scratch the itch again, I don’t mind.

“You shut up,” Kadish muttered. He shouldered open a door to an alleyway that reeked of rotting garbage and manure. A Catch All re-processor unit chugged away at the end of the alley, sequestered by high walls and a chain link fence topped with razor wire. The Catch All was slightly larger than most garbage bins, with a single round hatch on top and several more cabinets across the face. A mound of broken-down cardboard boxes between the Catch All and a wall had slid across the top of the unit.

Kadish shoved the flattened boxes to one side.

“Hey!” someone shouted from the other side of the mound. A skinny man with straw-colored hair and a weak jaw sprang up, kicking away cardboard while clutching a pack of cigarettes to his chest. He wore the same yellow reflective vest as Kadish.

“Johnny, it’s you,” the other man let out a sigh of relief. “I thought you were one of the bosses. Scared the hell out of me.”

“Hello, Mr. Standish,” Kadish looked down. “Sorry I bothered you.”

“It’s all good, kiddo. And don’t call me ‘Mr. Standish,’ I’m just Norman out here. People don’t need to know my last name, savvy?” Norman shook a cigarette from the pack and offered it to Kadish. “Smoke break?”

“Isn’t that a bad symbol?” Kadish poked a pinky at the skull and bones on the back of the pack of cigarettes.

“It’s all propaganda,” Norman pressed the tip of the cigarette against a black patch on the bottom of the pack and puffed out smoke. “You think the government would let these be sold— and tax the shit out of them—if it was really all that bad for you?”

Norman took a deep drag from the cigarette and broke into a coughing fit.

Kadish lifted the hatch on the Catch All and dumped the garbage into a compartment that reeked of old grease and rotten syrup. He slammed the hatch shut and pressed a cracked red button. The unit rumbled to life, crushing and heating everything he’d loaded into the hopper.

“Damn knockoffs,” Norman held the cigarette up to examine it. “Like smoking a tire. When I get home, I’m going to run the real thing across the border. Gary’s probably forgotten all about that one thing that wasn’t even my fault. You know how much tax Ottawa slaps on a pack of smokes? A hundred and ten percent of retail price. Theft on top of theft, I tell you. But that makes for some great margins on a tax-free market. Easy money. You like easy money, Johnny?”

“It sounds like smuggling and the black market,” Kadish said.

“I like to think of it as the free-er market. And if you’re offering the real thing when everyone else is sucking on vapes or eating lab meat, there’s profit everywhere. Not here, obviously. When was the last time you had a real beef hamburger?” Norman puffed lightly on his cigarette.

“Long time,” Kadish said. The Catch All chugged to a stop. Kadish opened a compartment and pulled out a hot roll of multi-hued plastic polymers. It snapped and bubbled in his hand.

“Damn, doesn’t that hurt?” Norman leaned back. “Don’t grab the aluminum yet. Holy shit, is your hand smoking?”

Kadish tossed the roll of polymers onto the Catch All and felt the heat coming off the reclaimed aluminum and iron slots. Both were too hot for normal people to handle, but the pseudo-flesh covering Kadish’s body was built tougher than flesh. He desperately wanted to get away from Norman Standish, but he still had a cover to maintain.

“Hey, you two, what’re you doing?” someone asked from the doorway.

“Reduce, reuse, recover!” Norman dropped the cigarette behind him where the man couldn’t spot it and crushed it with his heel. “Got to feed the fabbers something, don’t we Mr. Nguyen?”

“Both of you, get to the delivery truck and load it up. You go out with Tranh and you get double pay for the day. You don’t go, you give me your vests now and you don’t come back. Go!” He slammed the door.

“What a deal,” Norman said flatly. “Come on, Johnny. The last time Ol’ Bessie got shot up, the Dead Man found the perps and skinned them alive. We should be fine. We’ll probably be fine.”

Norman stepped out from his hiding place and shifted more cardboard boxes off the pile. The Red Man was underneath the boxes, his milky skin and thin, cooper-colored hair stood out amidst the beiges and brown of the flattened boxes.

The Red Man waggled his eyebrows at Kadish. An arm sleeved in red velvet reached toward Norman.

“He didn’t skin them alive,” Kadish said.

We should have.

“Well, that’s not what I heard,” Norman clapped his hands twice and spun around. “You believe in the Dead Man, Johnny? I don’t, but the more stories about him in the good old NGZ keeping people in line… the better!”

“It doesn’t matter what I believe,” Kadish said. He kicked a roll of reclaimed iron away from the wall and picked it up. He spun it around in his hand, testing the weight.

“Right, better be armed before we get out there,” Norman sighed. “Hey, at least you’re taking a bite out of this shit sandwich with me. Less to go around.”
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“So, where you from?” Norman asked. He and Kadish sat in the back of a cargo truck. The wooden floor was stained black from years’ worth of spills and had a degree of stickiness to it that would never wash out. Boxes were piled to the ceiling, all reused multiple times and bearing trademarks and symbols from companies the world over. The rear doors were secured with chains and padlocks on the outside, and Kadish’s iron rod was jammed between handles on the inside to keep it from opening.

The truck rolled to a stop, and there were sharp tugs on the cargo door. The driver cursed at someone in Vietnamese and got an answer in Spanish and broken English.

“Dumb asses,” Norman said. “Don’t they know there’s two certified bad asses in here? You know I’m in the Canadian Navy? Still am, technically, just on an unsanctioned sabbatical while I get enough cash together to get home.”

Tell this Standish to shut up.

“So, where you from?” Norman asked as the truck lurched forward. “Never heard you say ‘eh,’ so you’re not Canadian like me, eh?” He nudged Kadish with his foot.

Rip his lips off.

“Army brat. I’m from lots of places,” Kadish said.

“Hey, how about that. You join up when you got old enough?” Norman asked.

Kadish slid his sleeve up, revealing faux track marks on his inner arm.

“I see,” Norman gave him a slight smile that bordered on compassion. “I never touched the hard stuff. Just the booze and the bud for me. Speaking of bud, I missed out on the best opportunity to start a grow operation a couple of years ago. All the best outdoor weed grown in California vanished overnight. I heard the DEA engineered some sort of super herbicide called Agent Green that wiped out all the illegal growers overnight. The Great Harsh, but it sent the prices for B.C herb through the roof. Come to think of it, I’ve got this cousin who⁠—”

Shut up shut up shut up!

The truck came to a sudden stop. Kadish made out several new voices speaking to Tranh in the driver’s seat. He gripped the metal rod and waited.

A knock code of three raps against the left door followed by two more on the right signaled that everything was fine. Kadish wrenched the bar out from the handles and whacked the end twice against the door. The sound of chains sliding away rumbled through the compartment.

“Fine, fine, everything’s fine,” Norman picked up a hammer and tucked it behind him. “Double pay day’s worth the risk, ain’t it?”

The doors flew open.

Several armed men in blue jeans and red shirts stood outside the truck. Most had automatic weapons and sunglasses. One wore a straw planter’s hat. Tranh was there; a man had a hold of the scruff of his neck and a pistol jammed into Tranh’s ribs. Nguyen was a few steps behind Tranh, similarly inconvenienced.

“See, two workers and your order, like I said,” Tranh glared back at the man in the planter’s hat.

“Some people think they can get away with shit,” the man in the hat said. “Unload. Tell your guys they go anywhere but this truck, the dock, or the sidewalk between the two, and they’ll get shot. Capishe?”

“Caposhe!” Norman smiled. “Me, him, both good English.”

“Shut up, Standish, get to work,” Tranh said.

Norman’s smile wavered for a split second. He hopped out of the truck, left his hammer behind, and held his arms up to Kadish. Kadish handed him a cardboard box.

“Out,” Nguyen snapped at Kadish. “I unload, you carry.”

“Yes, boss,” Kadish nodded quickly. He took a box full of instant noodles and followed Norman. The compound was an old hotel surrounded by fencing and barbed wire. He noted the location of cameras mounted on the walls and the roof. Most had bulletproof casings around them.

The parking lot was mostly empty. A pair of panel vans flanked by sedans with dark tinted windows were near the main doors. Armed men walked in pairs around the fences. The sound of a shovel working soil came from the other side of the hotel.

Norman stopped at the back entrance, huffing against the weight of his box. Kadish stopped a few steps behind him, head down, but his cybernetically enhanced senses took in plenty.

He smelled the ozone of a solar power generator on the roof, the astringent from chemical toilets on the other side of the building, and the odor of fish sauce through the door. A man yelled commands in Vietnamese from the second floor. A single drone, flying so high that anyone with normal eyes couldn’t pick it out, loitered overhead.

A pile of wadded-up diapers stank up the outer wall of the hotel. Another diaper dropped from a third-floor window with a wet plop.

The back doors opened. The man in the hat was there. He had a night stick in his hands, the tip slightly splintered from use. He pointed it toward a kitchen and a stainless steel table against a tiled wall. A man with a wispy comb-over had his back to them, the straps of a pistol harness crisscrossed his shoulder.

“Drop it there. Can either of you count?” he asked.

Kadish shook his head. Norman remained silent, much to Kadish’s surprise.

“I do inventory, not them,” Nguyen slid past them. “Vaccaro, you have goldies to pay?”

The man inside looked over his shoulder to Tranh and gave him a curt nod.

“Get it all unloaded,” Tranh said.

Norman lifted his box a bit higher to block his face from Vaccaro’s gaze and set it on the table. He turned and jogged back. Kadish did the same, staying a few steps behind Norman until they got back to the delivery truck.

“It’s just fine, he didn’t see me,” Norman wiped sweat from his brow. “I’m just another scumbag working for his dinner. That’s all.”

“Norman?” Kadish asked.

“What! Nothing!” Norman almost jumped back into the truck in surprise. He took another box from Nguyen and waited for Kadish to get his.

“You OK?” Kadish asked.

“Why… wouldn’t everything be peachy keen?” Norman smacked more sweat from his lips. Kadish could hear his heart pounding.

“Because you look like you’re about to keel over,” Kadish said.

Let him. I’d appreciate a little peace and quiet on the way back.

“Head down, mouth shut, the good slave learns to love the lash, ha ha!” Norman hurried back toward the kitchen with his burden.

Kadish spied out which rooms had lookouts in them as they shuttled goods back and forth. A collection of empty alcohol bottles were arrayed around a fountain, and some still had residue inside.

Kadish set the last box full of moisture condensers on the table. Vaccaro counted out gold-embossed bills in the kitchen and handed them over to Tranh, who counted them again and held a few up to the light.

“Anything else, boss?” Kadish asked.

“No, go close up,” Tranh cocked his head back to the truck.

“There’s one more thing,” Vaccaro said. He pushed aviator sunglasses up the bridge of his nose and smiled at Tranh. He leaned close to Tranh and spoke at a near whisper.

Kadish moved slowly, picking out the brief conversation.

“Johnny! Tell Standish to come back here,” Tranh said. “He… gets a tip. You too.”

“Yes, boss,” Kadish said, knowing damn well that was not what had just transpired between the two. He returned to the truck. Norman was already sitting against the cab, his face turned away from the doors.

“Norman, boss says we get a tip,” Kadish said.

“I-I-I’m good,” Norman waved a hand at him, still refusing to look away from the wall. “Hard work is its own reward, eh? Sometimes that reward also comes with supper. Hey! You go get it for me. I trust you. OK, thanks, bye.”

He pulled his knees to his chest. Kadish heard several sets of footsteps approaching.

“Standish!” Vaccaro called out from behind him. “Come have a little talk with me!”

Ooo hoo hoo… now it’s getting interesting.

The graphenium-infused muscles in Kadish’s back and arms tensed as the Imperative prepared for combat.

“Oh God damn it,” Norman let out a defeated sigh and buried his face against his knees. He stood up and walked toward the back of the truck like a defeated child.

“Vaccaro!” Norman spread his arms to his sides. “Obviously I have a job, so obviously I have your money… just not here.”

One of the cartel goons tried to shove Kadish aside and barely managed to shift Kadish’s compact weight off one foot. Kadish slunk away before the cartel soldier could try again. Tranh was a step behind Vaccaro, stress written across his face.

Vaccaro held up two fingers on one hand and beckoned Norman out of the truck. Norman stopped at the edge.

“No disrespect, no anger, but I’ve got a bad back, bad knees, all service connected, and getting in and out of here—ack!”

A cartel soldier grabbed Norman by the ankles and yanked him off his feet. Norman fell flat on his back, his chin tucked against his chest to avoid a concussion, but the back of his head still bounced off the wooden slats.

He was unceremoniously dragged out of the truck and thrown at Vaccaro’s feet. The cartel boss seized him by the scruff of the neck and pressed the muzzle of his revolver against the tip of Norman’s nose. Norman’s eyes crossed as he focused on the weapon.

“You in the red with the Durango Cartel,” Vaccaro said. “You take out a marker at our casino and think you don’t have to pay? I’m insulted.”

“Of course I can pay! Tranh! I need a little advance, if you wouldn’t⁠—”

Vaccaro whipped the revolver across Norman’s face and knocked him to the ground. Vaccaro put a boot on the back of Norman’s neck, pinning him down. Vaccaro cocked the hammer back.

Don’t get involved. I’m oddly comfortable with this.

“Wait!” Tranh tossed his hands in the air. “He’s got the Doan vest on. He’s under Mr. Doan’s protection.”

“Oh no,” Vaccaro dead panned, “not that.”

“You disrespect him, you disrespect all the Doan. You want your product to come through the docks? You want deliveries from his stores? You don’t kill his people doing his work,” Tranh said.

“What he said!” Norman pointed at Tranh, his face still in the dirt.

Vaccaro bent his gun arm and pointed the weapon in the air. He let the hammer fall forward slowly.

“In the interest of harmony,” Vaccaro lessened the pressure on Norman’s neck slightly. “But Mr. Standish here owes me—and the Durango Cartel—a sizeable amount of money. Don’t think him getting paid in hotel soap bars and expired soup packets is going to move the needle, not with his interest rate.”

“It’s good soup,” Norman whimpered.

“So here’s what’s going to happen,” Vaccaro holstered his weapon. “I honor the truce of capitalism and you all leave here intact and paid. Good? Good. But Mr. Standish here has earned a black mark in the NGZ. He either pays me in two days, or he shows up at the Corrida and wins what he owes us.”

“Um… hold on,” Norman held up a finger.

Vaccaro slapped it away.

“I’m telling you,” Vaccaro looked at Tranh, “and you. This degenerate either pays me what he owes—in cash—or he shows up to the Corrida on our next fight night as one of the attractions. He doesn’t show? We come find him wherever he is. I don’t care if he’s up Doan’s ass. He’s ours. This clear?”

“Fine by me,” Tranh shrugged.

“S-sure thing!” Norman gave a thumbs up.

“You try and leave the NGZ, and I’ll hang you from the walls by your tiny little balls,” Vaccaro took his foot off Norman’s neck. “Now, all of you fuck right off before I decide I’m done being hospitable.”

Norman sat up; blood from a cut across his upper lip had congealed with dirt. He slunk back into the truck, trying to hide a urine blotch in his pants.

Kadish climbed in after him. Norman went to the front of the empty cargo bay, and Kadish stayed closer to the door as they buttoned up and the delivery truck rolled away on squealing tires.
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“Whoever called it ‘rock bottom’ is full of shit,” Norman said. He’d migrated back to sit near Kadish after the truck left the cartel compound. “Because every time I think I’m at ‘rock bottom,’ I manage to find this subfloor that’s just full of shit. And guess what’s under that ‘rock bottom’?”

Kadish raised his head, looked at him, then back to the floor.

“Another level full of shit, but the shit with corn in it—and I’m going too far,” Norman thumped the back of his head against the wall. “Two days? I could come up with the money. Some of it. Maybe.”

“How much do you owe?” Kadish asked.

Norman’s eyes lit up.

“Seven?” he said, his tone unsure.

“Seven what? Hundred? Thousand?”

Just kill him now and put him out of his misery. No one’s going to mind.

“Seven… teen thousand. Goldies,” Norman’s mouth scrunched into an exaggerated frown. “It’s their own fault for loaning me that much money at the tables. I’d already lost ten, and who realistically thought I’d suddenly start winning after a streak like that?”

“You did,” Kadish said.

“Well, obviously! I had a system. Not a good one… also obviously. I just need to get home, buddy. I’ve got a boy staying with my parents back on the ranch, and he’s going to end up just like me if I don’t get back there and raise him right. You have kids?”

He’s lying.

“What’s your boy’s name?” Kadish asked.

“Niles. He hates it though, prefers ‘Paul,’ which is sort of boring, but he’s already choosing a path that’s different than mine. He’s not a good kid either, keeps getting caught doing stupid shit all the time. Good heart, really sweet to his friends and family, but he can be a real idiot some times. I keep telling him, ‘Son, you have an angle, you better keep the law away from it, or then there’s no angle for you, and then there’s just prison. Jails are full of idiots who got caught.’”

His kid’s better off without him.

“Boys need their fathers,” Kadish said. “Don’t think there’s anything I can do to help.”

“I heard that Alcalde likes to watch the bouts,” Norman thumped the back of his head against the wall again. “You put up a decent show until the timer runs down and maybe he gives you a thumbs up to live. Hasn’t happened yet, but maybe my luck’s about to change, eh?”

“Alcalde will be there?” Kadish’s head popped up.

“Only if he brings in some of the more… brutal fighters to the Corrida. Which would be just my luck,” Norman said. “What can I do for cash? Don’t have enough time to make moonshine. Sell pics of my feet? No, AI ruined that market…”

The truck squealed to a halt. The rear doors were flung open and a very angry Doan was there, flanked by several Vietnamese men in yellow reflective vests and holding clubs.

“Which one of you is the asshole?” Doan asked.

Norman cleared his throat.

“Vest!” Doan shouted, and Norman handed it right over.

“You’re fired. Get your pay and you never come back here looking for work, understand? You make the Durangos violate the truce and then I have to protect my reputation and my property. No second chance to fuck it all up. Out!” Doan pointed to a gate in the fence.

“He had nothing to do with it,” Norman put a hand on Kadish’s shoulder. “He’s all good. Don’t punish him for my mistake… please.”

“Go,” Doan grunted.

Norman hopped off the truck and made for the gate, his shoulders high and tense. A guard handed him a plastic grocery bag on his way out.

“How much does he owe?” Doan asked Kadish.

Kadish looked down at his fingers and feigned counting them.

“Lots, boss. Lots more than he can pay,” Kadish said.

“What a dumbass,” Doan shook his head. “You’re good, Johnny. Come back tomorrow for more work, OK?”

“Yes, boss.”
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Vaccaro stepped into the only functioning elevator in the entire NGZ. The button panel had been smashed several times and only worked with a hacked Ubi wired in to the controls. He tapped the top button on the screen. He crossed himself and said a quick prayer as the elevator rumbled higher.

The place smelled of urine. A small puddle along the floor edge was the likely suspect.

The Rutland Arms Hotel was once a trendy place for anyone visiting central Los Angeles. The outdoor sky pool on the mezzanine level featured a glass bottom that looked down on the porte-cochere where the rich and famous used to arrive in their limos and sports cars. Those staying in the presidential suite spawned a number of annoying and cringeworthy hashtag social media trends where those swimming in the pool took pictures through the glass bottom at guests in the arrival area with their ass cheeks pressed to the glass. The hotel did nothing to combat the trend. Built during an Art Deco renaissance, it was in operation for a full year before the Pop put it out of business for the foreseeable future. The Durangos claimed it after much of the hotel had been looted.

The elevator stopped and partially opened. Thick fingers wrapped around one edge. Servos whined as another hand made of metal and chrome shoved into the gap. The doors shuddered as they were forced open.

A burly man with a thick jaw grunted at Vaccaro as he joined him. The new arrival wore a sleeveless white undershirt and dark slacks.

“How’s his mood, Toro?” Vaccaro asked.

“Bad,” Toro cracked his knuckles.

“He’s always in a bad mood. Is he going to bite my face off when he sees me, or is he otherwise preoccupied?” Vaccaro asked.

“Not my face,” Toro shrugged. “You got good news for him? I don’t.”

“Then you go first, as I have… less bad news for him,” Vaccaro said.

“Pussy,” Toro chuckled. He twisted his augmented wrist from side to side and servos in the mechanical arm purred.

The elevator stopped. Raw sunlight shined through the doors as they opened. The two men stepped out onto the roof of the tallest building in the No Go Zone. Vaccaro never cared for the view from this high. Looking across the disheveled remains of the once-great Los Angeles only reminded him of how good things used to be.

The nuclear bomb that the Chinese exploded over the Pacific Ocean had sent an electromagnetic pulse that wiped out electronics and electricity across a wide swath of the planet. The furthest edge of the pulse—forever known as the Pop from that final moment of modernity for tens of millions of people—reached the mountains surrounding Los Angeles and extended up the coast to San Francisco and deep through the Baja California peninsula.

Metro areas suddenly without electricity, the internet, and the ability to drive their mostly battery driven cars had devolved into chaos within hours. Entire neighborhoods across LA were still blackened husks from the looting and riots that followed the Pop.

The governor and the rest of the state government in Sacramento had opted to relocate to Reno and coordinate the disaster recovery, but the planes carrying the senior most elected officials and key bureaucrats had gone down in a blizzard, killing all aboard. The discussion continued if that helped or harmed the Bear Flag Republic.

With no state government, the Federal government stepped in and promptly fell flat on its face attempting to save lives and evacuate the most “vulnerable” population… which was tens of millions of people.

Cartels and other organizations (with guns) set up local control across metro areas and were less than cooperative with FEMA. Perhaps if the vast majority of the United States military wasn’t stranded on the wrong side of the Pacific following the Pop, things might have worked out differently. When Washington told Californians to walk across the desert, in the middle of the summer, to Las Vegas where infrastructure still functioned… most had balked at the suggestion before they saw signs for Death Valley.

The Feds eventually gave up on the major cities after they’d set up the walled No Go Zones to try and entice the more criminal and counter-government actors into a safe space where no law was enforced.

The Durango Cartel sat back as the Feds constructed the walls—accepting plenty of “protection” money in the process—and seized all the more choice locations when the last National Guard engineer ran off with her tail between her legs.

Vaccaro was used to bribing and circumventing local law enforcement for the Cartel. But once the Cartel had its own territory and no civil apparatus to handle things like roads and clean water… things became exceedingly difficult.

Still, having an unassailable base like the NGZ made business in the surrounding areas easier. And there was still a market for the Cartel’s goods and services in the major metropolitan area of Phoenix where the Ibarra Corporation was headquartered.

Vaccaro looked out toward Beverly Hills and what remained of Hollywood. He’d heard there were a number of more… esoteric cults that had established themselves in the mansions and hills where the ultra-wealthy used to live. Might be interesting to go and visit, if half the rumors were true.

A man screamed, snapping Vaccaro out of his daydream.

A pair of I-beams had been welded together into an X and bolted to the roof. The base was stained with blood. The surrounding rocks were crusted over in red and spilled fat. A small knife flashed in the air and swiped across the X.

Another scream.

“Vaccaro? That you?” a man called out.

“Yes, sir,” Vaccaro squeezed the handle of a briefcase and flapped it against his leg.

“Come see. This one’s ready to talk,” a shirtless man stepped to one side of the X, a bloody towel in his hands. His upper body was covered in crude prison tattoos, even across his scalp. A single tear tattoo on the outside of his left eye was the only marking on his face.

Toro stepped ahead of Vaccaro and swung around to view a black man in his late teens chained to the X. Shallow cuts ran from one side of his stomach and chest and up the inside of his arms. He shivered from blood loss, his lips a deep blue.

“I’m sorry,” he mewled.

“Alcalde, is this one affiliated?” Vaccaro asked. “The gangs outside the NGZ can cause us trouble when we have to move product through their territory. Do I need to pay blood money?”

“One more time,” Alcalde spun a switchblade in one hand and held up a small baggie with laughing faces on it. “Where’d you get this?”

“Found it on the street,” the prisoner said. “Bunch of Durangos were dead and I just needed my fix, man. So I took what I found to use.”

“Huh,” Toro grunted. “Wonder why we caught you trying to sell it back to one of our other trap houses.”

“I needed goldies for food,” the prisoner begged. “I didn’t do anything else, I swear!”

“Then you saw who killed Marcus and my affiliates,” Alcalde seized him by the chin. “Who. Was. It?”

“I saw him get shot. I saw him get shot!” the prisoner whined. “Then he just got back up and he-he-he⁠—”

Alcalde thrust his switchblade into the prisoner’s chest, burying it up to the hilt as it pierced the heart. Alcalde put a gentle hand on the man’s neck as he breathed his last and went slack against the restraints.

“Same shit,” Alcalde flipped the bloody towel onto his bare shoulder. “Saw the ‘Dead Man’ rip Baku’s head off and kill Marcus and that one pimp who’s been skimming off his dues to us. What was his name? Doesn’t matter. He’s fucking dead.”

“A muertos mural went up at the trap house,” Toro said. “This Dead Man might be real.”

Alcalde flipped open a small cooler and took out a beer packed in ice. He twisted the cap off and flicked it at the freshly dead man.

“How, eh? How’s someone getting shot and then getting back on his feet to rip people apart?” Alcalde asked. “That something you can do with that hardware of yours?”

“This is custom,” Toro snapped his metal fingers together. “Top of the line. I can pop some fool’s head off if I need to, but I’m a big guy. The Dead Man’s either five feet tall or eight, depends who you ask. Someone with the augs to rips limbs off ain’t gonna just blend in anywhere. Like the Beast.”

Vaccaro’s heart beat faster at the name.

“Well, the Beast has an alibi for the other night,” Alcalde leaned against the X and took a swig from his beer. “What about the cops?”

“Our guy says the investigation’s gone nowhere,” Toro said. “Nothing to see. Nothing to do after clean up.”

“So I’ve got to fight a ghost?” Alcalde sneered. “The shoot up at the mariscos was manageable. We’ve had gang fights before, and we win all those in the end, even if there are casualties. Now there’s these murals and the people think there’s some sort of vigilante to protect them.”

“It’s just rumors. The city is full of refugees and cowards looking for anything to latch onto,” Vaccaro said. “We’re the power here. Not some Dead Man.”

“The murals bother me,” Alcalde said. “Have them covered over with the red hand.” He held up a bloody palm.

“Alcalde,” Toto and Vaccaro exchanged a look. “The soldiers… they’re scared. I’ve told them to do that before, and they say they don’t want to anger the spirit.”

“Exactly why they bother me,” Alcalde crossed his arms. “Then find the shit head that’s making the murals. If it’s this Dead Man, then his ego will lead us to him. I want him alive,” he tapped his beer bottle against the X.

“Which one?” Toro asked, a little confused.

“Either one. Both,” Alcalde spat. “That all you got from the police?”

“Yes, Alcalde,” Toro looked down at his feet.

“And?” Alcalde looked to Vaccaro.

“Losses from the distribution point the Locaritos gang ran for us are negligible,” Vaccaro opened his briefcase and pulled out a small stack of papers. “We got a shipment from the Triads yesterday and the buyer’s ready for them in Las Vegas. We’re covered operational costs for the quarter and almost have enough for our tithe back to the cartel in Santiaguillo. The shipment will put us into the green for the rest of the year.”

“Not all bad news,” Alcalde said. “Let me make this clear to you both: there is no Dead Man. Don’t let the soldiers speak of it. They save that shit for Dia de los Muertos. We start acting scared of a ghost and we look weak. That clear?”

“Yes, Alcalde,” the two said.

“Toro, get the chains. I need to hang this ornament,” Alcalde smiled, flashing gold and silver teeth.


CHAPTER 5



There was one solid rule across the Los Angeles NGZ: if you are out at night, you are part of the fight. While the Durangos held control across most of the NGZ, other gangs fought fiercely for territory and influence across the east and part of the north of the open air quasi-prison.

A curious system arose not long after the NGZ was established where the day time was largely free of violence for the sake of the civilians and nights were when scores were settled, blocks changed hands, and blood ran through the gutters.

Kadish lengthened his stride as the sun set, a small backpack over one shoulder. Dead electric cars had been hauled off the middle of the road into a bulwark between the sidewalk and the street. A few vehicles hummed down the road, flashing their lights at pedestrians to warn them of the coming darkness. Mothers called out to children to return home. The groan of condensers and solar panels being dragged across roofs and into buildings for protection formed a rumble of a false earthquake as the city locked down.

A small stand selling sandwiches made from baguettes and stuffed with fake meat and real vegetables caught Kadish’s attention from the smell. He turned down an alley full of garbage bags and pinched his temples. His face ached as the features remolded themselves to match an average-looking man from Southeast Asia.

He felt a small wad of bills in one pocket and shifted them to his palm.

The cook at the sandwich stand gave Kadish a hard look as he approached.

“No free food. What I don’t sell I eat,” he said in Vietnamese.

“I can pay,” Kadish let the Imperative translate for him. “How much for two?”

“Eight. Usually ten, but I’m about to close and you sound like you’re from Ho Chi Minh City, what neighborhood?” He used tongs to tap on a small slot on the stand, then used the same tongs to drop strips of stiff meat substitute into a sliced baguette.

Kadish laid out eight goldies and waited for the man to grunt in approval before slipping them through the slot.

“I’m from out in Long An province,” Kadish said, hoping the other man didn’t know anyone in that rural area.

“Eh? You fight the Chinese when they came through Cambodia?” the sandwich man asked.

“I’ve fought the Chinese, yes,” Kadish looked over the vegetables. “Those look real. Smell real too.”

“Grow them on the roof,” the man pointed his tongs to a building across the street. He gave Kadish a generous helping.

“Is Australia still refusing to take in more refugees?” the man asked. “I have family out in Can Tho that need to get out.”

“I don’t know, sorry,” Kadish took the two bánh mì.

“Better get inside. Ghosts come out at night here,” the man said.

Kadish nodded and walked away, transferring his dinner to the inside of his ratty hoodie. He ducked around a burnt-out building and moved a pile of trash away from a spot below an escape ladder hanging ten feet over his head.

He crouched between the trash and took a bite of the first sandwich.

Look at you.

“Piss. Off,” Kadish said through a full mouth.

The Red Man emerged from behind a beat-up refrigerator. He had a ruby-colored cane that he twirled from one hand to the other. He tapped an oversized gemstone mounted on it against his vermillion top hat.

Once the tip of the spear, now eating filth amidst filth.

“Needs more salt, but it ain’t bad,” Kadish said.

You mentioned fighting the commies and it made me all… nostalgic. We didn’t have problems back then. Just a mission. Wasn’t it glorious?

“Until I became a disposable hero,” Kadish wolfed down the rest of his bánh mì. “Know what I’m nostalgic for? Food paste. All the calories and nutrition I needed, none of the bulk. I got paid double in food from Doan’s and I’m still hungry.”

I’ll take free reign killing over food.

“That’s because you don’t need toilet paper. You know that stuff’s worth more per square than goldies?” Kadish looked to the darkening horizon.

I’m growing impatient.

The Red Man smacked the bottom of his cane against Kadish’s chin and lifted his face up to look him in the eyes.

I thought I’d get to play earlier today. You can’t tease me like that.

“Just wait… this place will pay off. Maybe I won’t have to see you for days, yeah?”

Win win.

Kadish waited for the blare of horns from across the city announcing nightfall and free fire across the NGZ. Long shadows enveloped the alleyway as he waited for the surrounding blocks to hunker down. He stood, eyes locked on the bottom of the ladder, and jumped straight up to seize the bottom rung.

He raced up the ladder and disappeared onto the fire-damaged roof.
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Kadish lay on his back, his head resting on his backpack. He munched through the last of his sandwich. He held a small mirror attached to a broken car antenna over the low ledge surrounding the roof. A twist of his wrist turned the mirror from side to side, scanning the Cartel-controlled hotel.

The Red Man scuttled along the ledge, twirling like a danseur. His patent leather shoes caught the floodlights mounted around the hotel as he executed a neat front flip and landed at the corner. He feigned losing his balance and swept his cane around and bowed toward Kadish.

We were here earlier. Why didn’t we repaint the walls red when we had the chance?

“Because it would’ve implicated Doan’s store and caused too much trouble for him and everyone he keeps fed. Witnesses are a problem. You know that,” Kadish turned the mirror to a flat panel mounted on the roof pointing toward the Rutland Arms Hotel where Alcalde and the rest of the Cartel were headquartered.

He canted his head slightly as the sensors built into his skull and the Imperative picked up a cell phone transmission.

“There’s the hourly check in,” Kadish opened the knapsack. “Now we can start.”

About time. You haven’t let me out to play in⁠—

“No. There are civilians. Bullets are indiscriminate once fired, and the walls and floors in that place are paper thin,” Kadish said.

The Red Man stepped off the wall and dragged the tip of his cane across the fire-blackened roof. He bent at the waist and leaned his face close to Kadish’s.

Why are we bothering with this place? We know a spot chock full of your preferred targets, yet we’re pissing away time and effort with something… tedious.

“Because I can’t take out a place full of hundreds without getting noticed. The government—or the Ibarra Corporation—know I’m alive, and then our problems get worse, don’t they?” Kadish swiped a hand across his face like he was shooing away a mosquito. The Red Man vanished when he blinked.

We don’t want that. Rubber rooms and surgical tables. You know how much of you is actually you? Most of your brains and most of your internal organs… what a mess.

“Which is why a video of the Dead Man fighting with the capabilities of soldiers drafted into a covert program going viral across the internet is a bad idea. Just stay out of this,” Kadish collapsed the rod on his mirror and shoved it into the backpack. He withdrew a slingshot and a plastic baggie full of ball bearings.

Kadish the Giant Killer. Cute.

“Gun shots attract attention, even in the NGZ. This works best when cars full of Cartel soldiers don’t arrive in time. Durango’s are the only ones with cell phone coverage south of the 91. Now shut up,” Kadish set a metal ball against the leather pad of the slingshot and sat up.

He pointed it at the ad hoc cell phone tower mounted on the other roof. The ballistics computer built into the Imperative adjusted his aim, and he let the bullet fly. It whistled across the gap between the buildings and shattered the single panel. Kadish readied another ball bearing and cracked the bulletproof glass surrounding the nearest security camera. He hammered spiderwebs through the protective coverings on all the cameras he could draw a bead on, then tossed the slingshot onto the backpack.

Now.

Kadish stood and removed the hoodie, revealing a military-grade body glove. It had been stitched shut in several places and hung loose from his chest and shoulders. Kadish flexed and the pseudo-muscles across his body expanded to fill out the suit.

“Now.”

Kadish stepped back and sprinted across the roof. He planted a foot on the ledge and leaped across the gap to the hotel roof. Air whooshed across his face as his arc carried him higher and closer to the other roof… which the ballistics readouts projected into his cybernetic eyes informed him was too high for him to land on.

“Ah… shit!”

Kadish slammed against the hotel, his fingertips a good six inches away from the ledge. He slid down the concrete wall and over a window that he kicked out as he fell. One hand clamped onto a jagged bit of glass, tearing the rubbery flesh over his palm.

He hauled himself into the window and rolled onto a linoleum floor.

A man stood at a urinal, hands on his crotch and his eyes wide as saucers. A machine gun was set against the bathroom wall.

“Hey, how ya doing?” Kadish willed his face into the skull visage.

The man let out a yelp and went for the door, his pants still undone.

Kadish slammed the guard face first against the door frame, driving his nose cartilage through his skull and into the brain. Kadish plucked a small radio off the man’s chest as he fell backward like a loosed drawbridge. Infrared sensors in his hand detected the radio’s frequencies, and a hiss of static filled one ear.

“What the shit was that?” someone said over the radio. Kadish dropped the device next to the body and took up the machine gun. It was rusty, but the bolt rode back and forth easily enough. Kadish thumbed the safety switch to “AUTO.”

“Everyone, on the doors. Make sure the product doesn’t try and escape,” another voice said.

Kadish heard doors on the third floor opening and footfalls down the hallway. One set slowed as they neared the bathroom. There was a knock on the door.

“Hey, Smiley, you jerking off agai⁠—”

Kadish punched through the door. He felt the impact against something considerably softer and drew his fist back through the hole. The think false skin on his knuckles had been stripped away, leaving the glittering silver of the graphenium melded into his muscles and bones around the knuckles exposed.

He stared at his knuckles, and a moment of deep ennui came over him. This wasn’t the hand of a human being. Not anymore.

Go!

Kadish shoulder-bashed the door open and snapped the rifle up to cover the short hallway leading to a stairwell. He’d landed in a business loft. A paused video game beeped from the small conference room behind him.

“There’s nothing outside. What’s on the cameras?”

“All the cameras just went to shit. Let me call up to Gordo.”

“How did all the cameras go down at the same fucking time!”

“Hey, Smiley! Caracho!” the same voice that was just on the radio called up from the stairwell. “Get your asses down here!”

Kadish looked up to the fourth and highest floor. He thumped the butt stock of the rifle against the ceiling. The Imperative analyzed the noise and determined there was a room overhead full of something soft and full of water dampening the echo.

What are you doing? The Red Man tromped up the stairs. Kill them!

“Found the product,” Kadish put his back to the wall and slid across it as more panicked shouts came from the lower floor.

“I swear to God, Smiley,” Kadish heard the speaker through the radio and from up the stairs. “If you don’t get down here in the next three fucking seconds, I will sell you off with the lot, and if you think your herpes will stop you from getting it in the ass ten times a day, you’re in for a real surprise. Three! Two!”

Kadish swung over the railing and dropped to the lower level.

Five armed cartel soldiers jumped back as he landed amidst them. Kadish snagged the nearest one and wrapped his arm around his neck, pinning him against his own body as a human shield. Kadish twisted his rifle to one side and squeezed the trigger. The weapon’s recoil swung it across the four men, dragging the line of fire across their waists and chests as it went.

One—the man with the radio—took only a glancing hit across his thigh. He collapsed to the ground and fired at Kadish with a pistol. Bullets punched into the cartel soldier against Kadish’s chest. One round pierced through his lungs and buried into Kadish’s chest.

Kadish stepped toward him, planted a foot, and delivered a short kick to the man’s chin. His head snapped back, neck bones shattered.

There was the slam of a door opening behind him. The wham wham wham announced the arrival of a heavy machine gun to the fight. A bullet cracked past Kadish’s ear as he dragged his shield around. A round hit him in the upper back, staggering him. Another hit ripped across the back of his leg.

Kadish jerked his shield around, and more rounds thumped into the body. Each punched through and hammered Kadish in the chest and stomach. Kadish fell back against the hallway wall and fired a single aimed shot between the machine gunner’s eyes.

He let the meat bag fall to the floor. He put one hand to a smoking puncture on his chest and looked at his palm. Tiny flecks of graphenium and dark-violet blood were smeared across his skin.

“Hurr,” Kadish lurched forward. The Imperative pounded in his ears, flashing damage readouts onto his vision, as if he couldn’t feel the dull pain from the impacts. He twisted his head around to check the ceiling and didn’t see any bullet holes.

The muffled screams of women and children sounded from above. The rumble of footsteps came from the stairwell. Kadish put his back to a room door and kicked it open with a single strike from his heel. He slunk into the darkened room.

Four armed men burst onto the third floor.

“Oh shit… oh shit, it’s him,” one said, his weapon trembling in his hands.

“The hell it is. Some junkie crawled through a window looking for a fix is all,” a man with a radio and pistol said. He turned the radio toward his mouth. “Where’s the cavalry? There’s supposed to be three cars full of guys here by now.”

“My phone’s not working. Is yours?”

“That door shouldn’t be open,” a cartel soldier pointed to the room Kadish had entered. “Bet he’s in there.”

“Then go kill him,” the man with the radio shoved him forward. “All of you.” He plucked an Ubi from his back pocket.

The lead man gave him a dirty look and crept toward the open door. He did a combat peek around the frame and then pulled back, breathing hard.

“Fuck this pussy shit,” he switched his weapon to automatic fire and charged into the room, weapon blazing. Muzzle flashes lit up the hallway until the magazine went empty two seconds later.

The shooter came out a second later, barrel smoking and an empty mag in hand.

“Well, if he’s still in there, he’s hurting,” he said, a stupid smile across his face.

Kadish dropped down from where he’d pinned himself high in the narrow doorway. The shooter turned and saw the skull-faced Dead Man walking toward him almost nonchalantly.

He screamed in terror and aimed his empty rifle at Kadish. Kadish snatched it away by the barrel and backhanded the stock across his face. His jaw exploded into a shower of teeth and torn lips. Kadish gave him a shove with one hand and sent him toppling over the railing and down several flights of stairs, striking the bars several times before crunching against what was once a decent Persian rug in the lobby.

Kadish bolted forward.

“It’s him. It’s hi—urk!”

Kadish clamped down on the radioman’s neck and grabbed another by the face as the fourth tripped over his own feet and fell onto his back.

The Red Man leaned out from the room where the machine gunner lay dead over the threshold.

Make me proud.

Kadish’s hands tightened like vises. The radioman’s head popped clean off as his neck was obliterated. The other had the front of his skull crushed into pulp.

The survivor screamed in terror. He fumbled with a rosary under his shirt and began praying in Spanish.

Kadish stomped a foot against his chest, cracking his sternum. Kadish looked down at the man, barely just out of his teens, and increased the pressure on his chest. The Cartel soldier slapped at Kadish’s leg, trying to stab it with the end of the cross.

Kadish drove his heel hard, shattering ribs and vertebrae.

That’s my boy.

“Honcho? Honcho, what the hell’s going on up there?” came from the radio.

Kadish picked up a radio and brought it to his mouth, then answered in the radioman’s voice.

“We killed him. Some junkie high on God knows what. Where should I bring the body?”

“I don’t care! Just don’t bring it anywhere near the office,” the man on the radio cursed out the cell phone tower maintenance team, their families, and their pets as Kadish made his way down the stairs. He got to the office and noted the reinforced door and several bolt locks.

“My phone’s working. I’ll call this up,” Kadish said into the radio.

“The hell you will! This is my operation, and if Alcalde gets bad news from anyone but me, it’ll be my ass swaying from the top of his penthouse. Don’t call anyone. Hold on.”

Kadish set the radio into a small crystal bowl that might’ve held mints back in better days. Locks snapped and the door opened.

The office manager came out and bumped right into Kadish.

“Oh no. Oh shi—” Kadish grabbed him by the face and twisted his head to one side, breaking his neck. He tossed the body toward an overflowing garbage can and peeked into the office. Several holo monitors cast a silver light against the walls. He went to the master unit that kept all the recordings and yanked wires out.

A small kitchenette with a hot plate boiling water for an open cup of instant noodles was in one corner. He set the pot aside and dropped the master unit onto the heating unit. Plastic melted and popped as he went back to the stairs.

Kadish got halfway up the first flight when his leg gave out.

“Huh?” Kadish felt the bullet wound. The muscles twitched as he dug a large caliber bullet from the wound. The tip had deformed and was covered in tiny graphenium splinters.

“Nothing from you?” he looked up to the third floor where he’d last seen the Red Man. “Just show up when you need your fix and then I’m all by my lonesome. Fine. I get it. I see who’s working for who here.”

He limped up to the fourth floor. Kadish pinched his temples, and his skull visage morphed back into the Vietnamese features he’d had earlier. He went to a door at the end of the hallway that was chained shut and yanked the links apart.

“Friendly,” he said in Vietnamese. Kadish opened the door slowly. The smell of compounded body odor and unchanged diapers hit him, and he had to dial down the sensitivity of his olfactory sensors.

A dozen women and children in haggard jumpsuits were there. All looked at him in fear.

“Get out of here,” Kadish said. “Go through the main doors, get to the road, and take a right. Go through ten blocks and there’s a church. You know what a church is?” He traced a cross in the air.

A woman wiped tears away from her eyes and nodded.

“They’ll feed you. Clothe you. I don’t know if they can protect you, but stay away from anyone in a red shirt like the monsters who put you in here. Understand?”

“We paid to go to Houston,” a woman clutched a squalling child against her chest.

“Bad news. You’re in Los Angeles, and things are only going to get worse the longer you stay here. Out. Now!” Kadish shouted and stepped back from the door.

The refugees finally got the message and flooded out of the room. Kadish went back in to check everyone was out. An elderly man lay against the wall, his body dead long enough to have fallen to room temperature.

“Sorry, uncle,” Kadish said.

His onboard sensors picked up more radio chatter, though he couldn’t make out what was being said. There was enough activity to tell him he’d kicked the hornet’s nest and now a swarm was brewing. Kadish picked up a pack of water bottles at the door.


CHAPTER 6



Osia leaned back from her desk and interlaced her fingers behind her head. She tilted back, feeling muscles in her neck and abdomen stretch. The overhead lights buzzed and the harsh glare shone through her eyelids.

“You know we don’t get paid overtime,” a familiar voice said.

Osia opened her eyes and smiled at Ramirez. He was in civilian clothes, though he still had his gun belt on. The rest of the office—little more than a bunch of plastic tables with individual workstations separated by piles of paperwork and half-empty bags of food—was mostly empty.

Ramirez handed her a steaming cup of coffee.

“Ooo, yummy,” she sipped it and scrunched her face at the coffee. “It looks like muddy water.”

“And tastes like turpentine,” Ramirez finished the Army cadence. “We don’t get the good instant stuff like we had in Korea anymore, do we?”

“Likely has something to do with the Chinese occupation and every city being a bombed-out wreck, but yeah, the Korean stuff was better,” she sipped it again. “I still appreciate a cup even if it’s… goddamn instant. Does no one have standards anymore?”

“I heard there’s going to be a coffee luwak place opening next week,” Ramirez glanced toward a window. “Free shit for cops.”

“What the hell’s ‘luwak’? I just want something Columbian. Or Hawaiian, though we’d probably get something from Korea before that happens,” she set the cup on her desk.

“Coffee luwak’s amazing. They get a civet and feed it coffee berries.”

“Hold up.”

“Then they wait for it to defecate the berries and then roast⁠—”

“Did you say ‘defecate’?” Her upper lip rose.

“Yeah, tastes amazing. Serious gourmet shit,” Ramirez smiled. His mouth twisted to keep a laugh at bay.

“Did you just make all this up for the sake of shitty puns—oh God, now I’m doing it,” she put a hand to her face.

“Oh, it’s real, and it’s glorious. I’ll treat you to some, provided Indonesia beats the Chinese-backed insurgency and the three army corps the Chinese just landed outside of Jakarta. Exports will pick right back up after that. Probably,” the smile dropped from his face.

“I stopped following the war,” she said. “The Chinese aren’t going to land any troops in LA. Not when we can barely get to the other side of the Pacific. They fucked themselves pretty good with that EMP. People are still eating each other in Hawaii. But…”

She picked up the coffee cup and rapped fingertips against it.

“If the commies show up in Orange County, they can keep it?” Ramirez raised an eyebrow.

“I didn’t say that,” she raised a finger.

“But you were thinking it,” Ramirez narrowed his eyes at her.

“I will neither confirm nor deny that… anything from the beat about the Dead Man sighting at the trap house?” she asked.

“Oh. That,” Ramirez turned a chair next to her around and sat down. “I overheard some guys from Narcotics. They have a couple guys working off cases in that neighborhood. Word was the Durangos came through with a heavy hand and dragged off anyone who saw anything. You’d have to ask Alcalde.”

“I’m surprised they even got that much,” she chuckled and swiped the air over the Ubi on the desk in front of her and a holo screen and keyboard materialized.

“They’re scared,” Ramirez took a sip of his own coffee and gave it a disapproving look. “Bunch of them want off their contracts and want to go to the pop-up penitentiary the Feds got out in Primm.”

“They’d rather worry about dropping the soap than running into the Dead Man, huh?” she scrunched her lips and pulled up her report for the trap house slayings. “I can’t include that without a reference number. Don’t want to go cold calling anyone from Narcotics for that either. Not at this hour.”

“Speaking of this shitty hour,” Ramirez looked back to a wall-mounted clock showing it was O Dark Thirty. “Why are you here?”

“I was working on my write-up when I realized it was past Pumpkin Time. I don’t want to be out on the streets in my civilian car. Even if I held my badge and gun out the window while I blazed through every red light… still asking for trouble. So I figured I’d nug out this report and load up to the law enforcement analysis AI that’s running in Phoenix. Queue times are low this time of night,” she fixed a typo in a text box and found three more in the next.

“Juries hate anything touched by AI,” Ramirez said.

“That’s why we have parallel reconstruction. And if the big neural net in some basement somewhere in Phoenix can connect some dots that I can’t… so much the better,” she saved a file and held a finger over the “SEND” field.

“You trying to get justice for the victims, or you trying to find the Dead Man?” Ramirez asked.

“Both? Both is good, but either/or is still progress,” she flicked a fingertip in the holo and the screen flipped over to the LAPD default screen. “What’re you doing here? I thought metro and CHIPS were running buses to the temp housing where you live.”

“I had to replace one of the bulletproof panels on my cruiser. Two hits cracked the whole thing. No overtime budget for that job, but I’d rather not have to worry about that getting shot out or kicked out the next time I’ve got some dust head in the back,” Ramirez said. “Funny thing. We never expected overtime pay when we were in the shit back in Korea. Now we get salty for not being paid extra.”

“Recruiters taking in medically discharged soldiers yet?” Osia packed up her things. “It’s not like you lost your trigger fingers.”

“Nah,” Ramirez held up his hand and waggled the too-short digits at her. “Just can’t be a proper samurai cop if I wanted to be. VA says I’m about six months away from a surgery date for replacements. Which they said six months ago, but who’s counting?”

“You should’ve gone for the replacement lung and liver segment like I did,” she slapped her flank. “You still going to group?”

“No,” Ramirez crossed his arms over his chest. “Too depressing.”

“What about the nightmares?” she asked.

“What about yours?”

“They’re only there when I close my eyes,” she said softly. She rummaged through a stack of papers in a tote and set a piece of paper on the desk. The dark of a drawing on the other side shown through. “Tell me what this is.”

She flipped over the head and shoulders of a skull-faced individual.

“A Dia de los Muertos enthusiast,” he shrugged. “A skin you can buy off the latest Call of Modern Halos game, whatever the kids are playing these days. There’s no end to that look, Heather.”

“Or its the face mask you and the rest of the Dead Man had in Korea,” she said. “You don’t recognize your own stuff?”

“It wasn’t like that,” he waved a hand over his face. “We had the mouth shield and nose bridge painted like a skull. It looked like a skull from a distance because of the eyes. Otherwise we looked like we were trying way too hard to scare the commies.”

“Do you still have your mask?” she asked.

Ramirez was quiet for a few seconds.

“Somewhere.”

“I drew this from a dream. A nightmare from my last day in Korea,” she said. “Our last day. We were on the same medevac out, right? Things are hazy from all the drugs.”

“Who’s my battle buddy?” he held up a fist and she bumped knuckles with him.

“Battle rattle,” she smirked and took out another picture of a similarly skull-faced individual wearing tattered clothes. “This is the first sketch from an eye witness of the Dead Man.”

“Heather, you keep reaching like this and you’re going to pull a muscle. When the Rangers pulled our ass out of the fire at Busan, they had the skull masks on. They still wear them. Scares the shit out of the commies. Can you really trust your memory of the day you—we—got shot up? Trauma affects memory, the VA shrinks are always harping on that,” he said. “Could it be⁠—”

“Why are you busting my balls on this?” she snapped.

Ramirez’ left eyebrow twitched.

“You’re obsessing. You’re trying to make some sort of connection from a memory we both can barely piece together for what? So what if the Dead Man in LA is one of those Rangers—hold up, do you think it’s me? I’ve got alibis left, right, and sideways for every single time they claim he’s torn apart druggies and gang bangers.”

“No, I don’t think it’s you,” she rolled her eyes. “I’ve seen you doing pull-ups—no way you have the lat strength to rip someone’s head off.”

“Thank you. Wait, the muscles on my back still haven’t healed—now you’re busting my balls,” he shook his head.

“I am. But what if we find the Dead Man? What if he’s got a connection to the war? Then he’s a soldier and we could help him,” she said.

“Do we want to find him?” Ramirez asked after a moment. “We’ve been to the crime scenes. He—if he’s real—doesn’t scare the shit out of you?”

“There’s that,” she looked away.

“What’re we supposed to say to him? ‘Big fan of your work. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will⁠—’”

“Somebody in this mask saved our lives in Korea,” she said. “When that happened… I had this feeling. Like I knew him.”

Ramirez put a hand on her shoulder.

“We need to go to group together. Get this off your chest and clear your head,” he said.

“Asshole, if there’s anyone on this shit ball of a planet who should be on my side about this, it should be you,” she snarled. “You had minor wounds⁠—”

“Minor?” he looked at his missing fingers and tried to twist his neck to look at the burn scars.

“Sorry. I was in multiple organ failure, you weren’t. But why can’t you even acknowledge the possibility that our guy here is our guy there?” she asked.

“Because if that’s the truth, than I’m a goddamn coward for sitting around while the guy who saved our life is out there struggling. Plus, it’s a stretch for even a knuckle-dragging infantryman like me to act like he has a snowball’s chance in hell of being real. Former infantry. My mom says the badge makes me smarter.”

“It might,” she said. “I’ll go to group if you do, deal?”

“Deal,” he looked out the window to the dull glow from lights on the other side of the San Gabriel and San Bernardino Mountains. “You on tomorrow? My next shifts starts in a mere three hours. Long enough to shit, shower, shave, and sleep.”

“Which of those are you offering to do with me?” she yawned.

“Sleep. There’s spare bunks in the sleeper car in the parking lot inside the fencing,” he said.

“Which? The one that smells like farts, or the one that smells like puke?”

“Farts. The custodial crew scrubbed that corner,” he smiled.

“You really know how to show a girl a good time. Let’s go.” She slid her Ubi into her bag.
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Kadish ran across a rooftop. He jumped over an alleyway and landed on both feet. His leg that took the bullet locked up, sending him face-first into the gravel floor. He slid face-first into a pile of garbage, spooking a flock of pigeons out of their nighttime roosts.

“Eh… sorry,” Kadish rolled to his back and punched his quad. The muscles cramped for a moment, then loosed into an almost jelly-like consistency. The limb twitched and kicked for a full minute before it reset and the paper doll of his body displayed on his vision flashed green.

“That’s new. I’m sure it’s nothing,” he mumbled to himself. He rolled over and crawled to the edge. Below, a mural of his skull face was lit up by solar-powered lights screwed into the wall. An external fire escape that ended three stories over the ground was on the building across from him. The lower floors were burnt out. Bricks and cinder blocks had fallen away, exposing support beams like bones within a rotting corpse.

“Long way down. Don’t fuck it up. Again,” Kadish got a running start and cleared the gap. The fire escape rattled as he grabbed hold and swung over the railing. He ascended higher, looking out across the few lights of the NGZ and to the surrounding walls.

Kadish ducked through a top-floor window. The night-vision optics in his eyes adjusted and gave him full color vision of his den. A pup tent was against a wall, along with a workstation and a pile of mismatched guns. He dumped blood-flecked goldies into an old ashtray and limped to a disheveled office chair.

He sat down and looked around, half expecting the Red Man to appear with more demands. But the apparition was gone, and Kadish didn’t want to call it from wherever it went between kills.

Murders.

The Red Man didn’t care what they were called.

Kadish opened a drawer and picked out a notebook with molded-out pages and a mechanical pencil. He flipped to a hand-drawn calendar and drew an X through the day. He flipped back to the first record he’d made several months ago. The Xs were getting closer. Two to three weeks between them at first, then at least once every ten days for the past two months.

“Is he demanding more, or am I getting into too many fights? Shh, not out loud, he might hear…” Kadish looked around to confirm he was alone. “Been up here too damn long.”

He opened another drawer and took out a small tool chest. He found a pair of pliers with crusted tips. He clacked them together and found a bullet impact in his chest by feel. His face twitched as pain flared from the wound.

This hurt was new… but familiar. Whatever the government and Ibarra Corporation had done to him had made pain more of an awareness of damage… at first. Ever since he’d survived the intentional destruction of the Nuozhadu Dam in China that washed away a significant portion of Beijing’s nuclear stockpile… things had started to fall apart. Subroutines from the Imperative that displayed pure gibberish instead of information. The slowing repair of the pseudo flesh that covered his body had been manageable, as he could default to a more haggard appearance without straining his systems.

He wasn’t moving through the NGZ with the intent of finding company interested in his looks. Most people tried to avoid and forget ever seeing the lost and the damned all around them.

“Should’ve spat this out by now,” he muttered. Kadish jammed the pliers into the wound and groaned as the pain grew worse. He grunted and twisted the handle, working the bullet out slowly. Synthogloben blood dribbled down his chest.

“Ahhh!” Kadish cried out and yanked the bullet out with trembling fingers. He threw the tool aside and clutched the wound. He leaned to one side and fell to the floor. He lay there, panting, as cockroaches scuttled passed his face.

He reached out and gripped the floor. Kadish dragged himself to a stack of suitcases. He stuffed his arm into the bottom case and pulled out a small pill box. He rolled onto his back and flipped it open.

Three pills were inside individual blisters. The backside had the Ibarra Corporation logo. Each had a supply of micro-machines that were specially designed to repair his cyborg body. Each would take the mounting pain away and improve his functionality.

Each was irreplaceable.

None made the Red Man go away.

“It’s just pain,” he closed the box. “It’s all just pain.”

Kadish returned the pills and crawled to the tent and found a red-and-white first aid box. He took out a suture kit and needed several attempts before he got the needle threaded. He pinched the thread to the needle, his hand still trembling.

He sat back and felt blood run down the gash across his back. What few micro-machines still in his body were able to heal most of the damage, but he couldn’t reach back there to patch himself up.

“Hey, Colonel Schofield, Doc Tivoli, found an error with your super soldier. Can’t scratch between my shoulder blades,” he said. He brought the needle up to the wound in his chest and dropped his hands again.

Kadish felt under the mattress inside the tent and pulled out a beat-up Ubi.

“Genie.”

The screen lit up, and an animation of the top half of a shirtless man in a vest and turban manifested from smoke out of a lamp.

“Your wish is my command,” the sound came out with clicks and snaps from damaged speakers.

“Play Sabaton,” he said.

“Playing The Glory at Jena-Auserstedt, by Sabaton,” the genie winked at him and vanished back into the lamp. Rock music warbled from the Ubi. Kadish set the tip of the needle against one edge of his bullet wound and waited for a strong beat in the song to poke it into his flesh.

The pain was full and real as he worked.
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Alcalde’s car pulled up to the Rutland Arms Hotel. He donned a pair of aviator sunglasses and moved out of the backseat before his driver came to a complete stop. The entire place was surrounded by Cartel soldiers carrying an almost eclectic disparity of firearms.

Alcalde whistled to Toro and Vaccaro as he walked with purpose into the foyer where several of the guards killed had been dragged into one pile. Sunlight glared through windows, glinting off the few moist spots in pooled blood.

“God. Fucking. Damn it,” Alcalde lifted a finger to his nose and popped open a latch on an oversized diamond ring. He snorted some of the white powder within and rubbed his nose. “Pictures? Survivors? The product?”

“Place is empty, boss. I did a walkthrough to double-check. Control room got hit. The computer stack pulling all the camera feeds was melted,” Toro said. “None of our guys made it, but it looks like they put up a fight at least. Upper floors are more of a mess than down here.”

The big man was almost sheepish as he answered. He clicked off the radio in one hand.

“Product made it to a church,” Vaccaro held up a small Ubi slate. “All of them. Word from inside is that a single Vietnamese man with a strange accent broke them out and told them where to go. Described as tall and average looking.”

“So maybe not the Dead Man,” Toro said. “Sometimes relatives will track down a shipment and cause trouble. It’s not impossible.”

“This guy ask for relatives? He didn’t meet up with them at the church?” Alcalde tilted his head back to send the post-bump drip down his throat.

“No sign of him anywhere,” Vaccaro said. “It’s all Vietnamese refugees around here. They’re not too keen on us selling them off, so I doubt we’ll get anything useful from them.”

“Which makes us look even weaker,” Alcalde snapped. “It’s bad enough I have to come out here in broad daylight. Words been out about this for hours—hours!—and I can’t leave the hotel because this Dead Man likes to come out only at night. And we lost the product!”

Alcalde kicked the crushed head of one of the Durango soldiers, sending spatter against Vaccaro’s and Toro’s pant legs.

“All the product!” Alcalde seethed.

“They’re not lost. We know where they are,” Toro looked down at his feet.

“You want me to roll up to a house of God and demand my slaves back from the priest?” Alcalde extended his chin toward Toro. “Is that was a ‘mayor’ does? ‘Pretty please give me my live cargo back. I’ll take better care of them this time.’”

“Father Maris will do it if he knows what’s good for him,” Vaccaro said. “Less mouths to feed.”

“Bad idea,” a man’s voice echoed down the stairwell.

Toro jerked, startled, then un-holstered a pistol and ran up the stairs three at a time. The big man got to the third floor and went to the right. The sound of a brief struggle followed. There was a large thump.

“Alcalde… come get your boy,” the same voice called out.

“He’s efficient,” Alcalde went up the stairs with Vaccaro behind him. They found Toro face down on the floor, his mechanical arm twisted back and used like a stick to pin him. The man standing on top of him wore a loose trench coat over matte-black body armor. His hair was high and tight, the top flat enough to land miniature drones. One hand held Toro’s bionic wrist, the other held a large pistol.

“Ah ha, Maxwell!” Alcalde clapped his hands together. “You got here fast.”

“I was in Tijuana when your deposit came through,” Maxwell looked up, his eyes hidden behind dark sunglasses. Tiny screens built into the lenses flickered on and off.

“Let me the fuck go!” Toro squirmed.

“My head of security told me the building was clear,” Alcalde put his hands on his hips.

“I let myself in,” Maxwell hooked a thumb into Toro’s elbow and a panel popped open. He pressed his thumb into the opening and a square battery pack shunted out into his hand. Maxwell let the dead arm go and took a step back. “Bet he told you the perimeter was secure too. I have bad news.”

“I don’t need that to rip your face off,” Toro lurched up to his knees and one arm, his augmentics dragging like a lame limb.

“Toro, play nice,” Alcalde slapped his thigh like he was calling over a dog. “Mr. Maxwell is something of a big game hunter. We have need of his services.”

Toro got back to Alcalde’s side, his face flush and his breathing fast.

“Need me to kill a ‘dead man,’ huh?” Maxwell scratched at his chin. The fingers clicked as the mechanized gloves moved. “Sounds like someone’s already done the job.”

“This wasn’t the Dead Man,” Vaccaro said. “There are witnesses this time. Live ones.”

Maxwell didn’t take his eyes off the furious Toro as he pointed a thumb over his shoulder to a broken window.

“Third-floor entry. Plenty of bullet casings from the knockoff M-250 your soldier was packing, fewer impacts in the walls and the body. Someone took hits, yet there’s at least one fewer body than expected that the information suggests. You really think a lone ‘some Vietnamese guy’ did this?” Maxwell asked.

“Who is this fool?” Toro raised his flesh and blood hand at Maxwell.

“You missed the boot marks on the entrance to this room,” Maxwell kicked a door open. “This Dead Man of yours pinned himself up against the ceiling, over the normal sight lines of your ‘soldiers,’ and I do have to use that term lightly. They didn’t think to look up. Always got to do that when you clear any room.”

“The Durango Cartel is for life,” Alcalde said. “They did their duty, at least. What’s wrong with going after the priest? You’ve never struck me as the religious type.”

“Old story my pops used to tell about Iraqis,” Maxwell leaned one shoulder against the wall and crossed his arms, keeping the pistol out and ready. “There was an old sheikh from a respected and prosperous clan. Then one day, another clan stole a turkey from his farm. The sheikh’s sons thought nothing of us. Just a single bird, but the sheikh demanded they get the turkey back. Punish the thief.”

“What the hell’s that got to do with anything?” Toro asked.

“His sons didn’t care. Month later and a cow was stolen. The sheikh told his sons to find the turkey that had been stolen. Again, just one cow, not worth the trouble. Then, one of the sheikh’s daughters was assaulted and raped in the marketplace. The sheikh did what any good Iraqi sheikh has to do when a female under his care is no longer pure. He had to kill her to protect the clan’s honor,” Maxwell popped an eyebrow up over the ridge of his sunglasses.

“Turkeys?” Toro tossed a hand up.

“The sons demanded an honor killing, but the sheikh forbade retaliation. He said, ‘You fools! All this happened because they stole our turkey. Once they knew we were weak, they decided to take everything we had! Now go find my turkey.”

“I don’t get it,” Toro scratched his ass.

“The Dead Man is the turkey, you idiot,” Alcalde said. “We didn’t kill him after the first time he hurt us, and now we look weak to everyone. Especially the Dead Man.”

Maxwell touched a fingertip to one cheek, then the other.

“Somebody gets it,” he smiled. “You can run around playing whack-a-mole for every problem that stems from the Dead Man, or you take him out and show the No Go Zone that you can handle the root cause. Simple as that.”

“If it was that simple, Toro would already have done it,” Vaccaro said.

“Yeah!” Toro nodded furiously. “Wait…”

“How long until you can solve this problem?” Alcalde asked.

“Tough one,” Maxwell went to the wall and wiped a finger down the blood splatter. He rubbed the blood onto the inside of his bottom lip and ran his tongue against the smudge. “He bleeds, and you know what they say about that. He’s decently trained, took out all the cameras with a low-noise device, as nobody heard gunshots prior to the machine guns going off and this entry point? Not something your usual hood rats are capable of. I’m looking for someone who spent time in at least a tier-two Special Forces unit. Not going to be easy. Not going to be cheap… I could use some help.”

“You’re trying to squeeze the Durango Cartel?” Vaccaro sneered. “I don’t think you understand how this works.”

“I charge by the day,” Maxwell chuckled. “And you want me to find and kill a ghost. I bring in my team and it’ll go faster. Don’t tell me you’re worried about expenses when the jefe council at Lake Santiaguillo realize you can’t manage the easiest job in America. There ain’t even cops here and⁠—”

“You can find him?” Alcalde asked. “And you can kill him?”

“He’ll stay dead once I find him,” Maxwell nodded. “I’ll move my operation to your estate if that’s fine with you. My status out there in places with the law’s a bit precarious. No crypto, I need payment in cash, ass, or low-volume, high-cost pharmaceuticals. Preferably cash.”

“Get to work,” Alcalde said.

“Moving,” Maxwell went to the broken window the Dead Man had broken through and hopped out.

“Wai…” Vaccaro reached for the window. When he didn’t hear the splat of a person against the concrete, he frowned. “How’d he do that?”

“Fucker put down face-first like he knows that jujitsu stuff,” Toro said. “Way too fast and strong to be normal.”

“You didn’t recognize his suit?” Alcalde asked. “That’s cutting edge Ibarra tech for the new Strike Marines they’re training on Luna and Mars. What he’s wearing costs a hell of a lot more than what we’re paying him.”

“Which is substantial,” Vaccaro said. “We’re running out of margin, Alcalde. If he’s at this for more than a few weeks, we’re going to be short on our tithe for the council.”

“Get the other shipments to Las Vegas out of here before sundown. Buyers will just have to take them early. Toro, get the word out to the soldiers—whoever finds the Dead Man gets promoted to the executive suite. And I want the security for the Corrida doubled. I’m always there for Thursdays. Then you snatch three guys from the surrounding blocks that match the description and bring them to me. I’ll question them myself.”

“You want three average-looking but slightly tall Asian guys?” Toro chuckled. “Pretty sure there’s three within arms distance as soon as I get to the sidewalk.”

“Then it’s an easy job,” Vaccaro smirked.

“Clean this place out and burn it down,” Alcalde said. “We can send the Dead Man a message.”


CHAPTER 7



Kadish stood atop a building, watching as the hotel burned to the ground. Flame light cast yellow and red against him, mirroring the sunset over the Pacific Ocean to the west. The fire didn’t appear to be in any danger of spreading, but civilians in nearby buildings moved further away, carrying what meager possessions they had as Pumpkin Time approached.

His augmented hearing picked up a series of hisses and squeaks from a nearby alley.

“Finally,” Kadish jogged over toward the noise and did a flip through the air to reach the next rooftop. He crept up on the edge and looked down. A single figure in a black hoody and baggie sweatpants pushed a device the size of an old laptop computer into a backpack and hurried away.

The smell of fresh paint wafted up to him.

Kadish growled and hopped over the wall.
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Katie kept her head down and her hands stuffed into the front pocket of her hoodie as the horns announcing Pumpkin Time and free fire in the streets began.

“Shit,” she broke into a jog. “Shit shit sh⁠—”

A hand thrust out from the doorway of a dilapidated restaurant and yanked her off her feet. A small knife came out and she slashed at the arm, kicking and struggling as she was carried into the back.

Calling for help would only bring more predators, but caution was one of the first things she could disregard when death was on the line.

“I’ll cut you! You asshole!”

The knife was plucked from her hand with deft fingers, and a hand went over her mouth. Her assailant pressed her back against him. He felt like a solid wall, and his grip was as solid as steel.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” rumbled in her ear. “I just want to talk. When I take my hand off, don’t scream. We don’t need any more trouble. Understand?”

Katie nodded. The hand moved away from her mouth.

“I’ve got a razor blade up my cooter! You think it’ll be worth—” the hand slammed home again.

“OK, let’s try this again,” Kadish said. “I just want to talk to you. When you turn around, I think you’re going to want to talk to me. When I take my hand away, no screaming. Understand?”

Katie nodded harder.

The hand came off for a split second, then went back over her mouth. She felt her feet dangling in the air and realized she’d been held aloft the whole time. Whoever was behind her was freakishly strong.

“Here goes,” Kadish set her down.

She swung a back fist around as she turned. Kadish held up his arm and their forearms clashed.

“Ah, son of a bitch,” Katie grasped her throbbing arm and went down to one knee. “You made of metal or something?”

“Or something,” Kadish said.

Katie looked up at the Dead Man and his skull face.

“Oh…” her mouth puckered. “Oh wow, are you you? Are you like… really real?”

“Last time I checked,” Kadish said. “Open that backpack for me.”

Katie inched away. Her breathing sped up and sweat broke out on her forehead. She brushed poorly cut bangs away from her face.

“I-I-I, oh my God, you’re here,” she began trembling. “Look, I’m a fan, OK? I didn’t mean anything by it, right? But shit’s hard here in the NGZ, and us dregs need a little hope. So I just⁠—”

“The bag.”

Katie tensed at the words.

“I can explain, promise!” she laughed nervously. The two stared at each other for a moment.

“You don’t… say anything?” she asked.

“I’m waiting for you to explain.”

“Yeah! Sure,” Katie swiped her hoodie back, revealing jet-black hair that looked like it had been trimmed with kitchen scissors. She unzipped her backpack and took out a small contraption. She double clicked a button and it popped open. Nozzles attached to small spray cans moved up and down as a laser emitter scanned a long horizontal line up and down the wall next to Kadish.

“Just watch,” she touched another button and propellant sent white and black spray paint up against the wall. It took less than a minute for a mural of the Dead Man’s face to resolve as the machine finished working.

“I prefer to do the work by hand, but there’s never enough time,” she said. “I do them all on a tablet first before I load the image into the program. No AI bullshit from me. Are you mad because I got the likeness wrong? I mean… I thought you’d be taller. Do you get that a lot?”

“No.”

“Oh God,” she put a hand over her mouth. “Are you going to kill me?”

“No… you seem familiar.”

“Three months ago,” she pointed straight ahead of her, then to the right, “at Roosevelt and Myrtle, these bunch of creeps mobbed me right before Pumpkin Time was supposed to end and you… you saved me. I saw your face, or not face. What happened to you?”

“That was you. I thought you were a skinny teenage boy,” Kadish said.

“I get that a lot. On purpose,” she said. “I’m Katie… and thanks for saving me. I put up the first mural at the same spot to thank you and then… I just sorta kept doing it.”

“Why?”

“Turns out my art was appreciated, and that made me feel all sorts of warm and fuzzy on the inside when people complimented the murals. Then the graffiti became shit-head repellent across the NGZ. Durangos, Triads, Rips… none of them go anywhere near them. The power of art, huh?” she smiled.

“You need to stop,” Kadish squatted down in front of her.

“But why? You—and by extension my mural, which aren’t nearly the same thing—are one of the best things to ever happen to the NGZ. You and Father Maris’ church. Oh, and the fish taco stand that opened across the street from the mariscos place you… visited? Have you had⁠—”

Kadish pinched her lips shut.

“Shh. I need you to do something for me right here and right now. That’ll help you understand the situation you’ve put me—and you—into,” Kadish let go of her lips and stood. He turned around and took off his top, exposing the albino-colored skin of his back. A hand-long gash ran across his lower latissimus muscles.

“Can you work a thread and needle?” he asked.

“Uh-huh,” she gaped at the wound. “Why aren’t you… bleeding?”

A suture kit landed between them.

“OK then,” she touched the flesh of his back near the cut and deep-violet fluid oozed out. “What is that? Doesn’t even smell like blood?”

“It’s called synthogloben. Blood substitute with a higher oxygenation level than what more people have in their veins,” Kadish said. “I can’t reach back there, so if you could help me?”

“This is just going to get weirder, isn’t it?” She picked up the suture kit and took a deep breath. She tied the suture into the needle and pressed the tip against the pale flesh. She pierced through the rubbery flesh. The skin changed from alabaster to mahogany, then to a light tan as she made the first loop.

“You’re changing colors. Why are you changing colors?” She let go of the needle and stepped back.

“I’m not like most people,” Kadish said.

“No shit?” she picked up the needled dangling over his belt and went back to work.

“The more details I give you, the more danger you’ll be in, so I’m not going to tell you anything more than you need to know,” Kadish said. “I used to be a soldier. I wasn’t like this until I was badly wounded and… the government put me back together with augments to make me more effective on the battlefield. I got loose, then I came here to hide.”

“Are there more like you?” she tied off one side and snipped the string.

“There’s no one else like me,” he said. “Be thankful for that. But if the government suspects I’m alive, they’ll come for me. Here’s my point: stop making murals of me. Words spreads too far and too wide and life gets worse for everyone. Do you understand?”

“That’s… reasonable, but I’m going to go with ‘no,’” she worked the suture between more split flesh. Kadish tensed, and she recoiled as if she was about to be hit.

“Did you not understand me? Every mural is a big ‘open season’ sign on me,” he said.

“You mean the government will have to pretend the NGZ is actually part of America and come help if they’re looking for you? Oh no. Not that,” she leaned around him and gave him a look with her big green eyes. “Way I see it… you want to help. That’s why you didn’t kill me after I saw your face. No, you’re not like other people. You actually care. That’s why you off gang bangers and free sex-trafficking victims.”

“No it’s… I don’t kill people because they’re evil or because I want the world to be a better place,” he said.

“Then why?”

“I don’t… have a choice. Let’s leave it at that,” he said. “And you shut up!”

“Woah, hold on, what did I say?” she asked.

“Not you,” Kadish said quickly. “Done yet?”

“Almost. This sort of thing has to be done right,” she said. “I’m getting some mixed signals here Mr… Dead? Dead Man? I’m Katie, by the way. What’s your name?”

“This unit is designated Revenant Six,” a computerized voice answered. “Damn it,” Kadish answered in his own voice. “You can call me Dead Man. That’s as good a name as any.”

“Do you know your real name?” she asked.

“This unit is designated Revenant Six,” Kadish repeated. “Stop asking!”

“Sorry. You’re just a whole cornucopia of issues, aren’t you?” she peered into the wound. “Is that some sort of metal? How are you made of metal?”

Kadish didn’t answer.

“Actually,” she snipped off the last of the suture string, “you make a lot more sense now. Before I was trying to figure out how you were able to shrug off bullets and crush skulls with your bare fricking hands. Like, are you some sort of spirit of vengeance—which would’ve been so cool but at the same time terrifying the more you think about it—no, turns out he’s a cyborg super soldier that can do all this super soldier stuff but can’t scratch between his shoulder blades, so here we are now. Lot more sense. The Ibarra Corporation’s got people walking around Mars and Europa. Why not skin-shifting cyborgs running around a collapsed Los Angeles? That’s somehow less terrifying than you being a ghost. Demon. Angel? And more plausible… somehow.”

“You don’t talk like most people in the NGZ. Where you from?” he asked.

“My parents worked for the Ibarra Corp over at the heavy lift factory in Hawthorne when the Pop happened,” she said. “Turns out rocket scientists aren’t that great in a fight when the power goes out and millions of people realize everything’s gone to shit, there’s no help coming, and it’s time to fight over every last scrap of food. My family was on the road to Vegas when a gang decided they wanted our stuff and my mom. We didn’t even get over the Bernardino Mountains. My brother and I made it back here, and we sort of got… stuck.”

“You couldn’t get out before Nevada and Arizona closed their borders?” Kadish asked.

“I came down with the pox when last call went out. My brother’s OK most days, but he wasn’t going to carry me to the screener point at Yuma or Vegas. My luck was a steady line of shit until you saved me from the cartel awhile back. It’s been No Go Zone living ever since,” she said. “Now we’re just waiting for Washington to get its shit together and help LA. We’re still American citizens here. Most of us. OK, a little less than half, but⁠—”

“‘We’re from the government and we’re here to help’ aren’t words I ever want to hear. And you want the government to come back to help? Same one that failed so spectacularly?” Kadish asked.

“I remember when the lights were on and the streets were a lot safer,” Katie said.

“Where are your parents?”

“Dead. I should’ve made that abundantly clear. Now I’ve got an seventeen-year-old brother that I have to feed and there’s zero for him to learn other than street smarts out here. Less to eat. Trust me, I’d rather be at my old magnet high school. Or a ‘fugee camp out in Vegas. They’ve got rooms to stay in on the Strip. I’ve heard.”

“You brought him to the NGZ?” Kadish looked over his shoulder at her.

“The NGZ went up around us. We had an uncle that lived in Long Beach. We made it to his house, but he wasn’t in there anymore. Got to a church for sanctuary and things just got worse from there. Shit sucks, in case you haven’t noticed,” she said.

“I’ve noticed,” Kadish said. “Sorry about your parents. Rough time.”

“Done,” she trimmed the last of the string from the suture. “Do you have any other ouchy boo boos?”

“That was a 7.62 mm bullet. It hurt,” Kadish said.

“How can you tank hits like that?” She put a fingertip against his back and poked his skin repeatedly.

Kadish turned around. He tilted his head from side to side, the deep black pools of his eyes regarding her.

“Where’d you get that sprayer?” he asked.

“I made it,” a brief smile tugged at the corner of her lips. “Rocket scientist parents. Magnet engineering school. I’ve made some scratch fixing stuff. Finding the nozzles were the hardest part. But the fuel injectors on an old⁠—”

“No more,” Kadish shook his head. “It puts you at risk. And me.”

“Remember just a few minutes ago when I said ‘no’? The answer is still no. We need you to keep making the NGZ a safer place to live and⁠—”

“How many people have to die for that to happen?” Kadish asked. “I don’t think you understand what you’re asking of me.”

“I do, actually, because everyone you’ve un-alived has been a bad guy thus far, and I have a feeling you’re going to stick to that pattern. Right. Right?” She glanced at her device and licked her lips. Her voice rose an octave. “Right?”

“‘Un-alived’?” Kadish reached into a back pocket.

“I grew up on social media where the wrong words got you booted off. Goddamn speech fascists. Anyway… you do your thing. I do my thing. I won’t tell anyone about this, and I need to get back to my sketchpad, as you’ve given me a bunch of ideas. I’ll see myself out,” she reached for the graffiti box.

Kadish grabbed her by the wrist. He lifted her up to standing. Her jaw clenched and her body began to shake.

“I wasn’t kidding about that razor,” she said quietly. Kadish let her go and lifted her chin.

“I can’t protect everyone. I can’t protect you all the time, and I am no hero, Katie. Take this,” Kadish pressed a wad of goldies and silvies into her hand. “You and your brother get some decent food, then you never make another picture of me ever again. You understand?”

“Not a hero? But you’re a good guy,” she rubbed the bills between her fingers. “You don’t know how budgets work, do you? If I’ve got money for food, then I’ve got more money for paint and supplies.”

“Then give it back,” Kadish held out a palm.

Katie pulled the top of her shirt open and shoved the money into her bra.

“Your move,” she crossed her arms and gave him a fierce look.

“Ah… shit,” Kadish bobbed his head at the expletive.

“Hero,” she spread her arms wide and hugged him.

Kadish froze. His skull face flicked back to his true face for a moment, then reverted back.

“No… I’m not that. Never was. Never will be,” he said.

“Then what are you?” she looked up at him with those big green eyes and smiled. Kadish grabbed her by the shoulder and pushed her away.

“A monster… but I can control it. For now. When it comes out you can’t be… you don’t want to be around when that happens. Now you go home and never come looking for me. Don’t make me find you again, please. For your sake,” he let her go.

“My dad used to listen to this Canadian guy all the time,” Katie said. “He’d go on and on about lobsters and how heroes have to be monsters. If you’re harmless but virtuous you’re… like a rabbit. You just get eaten. Heroes have to be capable of violence… sometimes. Which you are. Obviously.”

Kadish leaned over and moved his dark eyes sockets toward her face. Katie squeaked and withdrew.

“You’re afraid of me,” he said.

“I don’t talk to skeletons a lot,” she scrunched her eyes shut.

“Look at me,” he said. Katie shook her head. “Look at me!”

Katie raised her forearm up to her face and peeked over it. Kadish’s face was a mottled mess of loose flesh, like an alcoholic’s on the final few trips around the drain or a leper’s underneath the bandages.

“You wouldn’t be afraid of a hero,” he said. “I am the monster. That’s what I am, and that’s how you need to treat me. Do you understand now?”

“The Durangos, the scum out there, they’re afraid of you,” she reached for his face. Kadish let her touch it. His skin was cold and rubbery. “They’re the real monsters. You hunt them. You kill them. You’ve never hurt anyone who wasn’t asking for it. Maybe you’re a little scary to look at, but you’re a hero to me.”

Kadish brushed her hand away.

“You need to leave.”

“About that,” she rubbed her shoulder. “It’s passed Pumpkin O’clock, Mr. Dead Man. I’m no damsel, but being on these streets at this hour is distressing, if you know what I mean.”

“You’ll be fine. I swear it,” Kadish went for the door.

“That mean you’re going to follow me home? Like a puppy?”

“Yes. No. Get going,” he opened the door.

“Can I tell my brother we met?” She picked up her backpack.

“How can three people keep a secret?” he asked.

“If two are dead, but then… oh. I got it!” she pointed at him. “You’re already the Dead Man. That sounded way better in my head. I’m so sorry. Please⁠—”

Kadish pinched her lips shut again.

“Shh. Just… shh and go home.” He released her and vanished into the night.

“Fine, I’ll just ‘babe in the woods’ all the way home with cash in my pocket,” she flopped her arms against her sides. “And I was kidding about the razor! Why did I say that? Sounds like an invitation when it—I really do need to shut up.”
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Katie kept her head down and her shoulders pinched as she crossed the street to avoid a burning oil barrel and the three men warming themselves around it. Home was two blocks away and no one had taken much of an interest in her.

Until now. One of the three broke away from the pack and made straight for her.

“No, no, please no,” she murmured.

“Hey! There’s a tax on these streets,” the man said. She couldn’t make out much, but he had one hand under the front of his shirt.

Katie broke into a run. The much taller man gave chase, closing the distance in a few seconds.

“You make me work for it and it’ll be worse for—” his head snapped forward. Something arced up from the back of his skull and was lost in the night. The mugger pitched forward and landed face down in the street. His feet jiggled and kicked from massive head trauma.

A baseball landed next to Katie, forcing a yelp out of her. It rolled into the gutter. The mugger’s friends opted to retreat down an alley.

A shadow moved along a roof top, then disappeared.

“H-Heroes are men of their word,” she picked the baseball up and waved to the last place she saw the shadow.

Two screams sounded in the distance and ended suddenly.

Katie swallowed hard and ran the rest of the way home.


CHAPTER 8



The dream was always the same.

Osia was in smoke and fire. She kicked at flames and fought to open the door of her Humvee that had just been hit by a Chinese Ma Fung suicide drone. The door finally cracked open, and she shoved it away from her.

A gasp of air gave her the strength to keep going. She lurched out of the front passenger seat, but a sudden pressure across her chest kept her in the smoke. She found the seat belt latch and burned her fingers on the metal as the fire in the back scuttled toward her.

The belt snapped off and she fell onto wet asphalt. The rattle of machine gun fire sounded around her. There were screams, the squeal of tires as more of her platoon arrived to help. Osia rested her face against the road, considering if the fight was even worth it.

“Ma’am? Ma’am, are you OK?” A young woman in fatigues so fresh they still had the factory crease in them shook her arm.

“Driver,” Osia slurred.

The Military Police soldier lifted her head and looked at the burning Humvee.

“Don’t worry about him,” she grabbed the carry handle across the back of Osia’s plate carrier and dragged her across the road. Osia rolled to her back and un-holstered her service pistol. Blood pounded in her ears as the battle refocused around her.

The final perimeter around Busan had collapsed in three places. Chinese storm troopers poured through the gaps, hell-bent on seizing the docks before the last American and Republic of Korea soldiers could be evacuated.

“Guidons, guidons!” Osia shouted into the radio mounted on the front of her carrier. There was no answer in her ear bead. She pulled at the radio and the hand set came away, the line severed.

“There’s a strong point one block away,” the young woman said. “Almost⁠—”

She collapsed like a sack of potatoes next to Osia. Her eyes were still wide and bright. A line of blood ran down her cheek from the back of her head, and her features softened.

“Kolata?” Osia shook her. “Are you? You’re not.”

Osia rolled to her knees and tried to crawl, but her right leg refused to comply. She ran a hand down her thigh and it came back red.

“Hurr…damn it,” she pulled herself closer to a blasted-out convenience store. She didn’t hear the bullet, but she felt it strike her back armor plate. The round glanced off the edge and hit a low rib.

Osia cried out, what began as a howl of defiance devolving into a pitiful weakness that she hated herself for. Another bullet sparked off the concrete and she went flat, hoping that playing dead might buy her a chance of life later.

More gunfire broke out ahead of her. Boots filled past her face, boots she recognized as being standard American issue.

“Help… help her,” Osia waved back to Kolata.

“Will if we can,” Ramirez grabbed Osia and hoisted her up and threw her over his shoulder.

Osia bobbed against his back as Ramirez ran while carrying her entire weight. He set her down among a half dozen wounded and dead soldiers.

“Anderson! Get the machine gun covering that intersection, and someone get a goddamn ambulance over here!” Ramirez stood up. His skull face mask was off his face, flopping against his collar.

Tracer rounds snapped overhead and Ramirez ducked down.

“Commies really want to die today,” he put a hand to his ear bead.

A silhouette appeared around a corner, the helmet and shoulder outline different than any South Korean or American soldier. The Chinese fighter yanked a grenade off his chest and pulled the pin.

Osia raised her pistol and fired. The first shot missed but got the Red Army soldier to flinch. She tried to aim for a second shot, but her hand trembled furiously. The enemy hurled the grenade and stopped to watch what would happen next.

Osia squeezed the trigger and the enemy went down, clutching at his face.

The grenade landed a few yards away.

“Frag! Frag!” Osia shouted.

Ramirez fell on her, shielding her body with his own. The grenade exploded, sending a shockwave through the ground that felt like a brief earthquake.

“I got… I got chu,” Ramirez’s eyes rolled into his head, and he went limp against her.

“No, get up, Dead Man,” she shook him. “Get up!”

Ramirez rose up like he was levitating. The soldier holding him stood against the sky, his face blocked by the glare of the sun. The rapport of a high caliber rifle cracked all around them. The buttstock of an unfamiliar weapon jutted over the new arrival’s shoulder.

She felt the soldier’s eyes on her but still couldn’t make out his face.

Blood ran off ugly stumps where two of Ramirez’ fingers used to be and spattered against her face.

“Do something,” she groaned.

Another soldier with the same equipment stepped into view, his face turned away from her. The two looked at each other and something passed between them. The one holding Ramirez as easily as if he was a kitten put a hand behind his neck to stabilize his spine and set him down next to Osia.

The flesh on Ramirez’s neck and jawline was burnt. Fat and skin bubbled from the heat, and a putrid smell that would force her to swear off BBQ forever hit her nose.

The two soldiers pulled her and Ramirez bandage packs from off their plate carriers. Then, in eerily identical movements, they tore them open and each held a wad of where the wrapping met the sponge full of congealing agents.

Both went through the casualty assessment procedures text book perfect and at an identical pace. A bandage was stuffed into the bullet wound on her flank. The one tending to her left momentarily and returned with a fresh bandage and applied to another wound on her abdomen that she didn’t even knew she had.

A tourniquet went on her leg, so tight it made her gasp in pain.

The boom of some weapon she’d never heard before echoed around her. The soldier slid his arms under her neck and lower back and picked her up with ease. Then, he began to run. He bounded across roads and leapt over cars, all the while holding her tight to him.

Osia felt a chill spread up her legs as blood loss took hold. She reached up and clutched the front of her savior’s vest.

“Get my men,” she begged. “Get my men out!”

“Holy shit!” someone cried out. “Uh, I mean, urgent! Litter!”

Osia floated down to a litter carried by two medics. Another bearing Ramirez trundled passed. She kept a hold of her savior and refused to let go as the litter team stepped away.

“Get them…” she began to slip away.

The soldier turned to look at her, and the skull face bore into her soul.

“Dead Men… all here.”
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“No!” Osia sat up in her bed. Her heart pounded and the battle scars across her body sizzled in phantom pain. Her Ubi flashed on a nightstand, vibrating as the biometric alerts built into a small implant in her thigh told her she was having a nightmare.

The Ubi had called the Veteran Affairs emergency hotline on her behalf, though the call had been on hold for almost twenty minutes.

“Ahh… ahh damn it,” she ended the call and flicked off all the alerts. “Think I need a friggin’ app to tell me I had a nightmare?”

Her body trembled as adrenaline coursed through her system.

“Damn it damn it son of a bitch,” she lay back down in sweat-moistened sheets, knowing she’d never get back to sleep this early morning.

She opened her texts and sent “U up?” to Ramirez.

Osia went through breathing techniques from the VA app and her heartbeat slowed a bit. Ramirez called, and she picked up.

“Uhh… hi?” Ramirez sounded groggy.

“This isn’t that kind of a call,” she said.

“What? No. No! Why would it be… you OK?” he asked.

“I had it again. Did you?” she asked.

“No, I was flat all night. The VA’s got pills to stop the dreams, but I’ve got these special gummies that work great and give me the coolest ideas for screenplays and stuff,” he said. “Besides, the VA pills make you incontinent at night, and who the hell wants that? Want one? The better kind, I mean.”

“We have work in… four hours,” she said.

“Yeah I don’t recommend that. Not on our beat. So… what kind of call is this?”

“Donuts. Randy’s. I hear they’re taking payment in fuel cells and I’ve got a couple,” she said.

“What kind of cop would I be to refuse donuts? LA’s still good for something. I’ll be over in a minute,” he hung up.

“Just a dream,” she rubbed the bridge of her nose. “Just a dream, Heather.”
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Katie went up the stairs leading to her apartment, her pack with the spray kit over one shoulder and two brown paper bags clutched in her hands. She got to her door and leaned one shoulder against it as she struggled to move the cover off the biometric lock.

The door opened a few inches. She almost lost her balance, a quick two-step keeping her from pressing against it with all her weight. A man with wide, watery eyes looked at her through the crack.

“Open it all the way, Isaac,” Katie said. “Don’t want Mrs. Chu smelling breakfast and demanding rent early. She’s done that before when she’s hungry.”

“Sorry,” Isaac moved back and let Katie in. Their single-bedroom apartment was neatly organized and the kitchen sink even smelled of soap. Isaac locked the door behind her as she went for an old wooden cable spool that passed for a table. She set a paper bag on the other side and sat on a plastic lawn chair.

“You’re back early,” Isaac jammed a hand into his bag and flapped his fingers back and forth, not making any real effort to get at what was inside.

“You’re still high,” Katie gave him a nasty look. “Have you been going all night, or did your shakes wake you up for a hit?”

“Doesn’t matter,” Isaac rubbed an elbow joint long with track marks. “I am dancing on cloud tops right now. Got first dibs at the pile at work and the batch was so pure,” his eyes rolled back into his head briefly. He pulled up an overturned waste basket and used it as a chair. “Ooo fort-ie packs. You swipe these or get them from the hummie drops.”

“Last time I went to one of the Ibarra Corp’s humanitarian drops, I almost got my arm broken,” she said. “I fixed Doan’s motion detectors and he paid me in food.”

Isaac took out a foil pack of nuts. He bit down on a corner and ripped it open, then shoved the open end into his mouth.

“This… all?” he asked between chomps. “You should’a… got more.”

“I had to pay off your tab,” she said. “Your credit’s no good with him anymore. Neither is mine, thank you very much.”

“I’ll have my shift boss talk to him,” Isaac said. “That greedy asshole won’t stand up to the Durangos.”

“How gone are you?” She narrowed her eyes at him. “You think the cartel gives a shit about you? You show up where they tell you to and then work until the verge of Pumpkin Time and get paid in drugs. Your ‘shift boss’ is going to do exactly jack and shit.”

“Eh, whatever,” Isaac crushed a pack of crackers in the wrapper, then poured strawberry jelly into the crumbs. “Fort-ies are better than those nutrient pastes. Never shit with the pastes. Makes me nervous.”

“Maybe you could opt for pay in cash just once,” Katie’s face fell. “You used to bring some money in. You know how hard it is to make scratch out there when you’re me?”

“But you do,” Isaac narrowed his eyes at her. “How else are you paying for all that paint and shit? What gang are you taggin’ for?”

“I made my kit. I had to beg, borrow, and trade for all the parts, and I still have to get enough to pay for this shithole and feed you. A little help here, Isaac.” She drew back slightly, aware of what was coming.

“Hey!” he slammed a fist against the spool table. “Who went into debt to the cartels to pay for the anti virals when you were dying of something over there?”

Someone banged on the other side of the wall.

“I know, it’s just that—” she held up a hand, but not before Isaac cuffed her on the side of the head.

“They made me come work for them, then they got me hooked on all this shit!” Isaac’s railing continued, heedless of the protests from neighbors. “Why didn’t you go work it off, huh? You’re alive because of me, and all you do is bitch about not having enough fucking money when you can put your ass to work too. Durangos are always hiring at the pods, and you⁠—”

“Just going to whore your own sister out?” Her eyes burned. “That’s what Mom and Dad wanted for us, huh? Me chained to a mattress while you’re standing there taking bags of Blast for my⁠—”

Isaac hurled the table aside.

He swallowed his food, one arm clutching the track marks.

“I… sorry,” he tipped the spool back up. “Come down’s starting, and I don’t want to get dope sick before work. Pick up and drop off’s at the old hardware store. You want something from the elote guy who works the corner?”

Katie crossed her arms over her stomach, her head hung low as she fought back tears.

“Sometimes you say that,” she mumbled. “You know someplace great near every different pick-up spot. Every time you bring nothing back but your next fix.”

“Then fuck you!” He stormed out of the apartment, leaving the door swinging open.

Several of the other inhabitants on the floor leaned out of their doorways. She kept her gaze on the floor as she reached for the knob. She’d seen their looks of pity and disgust before, she didn’t need to see them again.

Katie locked the door again and cleaned up the mess Isaac had scattered about. The mice and rats would never go away, but that didn’t mean she had to feed them.

She opened the cabinet under the sink and pried up a wooden slate. Inside was an old tablet she’d got for Christmas back when she had a complete family and Isaac was just a goofy teenager with dreams of becoming a Strike Marine. The tablet never came out while Isaac was around. If he knew where it was, he’d pawn it off or trade it for another fix. The only reason he hadn’t sold her paint kit was no one knew what it was and it wasn’t made of anything worth the scrap.

A swipe across an edge and the tablet blinked to life. She opened a recent file and went back to work on a new Dead Man painting.
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Marc Ibarra’s ears popped as his personal high-speed elevator raced to the top of Euskall Tower. It decelerated fast enough that his feet just barely came off the floor. Not an accident—the Ibarra Corporation prided itself on precision engineering, even if the elevator running up to his executive suite and the vaults under the building were built by construction bots.

Security scanners went to work as he adjusted his silk and platinum thread necktie.

“No pathogens or personnel detected,” a computer voice chimed. The small door slid open. Ibarra walked out and held a small device toward a holo projection of himself at a massive chestnut-wood desk. The holo had been active since he’d left the office through his own elevator, discussing inane details across the breadth of Ibarra Corporation interests in the off chance—very off chance—that someone had managed to sneak a surveillance device into the office.

He stopped at the personal ejection pod mounted against the outer wall and verified it was functioning and ready to blast him away from the tower and parachute him to the ground in the event of fire or attack. The PEPs had the highest markup of any product across his companies’ offerings, as those who had the money to ensure they survived a disaster were willing to pay top dollar for the privilege.

“Authorized person on ascent,” chimed from his desk.

“She’s always on time,” Ibarra sat at his desk and touched a button. “Breakfast for two. The usual.”

An auto-chef on the other side of the office extended out of the floor at a cooking station and set pans on burners.

“Coffee, Blue Mountain, double,” Ibarra said. He turned his chair away from the desk and looked out to the sunrise. Phoenix had become the largest, wealthiest city on Earth since he’d founded his company there on the backs of a unique battery chemistry that had revolutionized the world’s energy storage needs. Robotics, space mining, and a slew of end-to-end consumer products had made him the wealthiest man in human history. Skyscrapers and multi-level highways created rings around Euskall Tower. Each ring radiating further and further from his headquarters was slightly lower than the one closer to the center.

Marc Ibarra enjoyed his view.

The main elevator dinged and a woman in high heels and business attire casual enough to hide the many weapons secreted around her person arrived. Her dark hair was in a tight bun, a set of thin glasses with a variety of sensors embedded in them didn’t catch any reflections of the lenses.

“Shannon! How’s the world?” Ibarra accepted a steaming cup of coffee from a tray carried by a small robot. “Something caffeinated? You look like you’re running yourself ragged as usual.”

“Do you know how hard it is to piss on fires when you don’t have a dick?” she asked.

Ibarra spat his coffee onto his desk.

“Can’t relate. Do you know how much these pants cost?” he brushed coffee off his lap.

“How’s the grandbaby?” she asked.

“You always bring up my little Stacey when you need me to be in a good mood for something. You think I don’t notice? She puked on my favorite pair of Brioni slacks last night. You think I needed them to smell like regurgitated cheerios and yogurt smoothie? I did not.”

“Then is this a good news first or bad news first sort of morning, sir?” she asked.

“Dealer’s choice,” Ibarra leaned back in his chair.

“Knight found the now-former employee who leaked the rail gun schematics to the Chinese Ministry of State Security in Barbados. Said former employee fell out of a building and landed on his handler,” Shannon winked at him.

“That doesn’t un-leak the plans,” Ibarra laced his fingers together. “Projections have the Chinese launching their first void cruisers at parity with what our shipyard at Ceres can build. This is bad news.”

“That was the good news,” Shannon deadpanned.

“Oh? Oh,” he sipped his coffee. “At least Knight managed to kill two birds with one… that son of a bitch,” he rolled his eyes. “Do I need to make this an Irish coffee before we get to the bad news?”

“Mmm,” Shannon set a folder with actual paper in it on the desk and slid it toward him. “Our AI servers got a hit on one of our closed-out projects. The Revenant program, where we took brain-dead soldiers⁠—”

“I haven’t forgotten,” Ibarra said. “I thought it was shut down with our usual efficiency. This from the Japan site or the one at…”

“I spoke with Schofield, and he confirmed everything is accounted for at his location. Logs and surveillance are pristine as well. It has to be a survivor from the Japanese facility. Not all units were accounted for after the operation at the Nuozhadu Hydroelectric Dam,” she said.

Ibarra tapped one finger against the back of his hand.

“Continue,” he said.

“Local police in the Los Angeles halo around the No Go Zone applied for an AI assessment for a number of killings in her jurisdiction… page two had crime scene photos,” she paused.

“Continue,” Ibarra nodded, uninterested in the folder.

“The precision and… brutality of violence left on the corpses indicate a level of augmentation consistent with Revenant capabilities. Also possible with some black market augmentations,” she said.

“Of all the places we’d find illegal augs, it would be in and around a No Go Zone,” Ibarra said. “I take it there’s something more damning to ruin my morning.”

“Page four,” Shannon flipped the folder open and slid a sheet across the table. A compilation of skull-faced murals from in and around the NGZ with dates and map coordinates stopped just over the edge of the desk.

“Mmm,” Ibarra raised an eyebrow. “Cartels love that shtick, don’t they?”

“I applied our more thorough AI to pre-Pop records and a number of other killings that had a bit of that… ultra-violence associated with them, and the earliest record occurs two months after the operation at Nuozhadu—where the deployed units were believed to be eliminated. The totality of the evidence points to a rogue unit,” she said.

“And there was only one that could take a piss without being ordered to and he was on that mission,” Ibarra sighed and tilted his head back. “The original Dead Man. The war criminal.”

“Name’s Kadish,” Shannon continued. “There hasn’t been any anomalous contact with his parents or any known associates since he was listed as Killed In Action a second time. But…”

“Oh God damn it,” Ibarra steepled two fingers and set them against the bridge of his nose.

“Two of his pre-KIA associates are on the LAPD, and one of them, a Detective Heather Osia, put in for the AI analysis. She has frequent contact with Patrol Corporal Antonio Ramirez, who was in Kadish’s unit. Both were set to testify in his war crimes indictment before Kadish was wounded and then shunted to the Revenant program,” Shannon said. “They’re in a position to confirm a number of details of the program, should the wrong people learn. Namely, they’re well aware of what Kadish did and that he’s supposed to be dead.”

Ibarra rubbed a temple as a headache came on.

“There’s more,” Shannon nodded slightly.

“There always is. Continue,” he said.

“Silver lining, in a way. The local Durango Cartel boss in the NGZ, who goes by ‘Alcalde,’ has hired a freelance operator to hunt down the Dead Man. Former Green Beret named Eric Maxwell. A scumbag who has been done some off-the-books work for me in the past. He’s capable but something of a psychopath,” she shrugged a shoulder. “But the profile on this situation is getting worse by the day.”

“There are so many worst-case scenarios here,” Ibarra said. “Can’t have a dead man get on the nets and display how he’s been cyborged and has a spike in his head that controlled his—” Ibarra tossed his hands up. “Congress is about to spend billions to expand the Armor Program. The first units will be fielded at the beginning of next year! It doesn’t take a genius to connect the dots, and then there’s Doctor Tivoli⁠—”

“Eeks,” Shannon corrected.

“Her! Who’s pioneered the Armor Program, and if Kadish comes up for air he’ll taint everything, Shannon. The whole thing. We need Armor, they’re one of the best weapons we have against the⁠—”

A phone rang on Ibarra’s desk. He picked it up and slammed it back down.

“‘Win the next war’ is the Ibarra Armaments motto, and we need Armor to do that,” he said.

“I doubt the company’s involvement with the Revenant Program is going to help any of our contracts,” Shannon said evenly. “The implications of the corporation’s involvement with chopping up brain-dead soldiers and turning them into bio drones are hard to spin.”

“We’ve got government top cover and it was a covert program. I can handle Washington if they find out. Not the public,” Ibarra said. “Options?”

“Full liquidations to be fully sure,” Shannon said.

“I need Eeks. And murdering cops who also happen to be veterans is a last resort,” Ibarra’s face fell. “Can’t believe I even considered that. Take a step back, Dragon Lady.”

“We give Maxwell the same equipment that was designed to take down the Revenants. He’s field tested equipment for us before. He knows better than to pawn it off, and he keeps his mouth shut,” Shannon said. “The Revenants are designed to decay within an hour of deactivation. So long as Kadish is dead, he won’t be a problem. Anyone takes photos or videos… we can nip that bud before it hops away from the first cell or internet node.”

“Or?” Ibarra asked.

“There’s the offsite, but that’s like throwing gasoline on a fire,” she said.

“Give him the guns,” Ibarra said. “Make sure they can’t be lost during a fishing trip. Keep a close eye on this… what’s the read on Eeks? I don’t trust her. She’s picked up a conscience, and that’s a problem.”

“Nothing significant to report, and she’s under constant surveillance,” Shannon said.

“The other one? The fat kid?”

“Standish nee Huxley… he’s been melting his brain with pot since he got back from Japan. Also nothing significant to report on him. I’ve got surveillance blankets on them and everyone associated with Kadish and the Revenant Program. I’ll make the weapon delivery happens as soon as possible… don’t suppose I could be involved with the take down? I haven’t stretched my legs in a while.”

“No,” Ibarra gave her a look. “Good help is hard to find, and I don’t want you anywhere around…” he flipped through crime scene photographs. “Jesus Christ, that guy’s a monster. What have I done?”

“Winning the next war,” Shannon reached for the file. Ibarra waved her away.

“Find Kadish and put him down,” Ibarra said. “I need to be alone with my sins for a bit.”

He waited for her to leave before turning to the window and looking out over the city.

“There’s only one war we need to win. Nothing else matters.”


CHAPTER 9



“Hey, Johnny. Pitcher’s getting slow.”

Kadish sat in a dugout, a baseball bat held in the ring made by touching his thumb tips and pointer fingers to each other. He rolled the knob of the bat around, hearing the aluminum tip grind against dirt carried in from Doubleday Field. The inventor of baseball had invented the sport while a cadet at the same United Stated Military Academy where Kadish played, the field named in honor of the Union Civil War general. It was one of the few places that escaped being renamed at the college after a slew of political correctness swept over federal installations back when Kadish was a child.

Kadish looked up. Rudy stood at the bottom of the stairs in a baseball uniform, “ARMY” across his chest. He waggled his eyebrows at Kadish as the crack of a bat sounded. Rudy drew a bat from a rack and hurried out of the dugout.

“At bat is Cadet Rudy Robbins, Johnny Kadish on deck,” the announcer’s voice reverberated through the stadium.

“Kadish,” Coach Syzdlik grunted from his perch at the entrance to the dugout, arms folded over a green padded metal railing. Kadish went to the steps, his bat held in one hand at the taper. “You’re hitting clean-up. Robbins will work the walk if he can.”

“Got it,” Kadish hopped up the stairs and walked over to the on deck circle. The night air was sharp and crisp, the first real sign of fall and the upcoming end of the season. He dropped a weight on the bat and took practice swings.

The score board read “Black Knights 3, Imperative 6” at the bottom of the 8th with two outs. The other team on the field wore red uniforms, their hair more wild and unkempt versus the stricter grooming standards required for the West Point cadets. He glanced at the rest of his team in the dugout. All sat upright, their shoulders set and hands on their knees.

“All here…” a ghostly rumble came from the dugout.

The thwap of a ball into the catcher’s mitt and the call of “ball!” from the umpire got a smile on Kadish’s face. He looked to left field and Cullum Hall over beyond the fences. He’d hit dingers off the building before… maybe this was the day he’d get one over right and hit the college’s library, never his most favorite of buildings.

Thawp.

“Ball four, take your base.”

Rudy tossed his bat back toward the dugout and jogged to first. A lone female voice cheered out his name from the stands. Erica never missed a game since she and Rudy had gotten engaged over the summer. He wouldn’t shut up about the wedding they were planning on graduation day. The two would’ve eloped if possible, but cadets couldn’t get married until they were dismissed from the academy and commissioned as second lieutenants.

“Up to bat we’ve got number six, Dead Man!” the announcer’s voice took on a mocking tone as Kadish thumped the bat weight off and went to the hitter’s box. The Red Man winked at him from behind the catcher’s mask. The Red Man in umpire blue reset the strike counter in his hand and adjusted a foam chest protector.

Kadish spat in the dirt and readied to swing.

The pitcher was blood red from the tip of his shoes to the brim of his hat, eyes glowing slightly under the stadium lights. He readied a pitch, his back slightly turned to Kadish, the name “Imperative” across the back of his jersey.

High curve, catches the corner. You swing and miss, the Red Man as catcher said.

The pitcher wound up and let fly. The ball followed the exact trajectory predicted. Kadish was slow on the swing and the ball hit the catcher’s mitt.

Strike!

Kadish took a step out of the box. He adjusted his grip on the bat and looked down the barrel. Blood splatter caught the light, still moist. He dug his forward foot into the dirt and scrunched his face at the Red Man on the mound.

High fly ball to right, the catcher said.

The pitch came in, a fast ball straight down the pipe. Kadish swung and connected, the impact shaking his arms. The ball carried high and drifted to one side of the foul line. The fielder jogged over and got under it but just held his glove to one side. The ball thumped into the dirt. He turned to retrieve it, the name “Imperative” on his back too.

Red Men across Doubleday Field broke into cruel laughter.

“Tell him to give me that again,” Kadish said as the ball migrated back to the pitcher.

“Bring us home!” Rudy called out from first. Kadish looked to the third base coach for a signal to bunt, but the coach was gone. The runner at third and second had identical faces, the same mannequin-like features of Revenants built just like him.

Rudy wasn’t on first base. His body bag was laid out next to it, the top unzipped to reveal a face the same ashen gray from the last time he saw his friend in Korea. Rudy’s eyes were taped shut.

A ball hissed past Kadish’s nose. He stumbled back and tripped over his own feet.

The Red Men laughed again.

Dead Man... Dead Man… Dead Man, the chant rose from darkened seats around the stadium as he got back into the batter box.

You’re not here to win. You lost a long time ago, the catcher said.

“If I can still fight, I can still win,” Kadish said. “Gimme the heat.”

The Red Man on the mound touched the brim of his cap. He wound up and threw a laser beam of a pitch that went straight for the batter’s box. Kadish took the hit. The impact stung like a bullet wound. He tossed his bat aside and charged the mound.

The Red Man held out a finger and wagged it from side to side.

Kadish’s cleat slipped and he fell forward. The stadium faded into black as he landed hard. Fire erupted from where the ball hit him, engulfing him in flames. Kadish remembered the agony from somewhere deep in his mind. Foreign voices and gunshots sounded around him.

His limbs refused to respond as he lay on a tile floor, the sound of battle receding from him.

Look what I found…

“Jesus, there’s no way that one’s alive,” someone said. Kadish heard the voice like it came from behind a wall, barely a whisper. “Fuck, he’s got a pulse. What do we do with him, Sarge? There’s no way he’ll even make to the aid station… yes, one of ours, shoes aren’t burnt. Class-A paints melted to his legs… just get a chaplain over here. I’m gonna need a new uniform after this.”

Kadish felt his body rumble as he was picked up. Everything was darkness, as his eyes had been burnt out by the Chinese flame thrower that had washed over him.

“We’re losing him,” a new voice said. A sharp pain cut into his chest. “Can’t even get an IV on this guy,” the voice faded and a point of light appeared in the pain-filled abyss around him.

“Clear!”

Kadish jerked as a defibrillator hit him.

“Shock him again!” the voice grew louder, as did the light.

Shock the son of a bitch again!

Pain spiked through his chest as Kadish fell and the light vanished forever. A dark cloud enveloped him, and the memory of one of his jumps from airborne school crept up on him. He reached for risers that weren’t there. His hands were burnt down to the bone, stark white against the charred mess of his skin and flesh.

He settled into the dark and the sensation of a mattress against his back emerged, painful against his nerves raw to the air.

“No positive ID on this one,” a woman’s voice said. “Limbs are salvageable. Brain activity… within tolerances, but there’s some spikes now and then.”

“So? He’s expectant. Just fill out the ‘died of wounds’ form and put him in the locker with the other flats. Emergency Room’s trying to triage the latest batch, and every Japanese hospital around Zama’s already full of the casualties they can take. Johnny Doe here’s a dead man. The DNA will figure out who he is after the next ice flight back to Travis. Bag and tag. One over here’s definitely dead.”

“Don’t know why they even bother when they’re this bad,” the same female voice said. There was a tug at his toe.

“No,” Kadish begged in his mind. “No, please, I’m not dead! I’m in here! Help, oh please God, help me. Dad? Dad, where are you I need you!”

All sensation faded away as he railed against the darkness.

“We got the decoy bodies? If this isn’t a one-for-one exchange, we’re screwed,” a man said. A finger flicked Kadish’s head.

“Sixth one here,” the man said. “Hit them all with the juice… no, I don’t know what Ibarra does with them… stop saying that fucking name or we’ll end up dead in a ditch. We’re paid to be professionals, not…”

“No. No!” Kadish cried out in his mind. “Just kill me and get this over with. Dad… please! Anyone… Mom?”

The Red Man appeared in a doctor’s coat. He reached a hand under Kadish’s head and pressed fingertips against the base of his skull.

Don’t worry, I heard you, the Red Man leaned close, his nose almost touching the burnt lump that remained of Kadish’s. The Imperative saved you, and now you’re mine forever.

The Red Man pressed his fingers into the back of Kadish’s skull, and the pain of the Imperative being driven into his skull and spreading through his body was like acid through his veins.
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Kadish lashed out, flinging his blanket off him and the old mattress serving as his bed. He fumbled around for a rifle that wasn’t there, a holdover instinct from his time in the Army. The night in the NGZ was quiet as usual, and the occasional gunshot cracked in the distance.

Want to stay here till the sun comes up? The Red Man asked from a broken window sill. We can talk. Reminisce about old times. I like poking around your head, Dead Man. Every new thing I find is just… so much fun.

Kadish grabbed his combat knife and went for the broken stairwell leading down.

My thoughts exactly! The Red Man rubbed his hands together with glee.


CHAPTER 10



Dr. Carol Eeks, formerly Tivoli, put a hand against the side of her neck and cracked it. She tamped out a cigarette and rolled her long blonde hair up and clipped it against her scalp. The change in hair color wasn’t the only change that came with her new name. She’d had a bit of work done to her jawline and nose, all on the Ibarra Corporation’s dime, as they insisted on a new identity for her.

She’d also had her bust increased by a cup size. It wasn’t her money.

The control room was empty except for her. She pushed a rolling chair away from a control station and swiped holo screens away from her view through a tilted window.

In a hangar, a twelve-foot-tall humanoid mech with an egg-shaped pod set into a cradle stood with its arms straight out to the sides. Wires extended out of the pod and into a compact server rack just above it that connected to the rest of the suit. The upper body was a frame made of metal rods, gears, and actuators. A head shaped like a medieval knight’s helm with several antennae extending off the back stared straight ahead.

“Recovery crews set?” she asked into a microphone.

“Set,” came back.

“Let’s wake him up,” Tivoli entered a code into her workstation. More holo screens appeared. One showed a man in a fetal position, floating within the pod, thick wires extended from the back of his skull and into the shell.

Tivoli touched a scale in the holo fields and lifted her finger. The man in the pod jerked awake. Optics in the machine’s helmet glowed to life.

“Lieutenant Carius, can you hear me?” she asked.

The metal frame around the pod twitched, fingers opening and clenching.

“Was passiert? Hat es funktioniert?” came from a speaker.

“We couldn’t get a native English speaker for this?” Tivoli grumbled and tapped a red button until it went green. “Carius? I don’t ‘spreken.’ What are you feeling right now?”

“Ja ja, I sorry,” came from the speaker. Inside the pod, the man extended an arm slightly. In the hangar, the mech’s right arm grasped at air. “I feel the robot more than I feel my own body, but my legs are frozen.”

“That’s exactly what you’re supposed to feel,” Tivoli said. “The spike in your cranium is feeding you sensor data from the machine and suppressing the neurological stimulus from your own body. Can you move your arms around? Gently at first. Have to crawl before you can walk.”

The mech’s arms opened wide, then crisscrossed over the pod cage. One hand pressed against the fingers of the other, tilting them back against the forearm.

“You don’t have muscles to stretch, Carius,” Tivoli said. “I’m going to have you do some dexterity drills so we can verify your neuro-kinetics are in line. Ready?”

“Ha ha, yes. This is wunderbar. The speaking is almost natural, even though my lungs are filled with… ah, what is the English word?” Carius asked.

“Amniosis. Hyper-oxygenated fluid that also serves as a decent shock absorber for you in your pod,” Tivoli tapped in a code and several humanoid robots entered the hangar, each carrying a bowling ball.

“In Deutsch we call it Ersatzfruchtwasserkissen,” Carius said.

“Which is why we call it what we do,” Tivoli said. “The bots are going to toss you some objects and I need you to catch them, OK?”

The mech tapped its finger tips against the other, displaying a remarkable degree of dexterity. The hands spread apart.

“You may fire when ready, Gridley!” Carius said.

The first robot tossed the bowling ball high into the air, the arc taking it close to the mech’s hands. Carius snatched it out of the air. The bowling ball trembled in the mech’s grip.

It exploded into fragments and dust.

“Oh… sorry,” Carius shook his hand out. “I am not used to being this strong.”

“That’s fine,” Tivoli’s eyes scanned across data as it flashed across the screen. “You’re doing great. Catch the next one for me?”

“Most certainly,” the mech’s fingers clacked together. The next bowling ball sailed up and Carius caught it. He tossed it from hand to hand like he was juggling.

“I feel it in my hands… but not my hands,” Carius said.

“That’s what you should feel. Now, toss is back to the bot.” Tivoli adjusted the settings within the holos.

Carius bent his arm and brought the bowling ball up next to the mech’s helmet. He straightened his arm and rocketed the bowling ball into the mech, shattering both into thousands of pieces. The thunder crack of the impact rattled the windows.

“Oh… oh dear,” Carius said. “Do I have to pay for that?”

“Mr. Ibarra mass-produces those things. Don’t worry about it. That’s why we use robots,” Tivoli said. “Guess how we figured that one out.”

She ran him through more dexterity drills, and only one more robot was annihilated by bowling balls cannoned from Carius’ grip.

“Ready to walk?” she asked.

“Yes. My legs feel like they’re in a vise right now,” Carius said.

Tivoli flipped a switch in the controls.

“How about now?”

Carius took a tentative step forward. The mech’s massive metal foot clanged against the floor. Carius walked forward almost naturally. He stopped a few steps away from the cradle and leaned from side to side. He bent at the knees and jumped up, spinning around to face Tivoli up in the control room.

“Doctor, I am this machine. When will the rest of the components be added? This will be a revolution in military affairs. It’s a good thing General Guderian didn’t have this in the last century. Or heard about it. He stole everything about the ‘blitzkrieg’ from a British general named Hobart. Did you know this? Not that a national socialist like Guderian ever believed there could be walking tanks, yet… I am a walking tank! But don’t call me that. I am something more than a tank.”

“You boys and your toys,” Tivoli smiled. “The armaments are ready, we’ve been waiting for a pilot with your synch rating to serve as the next test bed.”

“Pilot? A pilot uses controls, I am this machine. I am the Armor,” Carius said.

“Indeed… indeed you are. OK, that’s as far as I want to push you today. Let’s get you out of there and⁠—”

“No… no it is a pain to clean off the Ersatzfruchtwasserkissen. Let me stay in the dark for a time. If I cannot adjust to long periods in this pod, then this project will fail. The dark is… quiet. I don’t mind it,” Carius said.

A massage field popped up on every holo screen.

“Oh course he wants to talk now,” Tivoli said and touched a button on the controls. “That’s fine, Carius. Return to the arming cradle and initiate system shutdown. You have the emergency release if needed, but I should be right back.”

“Babies sleep in cradles. That is not what ritter like me will do. Call it a sarg… what is your word? Coffee? Coffin!” Carius said.

“As you like, excuse me,” Tivoli left the room. She went down a narrow hallway and opened a door labeled “Teleconference.”

The room was little more than a closet with tight grid lines all around her. Lights against the far wall blinked as sensors adjusted to her eyes. The grids disappeared and Ibarra’s Euskall Tower office formed around her. Ibarra sat at his massive desk. He did a double take when he realized she was there.

“Ah, Dr. er ah⁠—”

“Eeks,” Tivoli said.

“Yes, certainly. This conversation has quantum encryption in place. Say whatever you like without worry,” Ibarra said.

“Worry from who? There’s plenty I could say that would earn me a visit from your dragon lady,” Tivoli said.

“Doctor,” Ibarra raised his arms to his sides. “We are on the same side here. Progress with young Mister Carius?”

“He’s blowing through performance markers. The hard part will be training him not to push the capabilities too hard or too fast. I’d hate to see him added to the other vegetables,” she said. “Though, you could find some use for those whose neural systems were pushed past the red line, couldn’t you?”

“Water under burnt bridges,” Ibarra said. “Your prior research made the Armor Program possible. An evolution in capabilities and public acceptance. You should see the engagement numbers on the test audiences.”

“My prior research,” her mouth tugged into a momentary sneer. “That’s a nice way to put it.”

“The truth is truth… but the public needs to know just enough to be excited about the Armor. Also helps to keep the Chinese and Russians terrified of our latest weapon system,” Ibarra said.

“I’m more scared of prior iterations, but that’s been buried under a little bit more than water and bridges, hasn’t it?” she asked. “The Armor Program differs from the last project in that the pilots control the machine, not the other way around. They are the software and the suit is the hardware. It isn’t ideal and there are still plenty of risks, but I’m actually… proud of this work. Once all the bumps are ironed out, it could be applied to paralysis and amputation patients. I’m anxious to begin that work,” she said.

“No doubt, and I’m happy to fund all of that once the bumps are indeed ironed out,” Ibarra said. “Any issues with bringing our wunderkind to the Phoenix Exposition? I do enjoy surprising the market with ‘just one more thing’ moments.”

“The Ibarra Corporation isn’t publicly traded,” she said.

“Yes, but every time I shake up the worldwide economy with a new innovation, my competitors’ stock shits the bed. I really should start shorting their stocks, but that would be rubbing their nose in it. Back to our German,” Ibarra tapped a fingertip on his desk.

“You weren’t monitoring?” Tivoli raised an eyebrow.

“I want your assessment. I also want him to put on a little demonstration for a worldwide audience. The Chinese haven’t had a good scare in a while, and if they suddenly redirect massive amounts of R&D to replicate or defeat our shiny new weapon system, then that’s something the idiot generals and politicians in DC would appreciate,” Ibarra said.

“At least Carius is a better poster boy than my last volunteer,” Tivoli said. “I can screen for neurological compatibility with the spikes and the Armor link. I have to depend on you to provide candidates that aren’t going to tear up the town in a drunken frenzy.”

“Sometimes even I have to let a little nepotism effect my work. Especially when there’s so much money on the line. Help someone’s kid get ahead, the right skids get greased. I mitigated the fallout with a stipend and a couple of pay offs. I’ve had to deal with worse.”

“Spoken to Senator Graves recently?” she asked quietly.

Ibarra’s finger stopped tapping. The senator’s son had died during an incident during the Revenant Program, and she had been witness to that massacre.

“He’s retiring at the end of his term,” Ibarra said. “More time with family. That sort of thing. It’s a shame his son died in that plane crash. Good man.”

Tivoli opened her mouth to set the record straight. She drew in a breath and paused. The memory of a winter Japanese night and a different good man dead at the hands of one of Ibarra’s operatives.

“He was,” Tivoli said. “So long as Lieutenant Carius maintains his stellar progress, he’ll be able to put on a proper dog and pony show for the cameras.”

“I want werewolves and unicorns, my good doctor. The public affairs team will send you the desired details of what they want, work out what’s possible with them. Can’t have a repeat of the auto-kitchen debacle back in ’39,” Ibarra said.

“I understand.” She turned around and the view morphed back to the tight grids and the doorway.

“Oh, just one more thing!” Ibarra said.

Tivoli’s heart sank.

“What?” she asked.

“Not the reaction I wanted. Need to practice that delivery, but there is just one more thing. I’ll need you in Phoenix for the Exposition. Best to have you onsite to address issues instead of having you remote in. First class all the way,” Ibarra said.

“Do I have to go in front of the cameras?” she asked. “I’m not a spy trained to be someone else. I barely recognize this current name when someone calls it out.”

“You’ll be provided a script should you need to speak to the public, and your background is air tight. You even have an ex-boyfriend out there who still pines for you and can vouch for all your college years. Even going in front of the public? Maybe, maybe not. You’re not hideous, and if a not hideous woman’s telling young men it’s safe to receive a brain implant to go fight the enemies of democracy, then they’ll be lining up at the gates of Fort Knox for the chance,” Ibarra said.

“Do I have a choice?”

“Your tickets will be loaded to your company profile in a few minutes. Come by and stay awhile, the view’s outstanding up here. See you soon, Carol,” Ibarra hit a button and faded away from the room.

Tivoli pressed the knuckles of one hand against her lips, then left the teleconference chamber.
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Ibarra swiped across a screen and Shannon appeared in a holo projected from the ceiling.

“Biometric reactions during the Revenant conversation consistent with stress but not deception,” Shannon touched a finger to a screen mounted on her forearm and flicked a glowing square at Ibarra. A file appeared on his desk. “Discussing Graves elicited biometrics consistent with mourning. Nothing tripping any indicators that she’s hiding something regarding the Revenants and any possible survivors.”

“Keep her under tabs while she’s in Phoenix. Her and that other idiot,” Ibarra snapped his fingers, trying to remember a name.

“Huxley. Now goes by Standish. He’s working here in Phoenix at the Martian hydroponics laboratory. Zakila Tower,” she said.

“Should we be worried about him?” he asked.

“The former Mr. Huxley lives off food deliveries, gaming, and has been trying to melt his brain with psychoactive substances for almost two years. He’s more of a danger to his house plants than anything else,” she said.

“That doesn’t mean⁠—”

“He’s under 24-hour surveillance.”

“Fine. Keep it that way until this possible mess is resolved,” Ibarra leaned back. “Schofield is locked down… we can’t let this get out of the Los Angeles No Go Zone. Is that abundantly clear?”

“Of course, sir. What else do you pay me for?” she smiled.

“Good hunting,” Ibarra dismissed her holo with a wave of his hand.


CHAPTER 11



Kadish glanced at an Ubi in his hand with blood stains along the edges. A scalper program was running, the progress bar nearly full. Doan’s trading post was one of the few places in the NGZ that had an internet connection through an old satellite dish. Doan left the password written on a piece of paper next to his desk written in Vietnamese, which should’ve kept an English-only halfwit like Johnny and the rest of the day laborers off the network.

“Hey, Johnny!” Norman held up a stuffed plastic bag full of foodstuffs and snacks. “Got your pay.” He handed the bag over.

“Too much,” Kadish tested the weight in front of Norman’s face as he slipped the Ubi slate into a deep pocket.

“I gave you my wages,” Norman gave him a sad smile. “Mr. Doan’s butt boy tried to stiff me out of what I earned, but Doan always pays for good work done. At least one person’s got some integrity out here. Anyway… I’ve got an, uh, ‘appointment’ tonight, and you can pay me back the next time you see me. If you see me. No points.”

“Oh… you don’t want to eat?” Kadish spread the top open to look inside.

“I don’t want my potential last meal to be expired instant noodles and ersatz coffee,” he said. “Don’t you worry about me, buddy. I’ve gotten myself out of plenty of worse situations than this.”

“Then save your food for later,” Kadish pushed the bag back to him, but Norman didn’t take it. “Where you going?”

“The Corrida, remember, silly? I’ve got some debt, but there’s a double-or-nothing bonus phase, and getting to that point shouldn’t be too hard. I’m light on my feet and a lot smarter than I look,” Norman gave Kadish a slap on the shoulder and walked away whistling.

“Hey, Norman!” Doan called out from down a hallway. “Ngu thế! Tạm biệt.”

“Tam-tambourine goo goo to you too,” Norman waved at him. “Take care, buddy.”

Norman slipped out a side door.

I want to watch him get his head caved in.

The Red Man leaned around the open door and jerked a thumb toward Norman.

Kadish grumbled and followed him out.
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Kadish climbed into his upper floor “home” and dropped his food on an old battered desk. He kicked an empty box of bullets at the only rat that was brave enough to come sneaking around and sent it scampering back into the walls.

He sat on the piled mattresses that served as his bed and keyed the Ubi on. He held the button down so it booted into airplane mode. The scrapper program had downloaded full webpages and he could poke around sites like he was connected to the internet, to a certain degree.

He reached into a pile of clothes and took out a plastic box. Inside were two pill blisters containing the very last of the micro-machines that could repair his false flesh and graphenium armor layer beneath. Huxley and Tivoli had smuggled some to him for his last mission as a Revenant. The pills carried enough micro-machines to keep him functioning well for months, so long as he didn’t take any damage. Every cut, stab, and bullet wound used up the supply of micros in his system as they exhausted themselves making repairs.

Keeping his face as anything but the mannequin-like baseline also sapped the micro-machine’s strength. The baseline became more and more haggard as the supply ran out, with dark lines forming beneath soft lumps of his pseudo-flesh that looked like a disease. The temptation was always there to top off the supply inside of him and let them return him to a more pristine condition… but there weren’t any more micro-machine pills coming. Ever.

He wasn’t entirely sure what would happen to him when he ran out completely.

Also in the box was an Applegate-Fairbarn combat knife and sheath. He’d loved the weapon since being introduced to it at the West Point Infantry Tactics Club. He’d lost more than one over the years and found this one in the aftermath of the looting following the Pop. One exploiter had likely ransacked a pawn shop or military surplus store, then decided to use his newfound loot in an attack on Korea Town. Various armed individuals perched atop roofs had shot down anyone approaching their enclave. Kadish had found the knife while searching through the bodies.

Kadish tabbed through names and addresses for a James Kadish, last known residence in Boise, Idaho. His father’s mugshot came up. The man looked like he’d aged decades in the few years since they last saw each other at his college graduation. James Kadish had been sentenced to ten years at a work camp in the Montana oil fields for aggravated assault, theft, fraud… Kadish read down a long list of crimes. The sentence would’ve been longer had his father not volunteered for a labor sentence.

“I’m not sure which of us is worse off right now,” Kadish said.

He’s alive. You’re a dead man. Though, he might trade with you, the Red Man said from his perch on an open window. Sun’s setting. Use some of that cash for a Corrida ‘Dusk to Dawn’ ticket. Everyone raves about them.

“We see people die all the time out here,” Kadish said. “That never makes you happy.”

Regular old street violence. Law of the jungle and the natural order of beasts, my boy. Boring. Murder makes the blood flow, the hatred behind the intent… give me that. I want that Caine and Able feel.

“I just fed you. Now shut up,” Kadish held a fingertip over his father’s haggard picture. The digit trembled as he swiped to another search result. His picture appeared, taken at his unit in Korea before the Norks crossed the Demilitarized Zone and began the Final Korean War.

There was scant information on him at the U.S Army memorial page for the wartime dead. A few lines about his commissioning source, list of schools, and the day he was listed as Killed In Action almost three years ago. There was a comment box under his picture… but no one had left a message.

He reached under a pile of clothes and pulled out a dirty mirror. He wiped away mouse droppings and dirt and turned the mirror on himself. His default facial features were meant to be bland and forgettable. Kadish concentrated, morphing his face back to the one in the picture. His jaw worked from side to side as he pressed and stretched his faux skin to match the man he used to be.

What are you doing?

“My name is…” his voice went through several octaves as he tried to match what he remembered.

Stop it. He’s gone forever. You belong to me.

“My name is… Dead Man,” Kadish covered his mouth as the Red Man spoke through him.

Kadish’s photo morphed into the Red Man. He tossed his crimson top hat toward the edge of the screen, where it bounced off the side and rolled along the bottom of the Ubi.

No friends, no records, no memorial, no one cares, the Red Man sneered, flashing pointed teeth. You committed the ultimate sin in the Army, my boy. You embarrassed your superiors when you balanced the scales to avenge her. But that wasn’t just for revenge and you know it.

“Stop,” Kadish’s hand shook.

She was our restraint. She was the thin little line between who you were and who you are. It’s so much better now. Just you and me and all the death that can be! The Red Man waggled his fingers against the inside of the screen, leaving blood trails.

“Someone out there knows who I am. I’m not—” Kadish’s throat tightened.

Dead Man. Mother wants you gone. Father wants you gone. Army wants you gone. Dead Man’s all here. Dead Men have no lives. I am all you have. I am all you are.

The Red Man put a finger over his lips, then clapped his hands. The screen flipped to the next downloaded page from the West Point Alumni Association. The screen scrolled down to the year he graduated and names scrolled up slowly. With nearly eight hundred cadets in his graduating class, he’d managed to recognize a good number of the names after four years together. Name after name had KIA or WIA and dates listed. It was rare to see one un-annotated.

The list stopped at Kadish, Johnathan, KIA. His name pulsed red.

Kadish turned the Ubi over. He dropped it between his feet and kicked it away.

You are that dead man, and you are my Dead Man whose dead dead dead. What… can you be but my Dead Man? What if you walk out there with your dead man’s face where they can see you?

“They’ll come for me,” Kadish said.

You won’t just die for their convenience. You’ll fight. I’ll see to it, and then your silly little notion of killing only the guilty and the evil will be over. We’ll cross that threshold together, and I won’t mind. I’m already there. Just come over now, we’ll carve through the NGZ and⁠—

“No!” Kadish kicked his feet out, scaring off the rat closing on his food.

I’m here… I’m waiting… I hunger!

Kadish got to his feet and stripped off his tops. He found a flannel shirt he hadn’t worn in weeks and stuffed it into a pocket. He rummaged around and found a pair of khakis and shook out a nest of cockroaches.

Date night?

“You want to hunt?”

Look who you’re asking.

“Then let’s hunt.”


CHAPTER 12



“Cor-Cor… Corrida!”

The chant echoed off speakers surrounding a small stadium deep in Durango Cartel territory. Drunks and otherwise chemically altered men chanted along with the broadcasts as they meandered their way toward the stadium.

Norman Standish ignored offers from drug pushers and prostitutes as he walked down the middle of a closed street. He turned an empty pocket out when a kid with peach fuzz across his upper lip blocked his path, holding up two sealed plastic baggies with rotgut alcohol inside. Bottles weren’t allowed into the Corrida, as they had a bad habit of being thrown into the arena and disrupting the show.

The kid gave him a disgusted look and shook his head, then rushed toward the next potential customer.

Norman wasn’t against a stiff drink, he just couldn’t afford one. He couldn’t afford anything.

“Fiki fiki five silvies,” a young woman waved at him from the window of a brothel. More women of various ethnicities were in other windows; some looked more excited to work than others.

The setting sun cued a sense of urgency for Norman, as Pumpkin Time was universal throughout the NGZ. Buildings around the Corrida were linked to the stadium through wide cattle chutes. The Durangos promised entertainment of all sorts from dusk till dawn when the Corrida was open, and anyone who bought a ticket to get in could leave the stadium and venture into a variety of different buildings offering every vice most people could think of and others Norman didn’t want to consider. The Durangos did what they could to tamp down violence and threats to anyone at the Corrida, though stray bullets were known to end a good time rather abruptly. Anyone causing too much trouble—which meant interfering with the Cartel making money—had a bad habit of becoming part of the entertainment for everyone else.

It wasn’t like anything inside the NGZ was illegal, and the Cartel didn’t give a damn about what was ethical or not. That the Corrida opened on payday for the Cartel’s soldiers and suppliers wasn’t a coincidence.

“Cor-Cor… Corrida!”

Norman stepped over a body lying in the gutter, a needle still in the woman’s arm, and looked for Gate 14. The gates ran around the Corrida, all manned by cartel soldiers. Pat-downs were thorough, and anyone dumb enough to bring a weapon to the gate had it stolen by the guards. Same with any Ubis or recording devices. The cartel had anti-Ubi (or other similar device) sensors all over the gates. If the guards didn’t take the Ubis when they found them, hack pulses would cause the batteries to malfunction and explode wherever the smugglers hid them on their person. It took a few people going up in flames for everyone else to take the hint and leave their devices at home.

One goldie for a whole night’s worth of what passed for entertainment in the NGZ was something of a bargain, though the price for everything else inside the Corrida was on par with buying a soda at an international terminal back when civilian airliners still flew over the Pacific Ocean.

Gate 14 was different. Gate 14 was the only way into the Corrida for free.

Norman fell into a loose line of down-on-their-luck men who seemed resigned to their fate. A cluster of women stood behind what had to be a pimp, their wrists in shackles and chained together.

The man in line ahead of Nelson wore a sleeveless shirt and torn pants. He rubbed arms covered in track marks, alternating between muttering and yelling at absolutely no one.

Three Durangos in red shirts walked up to the closed gate. Vaccaro was there, a clipboard in hand and flanked by soldiers carrying shotguns.

“Hey!” Vaccaro rapped it against a steel support beam for the fence. “You come in this way and you’re working for the Corrida. Only way out is to make it to dawn or you get a pass from the bosses. Most of you will end up in the canal, and then you’re on the way to the ocean. I don’t care. Bosses don’t care. No one cares. You step inside and you’re Durango property. Only warning.”

Nelson swallowed hard.

The gate rolled open. One soldier with a shotgun gave a silly bow to the first man in line. The man was in decent shape and dressed like he actually had a job somewhere. He showed a piece of paper to Vaccaro, who crossed a name off his list and pointed the first one through to a red door.

“Cor-Cor… Corrida!”

A man who was little more than skin and bones was next. The soldier with the clipboard pointed back into the NGZ, but the next man was adamant.

“Your funeral, red door,” Vaccaro smacked him hard in the shoulder with the clipboard. “You’re going first!”

Every step closer to the threshold became increasingly harder for Nelson. The ones sent to the red door didn’t seem to have any rhyme or reason. Some were healthy, others looked like they were on their last legs. More effeminate men and all the women were sent to a green door. A few wretches were sent to wait next to the fence.

The only ones outright rejected and given a kick in the backside on their way out were those in their early to mid-teens. The Durangos had some standards, at least.

Nelson got to the threshold.

“Didn’t think you’d show. Smart or stupid? We’ll find out. Red door!” Vaccaro sneered. “Got you for the main event, asshole.”

“Right, about that, can you explain⁠—”

A shotgun butt rammed into his side. Nelson grimaced in pain, knowing that was little more than a warning.

“Red door, got it, got it. Better than knowing what’s behind the green door, amiright?” he shuffled toward his assigned entrance.

The red door opened for him. The inside smelled of old urine and fear. A cartel soldier covered in tattoos and holding a metal-studded club grabbed him by the collar and guided him inside.

“Screw around and I’ll break your hands,” he said into Nelson’s ear, his breath strong with the odor of bad tequila. “Good luck hitting the timer if you can’t hold a weapon.”

“It’s double or nothing on all debts, right?” Nelson asked as they went into a cargo container. One side was lined with improvised weapons, little better than looted farm, gardening equipment from a big box store and sharpened to an edge that might be deadly but at least capable of infecting someone with tetanus. The other side had brightly colored clothing and sporting protection gear.

“That’s the deal,” the soldier with halitosis said. “You get one big weapon from the left or two small ones. Then you get a uniform. Crowd likes to see clowns running around the arena, so pick something good or you go out with your cock and balls flapping. Crowd loves that too.”

“Ah… man,” Nelson noted that several empty rungs on the racks held sharpened shovels and pitch forks. “I should’ve been first in line. Bet that guy got like a katana and silver moon boots.”

He tested the weight on a long-handled spade that mildly resembled a spear.

“Who’s in the arena tonight?” he asked his handler.

“Guapo. Until Alcalde gets board, then the Beast comes out,” the man smiled, displaying gaps in his teeth. “Don’t think you can cut yourself and get out of this. Alcalde’s got a medic to stop anyone from bleeding out anywhere but the arena. Then you get thrown to the dogs. No double or nothing after that.”

“Oh… so I’ve got that going for me,” Nelson gave the poor excuse for a spear a shake; the sharp end rattled but didn’t fall off. He picked out a vest with aluminum panels that looked like muscles and a set of winter camouflage pants.

The soldier tossed a garbage bag at Nelson. Inside was a blue cloth.

“Get changed. Put your clothes in there and tie the blue around your neck or upper arm. Other guys got to see it. Don’t want to put you out there in the wrong group,” he chuckled.

Nelson turned around and changed clothes, taking his time so the guard got a good look at his backside.

“Cor-Cor… Corrida!”

“Ok,” Nelson set the poor excuse for a spear on his shoulder, “it’s go time.”

“Nope. Crowd ain’t even in their seats yet, fool. Come on,” he took the bag with Nelson’s clothes and grabbed him by the back of the neck. He led Nelson deeper into the Corrida and into a basement with other ridiculously dressed and poorly armed men.

“Cor-ri-da! Cor-ri-da!”

The new chant continued until a single gunshot rang out. The crowd above them whistled and cheered.

“Group white! Group white to the front!” Vaccaro yelled from a double wide stairwell. “The dogs are hungry!”

Four wretches shuffled toward the stairs, all with white cloth tied to them. One dragged a sledgehammer behind him.

“He can’t even lift that,” Nelson said.

His minder slapped him on the back of the head.

“No talking.”

The crowd went wild as barks and snarls carried down the stairwell. A scream rose from the arena and was drowned out as speakers whined through the Corrida.

“Welcome to the Cor-r-r-r-r-ida!”

The words shook Nelson to his core, and a deep sadness filled his chest.

“What have I done? Who’s going to tell my boy what happened to me?”

Another slap, this one harder than the last.

“One more and you go in with the clowns,” his minder said.

Nelson held up a hand in surrender.

“Help! Help me!” one of the white group fell across the top of the stairs. He reached out, his hand missing several fingers and dripping blood. There was a snarl behind him and he squealed in pain. Something dragged him away.

“All right! A little taste of what’s coming for you this night at the Co-ri-da!” the announcer sounded a little drunk, or high, or both. “Co-ri-da! Co-ri-da!”

Cor-ri-da! Co-ri-da! boomed all around Nelson.

“And let’s give a special thanks to Alcallllll—” the announcer broke into a coughing fit and the audience laughed, “allllde! Shit. Sorry, boss. Don’t make me fight Guapo.”

Another single gunshot.

“OK, I learned my lesson. Now we got… yellows! Place your bets, place your bets with your friendly red shirt Durango in the aisles. Don’t lose your ticket. No ticket, no pay. You don’t like it? You can take it up with Guapo!”

Another small group was led up the stairs.

An old woman with a chipped cup and a bottle of tequila made her way down the list of would-be gladiators, letting each drink a triple shot. When she reached Nelson, his lip twitched at the glistening spit left by the prior drinkers.

“Fuck it, herpes schmerpes at this point, right?” He reached for the cup.

A punch to his kidney bent him backward. He dropped his “spear.”

“Mother fu—” a blow to his stomach doubled him over. He fell to his knees, coughing. The old woman set an overflowing cup of tequila in front of him. He gave her a thumbs up and sipped at the alcohol, which went down rather smoothly.

“Ooo, he’s not getting up from that one,” the announcer said. “Last man’s got to stay alive for another thirty seconds and we’ll have our first payout.”

The crowd ‘ooooo’d.

“No winners!” came from the announcer. “You know what that means. Alcalde’s Angels are coming out to make all that pain go away. Place your bids for a full hour with anyone you like!”

Whistling and cat calls went up exponentially. Nelson finished his drink, which burned from his tongue all the way to his stomach. A different energy built in his arms and back, and he realized there wasn’t just passable tequila in that cup.

Nelson’s fears dissipated as whatever he’d been doped with took hold. He picked up his weapon, noting dried blood splatter up and down the haft.

He waited with the others for almost a half hour as strip club music played in the arena. Vaccaro touched an ear bud and nodded.

“Everyone up and out! Red, go left into the pens. Everyone else, right. Red left! Not red right!” he called out.

His minder’s hand returned to the back of his neck. Nelson waited until all the other men with non-red colors went up the stairs. He shuffled up the stairs with seven other men and into a slight dugout behind a chain link fence topped in razor wire.

The Corrida arena had a dirt and sawdust floor. The surrounding bleachers were full of spectators calling out to vendors carrying trays of booze in plastic baggies and a host of narcotics. The place reeked of weed and the sour odor of cat piss from whatever had been cooked up in the cartel’s labs.

Alcalde sat in a VIP box over the top aisles behind bulletproof glass panels. He was surrounded by red-shirted Durangos and a white man in a trench coat and sunglasses sitting two seats away from him. Alcalde’s belly protruded against his shirt, his pale belly visible between lower buttons.

Nelson went into a pen and was cuffed to a steel bar bolted against the wall facing the arena.

“Just so you know,” his minder wrapped a flabby arm around his neck and burped in his face, “I got ten goldies on you. Oh, you can talk now.”

“Really?” Nelson looked away.

“Ten goldies that you’ll last more than thirty seconds against the Beast. After that?” he gave Nelson a heavy slap on the shoulder. “Who cares? Break a leg or something.”

The minders left their charges behind. Those with the red cloths were a motley bunch.

A slightly built dark-skinned man who looked East African sat next to Nelson on his left. He seemed the calmest of the bunch and kept his head low. A baseball bat was set between his knees.

To Nelson’s right was a portly man who was sweating profusely. He had an old firefighting axe in one hand, the blade dull. He mumbled constantly and looked around like someone was calling his name.

The next one over was a roided biker, his head shaved bald and a number of rather racist tattoos and symbols across his body. A patch on his left shoulder and right chest had been cut off and sprayed over with quick clot. He’d opted to arm himself with a single crowbar.

Closer to the exit was a well-built Vietnamese man, his arms and neck covered in Chinese character tattoos along with several other East Asian languages. His skin was flush and his breathing shallow from whatever stimulant he’d ingested. A butcher knife was stuffed into a wide back pocket.

On the other side of the arena were all the other fighters packed into pens like cattle.

“Hey, you all get to watch the whole show,” a cartel soldier walked across the pen. He shook a pack of cigarettes at those in the pen. The skinhead and Nelson both took one. Nelson took a long drag and the lighter ring in the tip activated, burning the tobacco.

“Hey, buddy,” Nelson offered his cigarette to the dark-skinned man next to him. “Lots of guys like these before the end.”

The other man shook his head slightly.

“Take a seat and look rough,” the soldier said. “Lots of bets, lots of bets. You make it to the buzzer and you get two percent of the pot when you get your cash. Ha ha ha!”

“People win,” the fat, sweaty man said. “Right? People win, don’t they?”

“Oh yeah,” Nelson gave him an exaggerated nod. “That’s why they have to cuff us to the bar. Because so many people walk out of here with their pockets full of goldies.”

“Corrida!” Alcalde’s voice ripped through megaphones and across the arena. The boss was on his feet in the VIP box, swaying slightly from too much to drink. The crowd went wild with real or feigned enthusiasm—everyone in the NGZ knew better than to upset his moods.

“Corrida, have I got a show for you tonight. And every goldie you bet gets you a ticket to the big ball!” he pointed to the ceiling where a clear sphere lowered from a steel cable. It was nearly half full of stacks of goldies. A rolled-up wad of silvies dropped down a clear pipe and settled against the glass.

The crowd cheered louder and with a fair deal more enthusiasm.

“We draw at the end of the night. Not too late, as the Corrida’s open from dusk till dawn for everything a man could want. What do we want to start with first? Guapo?”

Cheers, largely from female voices, rang out.

“The Russian Game?” Desultory cheers.

“The Beast?”

The floor shook as the stadium made its preference known.

“Between you and me,” Nelson said to the quiet man at his side, “I think the Beast is overrated. You know how hard it is to find videos of him anywhere? Nothing illegal here, but the cops out in the halo zone have some standards.”

“We’re saving the best for last!” Alcalde slurred. “I’m Alcalde here. Get the first batch out there for the Russian Game. Good luck!”

“You can sit down,” the soldier who offered cigarettes told the soon-to-be gladiators. Nelson looked back at the wooden bench behind him. Flies buzzed about where someone had lost control of their bowels not that recently. The mess was right where Nelson could sit.

“Oh goddamn it,” Nelson sighed. “One of those days, huh?” he asked the quiet man who sat in a slightly cleaner spot in the corner of the pen. “Like of all the days, this is that one. That doesn’t make any sense.”

Nelson sat on the edge of the bench.

“This isn’t fair!” the obese man shouted. “So what if some slut died! I offered to buy out her contract!”

“Shut up!” a cartel soldier kicked the fence and the man sat down.

“Co-ri-da! Co-ri-da!” echoed through the stands.

A gate opened and a metal chest was carried out on poles by four cartel soldiers. They set it in the center of the arena. The lid hinged open, exposing a loose pile of bills and coins. Cartel men opened plastic bags and shook out green confetti in a wide circle around the chest.

Flood lights snapped on, illuminating five cartel soldiers with scoped, bolt action rifles standing around the upper catwalks.

“Why couldn’t I do this one?” Nelson raised a hand.

“Let’s welcome our first contestants!” the announcer shouted. Ten men were herded from the other pen into the arena floor, each carrying a numbered bank cash bag. They spread into a circle around the chest. “We’ve got our first real game of the night, Cartel Roulette!”

The crowd went wild.

“Each man’s got ten minutes to bank as much cash as he can,” the announcer continued. “But our sharpshooters can take a shot at anyone in the circle. If they don’t have at least a thousand goldies worth of bills in their bag at the end of ten minutes, all they’ve got in their bag pays for one last bullet.”

A majority of the crowd laughed.

“Seriously,” Nelson whined. “I could’ve done this one.”

“More than a thousand? You walk out with you’ve got… then you pay any debts you owe the Durangos,” the announcer chuckled.

“OK… maybe not,” Nelson’s shoulders slumped.

“How much you owe?” the gangster asked.

“Never mind. Forget I said anything,” Nelson said.

“And don’t worry! Our sharpshooters haven’t hit anyone in the audience in… weeks. Maybe a month. They shoot a lot better when Alcalde doesn’t let them drink!” the announcer said.

Alcalde held up a small bottle of alcohol and wagged a finger in the air.

“Place your bets on which number will walk out of here a little richer and maybe without any holes in him. Time starts now!” A buzzer rang out.

The contestants rushed toward the ring. Several slowed as they neared the circle. More grabbed armfuls of cash, pushing and shoving to get at bundles buried beneath the surface. Rifle shots cracked through the air.

One man took a bullet through the back. It pierced through his chest and hit the pile of money, sending coins flying into the air. He slumped against the chest, one hand wedged deep inside of it.

Another got two steps away and collapsed half in, half out of the circle, blood spilling into the dirt and sawdust.

A third took a graze to his leg and fell as he reached the edge of the circle, his legs still inside. One of the snipers shot him in the thigh, blowing out a fist-sized chunk of flesh. One of those who hesitated before going in pulled the injured man clear and wrenched the money out of his hands.

“Ho ho! Got a smart one on the field!” the announcer shouted. “If it’s in the circle, it’s a target!”

Others who didn’t rush right in used the reload time of the bolt action rifle to dart in and swipe up cash. One sniper held his initial shot and blew the brains out of a man the instant he crossed the circle.

One contestant made it back to his bag with money from the chest unscathed. Two broke into a fight over money taken from the one who had just gone unconscious from blood loss outside the circle.

One shoved the other—his hands full of cash—into the circle. He ducked to one side as a bullet snapped through the air where his head had just been. He dived out of the circle as more bullets kicked up plumes of dirt.

The crowd approved of the narrow escape as he made it back to his bag and deposited money.

The remaining six feigned lunges across the circle. The snipers kept taking pot shots but didn’t connect again. One rushed in and reached for a stack of goldies. The lid slammed down, pinning his arm.

Alcalde held up a big red button, laughing hysterically. All the snipers fired, perforating the man through his chest and abdomen. The hatch flew back open and the dead man slumped to the ground.

The rest of the contestants swarmed in, swiping armfuls of bills and coins. All made it back to their bags and deposited money. They were more hesitant before going back in; several looked back at their bags, doing mental math and counting out on their fingers.

One ziggedzagged to the chest and plucked out a small stack of goldies. He got to the other side unscathed and ran smack into the fist of the first man to make a deposit. He dropped the bills, clutching split lips and broken teeth.

The attacker kicked him hard in the stomach and sent the bleeding man reeling back into the circle. Three shots lanced through his body and sent him to the dirt.

The new owner with the small stack trotted back to his bag and made a deposit.

A squirrelly looking contestant retreated from the circle and ran for one of the bags with winnings inside of it. He stuck his hand inside as the crowd booed. The thief looked up at a burly man clenching a few bills in his hand. A boot stomped him in the head and a savage kicking ensued, much to the crowd’s delight.

“That’s a big no no, ladies and gentlemen,” the announcer cooed. “Never go after another man’s stash. The rules are sort of iffy in this game, but we’ve got them!”

“This is hell, isn’t it?” Nelson asked no one in particular. “Look at them. Look at us. We’re here because of our sins and now we’re just Satan’s playthings, aren’t we?”

“Shut up,” the biker growled.

“Jesus,” the fat man looked to the heavens. “I didn’t mean to kill that whore, I swear.”

“Shut up!”

“But she laughed at me and I had the money and I thought⁠—”

The biker kicked the fat man in the side, sending him into Nelson, who shoved him away.

“How about you ask Jesus when the hell was the last time you showered!” Nelson wiped sweat off of him.

“Hey! Keep it down in there. Mess up the main event and Alcalde will bring the dogs back out,” a cartel soldier shook the fence.

The three remaining contestants stood a few steps away from the ring, which had become a haze as the dirt and green confetti were mixed together. The first one to make a deposit and the one who had just kicked another to death shouted at each other.

The third man reached into the circle and snatched his hand back. Bullets snapped in front of him. One nearly blew his toes off when it hit the ground. He began dancing and clapping his hands to a slow rhythm that the crowd picked up. The contestant stepped into the ring and jumped out again, eliciting more shots that missed.

“Just so everyone knows,” the announcer purred, “they have plenty of bullets.”

Alcalde’s cackle rang out through the megaphones.

The crowd favorite sprinted through the circle. He swiped up bills and hooked a hand against the lid and changed direction suddenly. More shots cracked, all missing him as he made a diving leap for the edge.

A final shot as he turned his dive into a roll and cleared the circle, to the crowd’s delight. The man got to his feet slowly, one hand full of bills, another clenched to his side. He took his hand away from his flank and it was red with blood. He lurched toward his bag, collapsing halfway there.

The crowd booed.

The two survivors went to the body and divided up what he had equally between them. Then they picked up the corpse and carried it toward the circle.

“Uh oh, what’s this?” the announcer asked. “What’re they—is this allowed?”

The contestants swung the corpse back and forth, then launched it toward the chest. It slammed into the open lid and knocked it backward. Money arced out of the chest and into the arena floor outside the circle.

Alcalde snapped to his feet, his face flush with anger. The crowd went wild as the last two men snatched up safe money.

“Is this going to stand, Alcalde?” the announcer asked.

Alcalde looked to the men in the VIP box with him and shouted at them. The one in the trench coat held out a thumb parallel to the floor and waggled it up and down.

“OK,” Alcalde’s voice boomed through the arena. “Was that some bullshit or not? We’ll let the people decide.” Alcalde held out his thumb just like Maxwell.

The crowd held out their hands, far more giving a thumbs up than a thumbs down. The two contestants deposited their winnings.

“You know,” Nelson said, “in the old Roman coliseums a thumbs up meant they wanted a blade into someone neck. A thumbs down means they wanted the sword into the dirt to spare a gladiator’s life.”

“Thumbs up? It’s OK!” Alcalde shouted, and the crowd cheered their approval.

“Guess no one else around here’s as much of a historian as I am,” Nelson said.

“Will you shut up!” the biker yanked his cuff against the bar it was attached to.

“But they want to make me invent new rules? Then I’m going to do the same. Time’s up!” Alcalde said. He looked away from the arena and spoke to Vaccaro, who spoke into a radio. One of the snipers shot the chest, closing it.

One of the survivors froze in shock. The other—the first man to make a deposit—sat on his bag.

Cartel soldiers came out and took the standing contestant’s bag and began counting. They finished and turned the bag inside out and shook it.

“And our first finalist has collected… a little over nine thousands goldies. We all know what that means!” the announcer giggled. One of the counters grabbed the contestant who had come up short and threw him toward the center of the arena. He landed hard and rolled over, one hand out and begging for mercy.

The snipers fired almost simultaneously. The contestant’s body jerked as most of the bullets hit him.

The final man stood and handed over his bag. The cartel soldier pulled out a wad of goldies and rustled the edge against his ear. He handed over more bills to his assistant, then spoke into a radio.

“Ladies and gentlemen, we have a winner!”

The crowd roared approval. The money went back into the bag.

“He’s walking out of here with the same number of holes he started with and he’s got some money in his pocket. Let’s hear it for the lucky contestant,” the announcer clapped. “We’ve got a few minutes until the next event. I know I need a bump.”

The sound of intense snorting rumbled through the speakers.

The winner clutched his bag to his chest and was escorted from the arena. Men and women in orange jump suits rushed in to clean up the bodies while red-shirted cartel soldiers policed up the money and chest before taking it away.

“See, we can win,” Nelson said. “There’s hope for us, right? Right?”

“That’s not our event, dumb ass,” the biker growled. “Just shut your pie hole.”

“What? We who are about to die can’t salute hope?” Nelson asked. No response. “Am I the only one who binged Roman history videos as a kid? There’s no culture in the NGZ, none!”

“Shut up!” A guard kicked at the fence, and Nelson skootched back in the feces-stained seat.

“Ah… damn it,” Nelson raised a hand and let it fall against his lap. He looked at the quiet man next to him in the corner. “What’d you do? Craps? Lose a shipment or something?”

No answer.

“Parle-vous français? They make us learn that in Canada, even after the Quebecers broke away,” Nelson nudged the other man with his elbow.

“No. I respect a man who faces his final moments in quiet contemplation,” Nelson nodded.

“Then shut your pie hole and let him,” the biker growled.

Nelson scooted back toward the edge of his seat, then reached back and tested the feel on his backside. He rolled his eyes and swiped his fingers against his pants.

“Everyone will think I shat myself. What’s worse? Shatting in your last fight or having someone else’s shat there and everyone thinks it was your shat? But it isn’t?”

The quiet man’s hand nearest Nelson trembled. His other hand came over and pressed it to his thigh.

“And let’s get ready for Guapo!” The announcer’s voice rang through the stadium. Flamenco music blared through speakers.

The gates to the arena floor opened and a lithe man nearly seven feet tall strode out into the stadium. He wore a tight suit embossed in gold thread with pale bone-colored leggings. A long sword with a slight hook to the blade was held tight against the short sleeve of his right arm, and his left hand carried a holo stick that emitted a flowing red drape which fluttered on an unseen breeze. A short sword in a jeweled scabbard was strapped tightly to the small of his back.

His face was perfectly proportioned, with a chiseled jawline and an almost-pouty mouth, far too perfect to be anything but the result of extensive surgery. He raised smoldering eyes to a woman in the audience and raised his chin to her ever so slightly.

His sword flashed in the air, held high and parallel to the ground. Guapo made a slow and deliberate bow to Alcalde in the VIP booth.

“A fucking matador?” Nelson said. “This is bullshit!”

The three men to his right groaned.

“What? Oh because he’s a matador and I said bull—well it sure as hell is,” Nelson rapped the butt of his ersatz spear against the concrete. “Why don’t they just give us horns or make us dress up like cows before we fight him?”

“We’re not fighting him,” the biker said. “He’s the warm-up act.”

“That makes me feel better,” Nelson nodded, then confusion furrowed his brow. “Then who’re we going… to…”

“Fresh from the Free State of Mexico, let’s welcome El Guapo!” the announcer extended the final vowel of the matador’s name as the crowd cheer rose to drown him out. “Let’s let our hero warm up on a little bull, shall we?”

A pen on the opposite side of the arena opened and a man in a genie’s vest and puffed-out pants was thrust onto the floor. A horned hat was thrown at his feet, the tips covered in bits of barbed and razor wire.

“Rules are simple—the contest goes on until first blood. Guapo only gets a single strike on our torillo. But if the torillo gets a cut on Guapo, he walks out of here a richer man!” the announcer said. He started a slow clap that the audience took up.

The contestant picked up the horned helmet and strapped it to his head.

Guapo set his heels together and snapped the holographic muleta into a flapping cape between him and the contestant. The image on the cape projected a man’s buttocks, waving back and forth at the contestant.

The crowd laughed.

Guapo sheathed his sword, then held his empty hand out and taunted the “bull” forward. The contestant ran at the matador, both hands on the horned and bladed helmet to keep it steady. He ran straight through the holo muleta and got a kick on his backside from Guapo as he passed.

The contestant spun around and dove at the matador, horns aimed at his torso. Guapo flipped forward and set the toes of one foot on his back and spread his arms into a flourish as cameras flashed through the arena.

Guapo landed gracefully and shouted “Ole!”

“He’s augmented,” the biker said. “A filthy cyborg. No man can do that.”

“Then this fight isn’t fair and they’ll stop it at any moment, right? Right?” Nelson asked.

The biker swiped a hand at him and clipped the fat man by accident. One of the guards kicked the fence.

Guapo held the muleta between him and the contestant, blocking the other man’s view as he unsheathed his estoc sword. The horned man charged again, crying out what passed for a battle cry.

Guapo flourished his muleta and spun around lightning fast. The sword flashed in the air, and Guapo raised his sword high in salute to Alcalde. The contestant slowed to a stop, one hand on his chest. He collapsed like a drop sack of potatoes in time with Guapo’s bow.

The back of the contestant’s vest had a growing blood spot from a strike through the heart.

“Ole!” the announcer yelled. “A single strike and Guapo fells another torillo. Ladies and gentleman, you won’t find a spectacle like this anywhere but the Cor-Cor-Corrida!”

“Cor-Cor-Corrida!” chanted the crowd.

“But a single torillo isn’t much of a challenge for the great El Guapo… what do you say, Guapo, care to spice it up a bit?” the announcer asked.

Guapo flicked fingertips through the edge of his dark hair and strutted across the arena.

“Let’s get not one, not two, but three ‘bulls’ out there for Guapo to fight!” the announcer shouted.

Five garishly dressed contestants armed with a single spiked baseball bat or weaponized gardening implements entered. The matador gave a mocking bow to each as Flamenco music blared from the speakers.

“This is a hell of a way to go,” Nelson said. “My boy will never know what happened to his father. He’ll think I just stayed on the sea and abandoned him forever. His mom circled the drain from addition when he was a baby and it’s just been him and my parents. Look at me. Dressed like some sort of road warrior about to get Merced over a debt I should never have taken on, and in front of a crowd that’ll cheer when I bleed out in the dirt. Guess it’s a little late to turn over a new leaf, huh?”

“One guy lived,” the biker said. “Watch twinkle toes out there and figure out how to beat him. He’s all show, no⁠—”

“Ooooo!” the crowd winced as Guapo ran his sword through two contestants with one stroke, then flicked the blade back and impaled another trying to attack him from behind. Guapo sliced the head clean off the fourth man, sending it arcing into the air.

The matador kicked the severed head into the face of the last man, knocking him flat on the back.

Guapo swiped blood from his blade off the decapitated man’s torso and put a shoe—with lifts in the heel—against the last survivor’s chest, pinning him down. Guapo raised his chin to Alcalde with a signature look of superiority.

Alcalde gave a thumbs down, as did most of the crowd.

Guapo looked down at the last man with scorn on his face, then stepped off of him and bade the man to stand. The survivor kept his hands out in front of him as the crowd booed the mercy.

Guapo tilted his head toward the exit and the man ran for it.

The estoc sword flashed under the lights, slicing through the man’s spine and most of his neck. The head tilted forward, still held to the body by a bit of skin and what little remained of his throat. The body took two more steps and went down in a spasm.

“The chicken!” the announcer roared. “Oh, we don’t see that every time. Let’s give it up for Guapo!”

Flowers sailed into the arena. Guapo took multiple bows. He turned off his holo muleta and strutted toward the exit. The clean-up crew swarmed the arena as Guapo took a sip of water from a glass bottle.

“Hey, screw,” Nelson rattled the cage to get a guard’s attention. “We going in all at once or one at a time?”

“You’re the main event,” the guard said. The lights dimmed, and the sound of creaking wheels echoed down the passageway leading to arena.

The crowd stomped their feet in a slow rhythm, building as the lights dimmed further and further.

“All right, all right, all right… time for what you’ve all came for!” the announcer yelled. “One last exhibition before every casino, cat house, and bar across the Corrida are open for business!”

The arena went dark. Only Alcalde’s VIP room stayed lit as a massive shadow crept into the arena.

“Alcalde presents… the Beast!”

Floodlights snapped back on, revealing a hulking figure with an eerily simian appearance in the center of the arena. Its arms were made up of pistons and gears, the oversized hands clutched into fists, the spiked knuckles dug into the bloody dirt and sawdust of the arena. The head and shoulders of what was once a man slumped forward, wires and tubes snaking out of the back of a heavily scarred head and down the chest. The legs were mechanical, scaled-up copies of the legs from Ibarra construction bots.

Sizzling, snapping EMP emitters were fixed to the joints, stopping the bionics from functioning at all.

“Beast! Beast! Beast!” the crowd chanted.

“Fuck,” Nelson buried his face in one hand.

A spotlight snapped on, illuminating a handler dressed as a mad scientist in a stained lab coat holding a set of controls decked out with extra dials and antennae. He cackled as he made a show of pressing a pulsating red button.

The Beast’s head rose. Drool hung from the corners of a battered mouth. The face was lumpy, eyes dull with painkillers and stimulants. Its mouth pulled back, revealing steel teeth far too large for the jaw.

The man next to Nelson was on the edge of his seat, his gaze locked on the Beast. Fury built behind his eyes.

“At least someone’s motivated,” Nelson muttered to himself.

“Let’s get this party set up for Beast mode!” The announcer stretched out the last word as more flashing lights turned on. The show ended after a few seconds, and the lights transitioned to a blood-red hue. “Ladies and gentlemen, it’s the Beast! Rules are simple—each contestant has to survive for just one minute. They make it and the big ol’ ball of cash overhead opens up for the winner. They don’t? They don’t!”

Chuckles across the crowd.

The gate to Nelson’s pen opened and a pair of guards pulled the Asian man out. They shoved him into the arena and locked him behind the fence topped with multiple rows of razor wire.

He pulled out his butcher knife and looked at it, then to the Beast, then back at the weapon. He dropped it and ran for the fence. He clamped onto the chain links and a jolt of electricity sent him flying back into the dirt.

“Uh uh uh, that’s a no no!” the announcer cackled. “Hey, Dr. Muerto? Want to give this guy a chance and set the Beast to the lowest setting?”

The mad scientist thrust a middle finger into the air, then turned it over and poked the flashing red button twice. The EMP locks on the Beast detached and flew into a bucket next to Dr. Muerto.

The Beast gave out an atavistic grunt and lurched forward. Its head snapped from side to side, searching around the arena. It turned slowly, artificial limbs squealing.

The fighter picked up the butcher knife and held it up next to his head as the Beast came around and locked eyes on him. The Beast scratched at the ground like a bull about to charge. It reared up, bellowing, then galloped toward the fighter.

The man threw the butcher knife at the Beast. It spun end of end. The dull side clanged against the Beast’s shoulder, doing nothing to slow it down. The Beast lowered a shoulder and smashed into the fighter, launching him against the electrified fence.

A shower of sparks shout up from the impact, earning a cheer from the audience. The Beast clamped a massive hand against the fighter’s chest as he bounced off. The Beast pressed the fighter back against the fence, electrocuting him.

The reek of burning hair and boiling fat washed through the dugout. The fat man to Nelson’s right wretched to the floor.

“Hey! These are my good shoes—oh, what does it even matter,” Nelson tapped vomit off his shoes against the concrete wall.

Dr. Muerto made a show of using his control panel like a fishing rod to reel the Beast back. The monster left a charred body against the fence and backpedaled to the center of the arena.

“Next!” A guard flung the door to the dugout open and un-cuffed the biker. He clanged his crowbar against the concrete, giving off grunts and yells to pump himself up. He slapped the weapon against his palm, shouting a number of racist epitaphs at the Beast and every Cartel member he could lay eyes on.

The Beast looked around, confused, until the handler tapped the flashing red button a single time.

“Takin’ our time on this one, folks,” the announcer said. “Let’s see if this former member of the Hellblazer biker gang’s got anything to give. Don’t steal from your own, boys and girls, you see where those life choices can lead you.”

A clock on a scoreboard ticked down from a full minute. The biker poked the sharp end of his crowbar at the Beast, who shuffled from side to side, less interested in fighting him than the last contestant.

“Hey, maybe you’ll make it,” Nelson nudged the quiet man next to him. “You ever been to Canada? Mind granting a man his last wish?”

“We’re going to die,” the fat man said. “Bikers are tough guys. Maybe he’ll hurt that thing to the point where⁠—”

A dismembered arm hit the fence, spattering them all with blood droplets.

The Beast chased the biker around the arena, poking him in the back with his enormous mechanical fingers as arterial spray came out of the stump that remained of the biker’s left arm. Blood loss slowed the man down, and the Beast jumped on top of him. The big fists arced up and down, pounding him into human mush amidst the sand.

“Next!”

The fat man was pulled from the cage. He held the firefighter’s axe close to his chest, a sheen of sweat across his skin and a growing dark spot in his crotch. He tried to fight his way back to the pen before the gate closed and got a boot to the stomach for his trouble.

He landed hard in the dirt, scrambling to find his axe. He rolled over and grabbed the haft. When he tried to pick it up, it wouldn’t budge. The Beast had the blade pinned under a steel-shod foot. His dull cow eyes stared down at the contestant, who was frozen in terror.

The buzzer for the next minute of fighting went off. Neither moved.

Dr. Muerto reached toward the fat man and mimed pinching his face. The Beast’s arms extended out to his side and slammed his palms together, obliterating the fighter’s head.

Something sailed through the air and plopped next to Nelson. He didn’t look at it.

The Beast pounded his fists against his chest and raced around the arena, bumping his shoulder against the electrified fence. The handler panicked for a moment and flipped open a panel on the controls and entered a code. The Beast slowed to a stop, then sank to its elbows and knees.

“Woo boy, even the Beast needs a little break after that one,” the announcer said.

“Next!” a guard shouted.

“My boy’s name is Niles, but he likes Paul. Paul Standish,” Nelson said. “Maybe you can tell him I love him and that Daddy’s… Daddy’s sorry.”

Nelson held up his cuffed hand for the guard to unlock.

The quiet man reached over and snapped the other cuff off the bar. He gave Nelson a none-too-gentle shove back into his seat and snatched his spear out of his hand.

“I’m next,” he said to the guard and handed over a set of broken cuffs.

The two cartel soldiers manning the pen looked at each other and shrugged.

“Hey!” one shouted at Nelson. “You want him to go before you?”

“F-F-fine by me!” Nelson looked at the broken cuff dangling from his wrist. “Ugh… good luck?”

They locked the pen.

The quiet man stepped into the arena, Nelson’s poor excuse for a spear in one hand, the baseball bat in the other. He looked over the rest of the bodies, then focused on the Beast as it reared back up. The tubes leading into its skull and neck pulsed with stimulants.

The spear went tip first into the dirt, the haft sticking straight up. He twirled the bat and assumed a hitter’s stance.

“We’ve got a show, folks!” the announcer laughed. “I’ve got twenty goldies he makes it all of thirty seconds? I’m serious, who’s got that marker… you? Make it thirty.”

The Beast grunted and galloped forward. The man with the bat charged at him. The Beast tried to slow down, evidently shocked at the aggression from the new combatant. The baseball bat swung up and the tip cracked into the Beast’s jaw, knocking out metal teeth. The bat shattered into splinters that twinkled in the floodlights.

The Beast opened its mouth and raked fangs down the man’s face. A metal fist hooked down to pound the other man into the floor. The metal knuckles met the broken end of the bat, impaling wood deep into the servos and hydraulics.

The momentum of the blow still carried through and sent the man sprawling backward. The Beast tugged at the wood jammed into one hand. It looked back to the handler and let out a single word that began deep inside its abused chest.

“Huuurt.”

The man picked up the crowbar from the floor and got to his feet. One cheek was ripped open. Silver glinted between cuts and deep-red blood.

The handler pressed the flashing red button over and over again, his eyes wide with fear. The Beast bellowed and charged at the man, who ran straight for him. The man jumped into the air over a swipe from the Beast and set a foot on the shoulder actuator, then spun around and scythed the hooked end of the crowbar through the cables and tubes running into the Beast’s skull.

The crowbar ripped them out with a spray of sparks and fluid. He gripped the crowbar with both hands and stabbed the sharp end down and through the Beast’s spine. The monster slumped forward to the ground.

The man leaned forward and spoke into one ear.

“I’m sorry.”

Kadish slammed his hands against the Beast’s head and ripped it from the shoulders, trailing wires and blood-stained tubing. He morphed his face into his skull visage and hurled the Beast’s head at the handler. The cranium obliterated the controls the man held and caved in his chest. The handler flew back and smacked hard against a wall, leaving a bloody smudge as he sank to the ground, dead.

The crowd went silent.

Alcalde, who was in an animated discussion with one of his scantily clad “angels,” had to be shaken by the shoulder and his attention redirected to the arena. He looked down at the Dead Man staring up at him.

Kadish jumped off the fallen Beast and snatched up Nelson’s spear. He drew it back, his aim toward Alcalde’s VIP box, then shifted to one side and threw the spear like a missile into the rafters.

It lanced through the catwalk and impaled one of the snipers. The sniper dropped his rifle and it fell end over end to the arena floor. Kadish caught it before it could hit the ground, racked a bullet into the chamber with the bolt, and shot another sniper. He killed the rest of the snipers before any could even draw a bead on him, then turned the weapon on the VIP box.

The first shot hit the glass and would’ve gone between Alcalde’s eyes had the bulletproof barrier failed. Cracks spiderwebbed from the point of impact. Another round frosted the entire window with deep fissures.

Maxwell hooked an arm around Alcalde’s chest and under his arms and carried him like an overweight toddler on his hip out of the VIP box as the next round shot through the glass and punched a hole through the cartel boss’s chair.

“Ah… shit,” Kadish lowered the empty weapon’s barrel as pandemonium broke out in the stands. The crowd panicked at the sight of the Dead Man and stampeded toward the exits. The fire alarms went off and bright white lights came on around the arena.

The crowd screamed and fought to get out, trampling dozens to death as a palpable odor of fear swept through the air.

Three cartel soldiers ran into the arena floor from the main entrance, each carrying machetes. Kadish flipped the rifle in his hands and caught it by the barrel. He swiped the buttstock through the air and caught the first man on the temple, breaking his neck and flipping his head to one side.

Kadish snatched the dead man’s machete from nerveless fingers and rammed the blade into the next man’s sternum at a nearly ninety degree angle. The tip popped out of his shoulder, the carotid artery sending blood arcing into the air.

The third slashed Kadish’s shoulder. The blade glanced off the graphenium armor under his false skin and took a decent chunk off of the joint. Kadish landed a shot punch into the man’s neck, crushing his windpipe.

The cartel soldier dropped his weapon and clutched at his throat, slowly suffocating as he wandered off into the arena floor. Kadish picked up the machete.

“You!” came from the tunnel.

Guapo was there, standing sideways with his estoc sword in his lead hand, the point turned down and barely off the floor.

“You don’t fight with honor,” the matador brought the hilt up to his face in salute. “I’ll bring Alcalde your head!”

Kadish cocked his head to one side, cracking his neck. He burst into motion and hurled the machete at the matador. The estoc flicked up and shattered the machete. High-velocity fragments continued forward, spinning like razor blades into Guapo’s face.

The matador recoiled back, one hand to his once-flawless face. He looked down at thick lines of blood across his palm, then turned and ran.

“Figures,” Kadish went back to the arena and picked up the butcher knife from the ground. He bent his arm and threw it at the bulb full of cash. The blade broke the bank and several thin stacks of bills fell into the arena.

Kadish picked them up and went to the pen where Norman was still locked inside. Norman’s eyes were wide with fear. He scooted down the bench away from the door.

“Do I have to become a priest now? Because some prayers were just answered there, and while I was just begging with the Big Guy I didn’t specifically say what I’d⁠—”

Kadish ripped the door off the pen and tossed two out of the three stacks of goldies at Norman.

“Go to the run-down dispensary on Atherton Street. Pay off a guy there named Harry. He’ll smuggle you out of the NGZ and into the halo. Go home,” Kadish said.

Norman picked up the cash and ruffled the bills close to one ear.

“Thanks… who do I tell my boy saved me?” he asked.

“You don’t,” Kadish turned his head to the sound of approaching Cartel men. He dashed away with a rising growl.

“You know,” Norman looked down at his ridiculous getup. “Maybe the less the Standish clan knows about this chapter of my life, the better.”

He shoved the money into his pants and ran for it.


CHAPTER 13



Maxwell walked into the vault of an old bank. Alcalde and his lieutenants were clustered around a beat-up cartel soldier, his hands bound behind his back and on his knees.

“Ah ha, look who it is,” Alcalde waved a hand at Maxwell. “The one guy who’s not part of our familia who had the balls and the brains to pull me out of here when that fucking… pendejo ruined Corrida!”

“What did I miss?” Maxwell looked over the room. The cartel lieutenants looked like scolded dogs.

“Tell him,” Alcalde put a hand on the prisoner’s shoulder.

“My crew runs security and intake for the arena,” he said, his words slurred from a split and swollen lip. “Most of the meat that goes in for the shows comes from other crews, but sometimes we don’t have enough bodies for every event. We get volunteers on Corrida night… most of them are losers who can’t take it in the NGZ no more and don’t have the guts to jump in the canal or step in front of a truck or something. One guy comes up and he says he wants the main event. Skinny. Not real interesting. Not like the Triad guy who stole from us, the biker his crew asked us to take care of, that piece of shit who killed one of our girls, or that one moron who didn’t pay back a marker.”

“I can’t believe he actually showed up,” Vaccaro said.

Alcalde snapped his fingers twice at Vaccaro to shut him up.

“So this guy looks like he won’t put on a good show and I tell him to fuck off, but he slips me some silvies and says he wants the main event,” he shrugged. “We needed a fifth, so I didn’t think it was no big deal. I didn’t know it was him. I didn’t know it was the Dead Man.”

“Where’ve you been?” Alcalde asked Maxwell.

Maxwell held up a plastic baggie containing a brown sludge and a dark, loose lump.

“You shit in that bag?” one of the lieutenants joked.

“Found it in the arena,” Maxwell said. “It’s not human, not entirely organic either. It’s synthetic flesh used for burn victims. Very expensive stuff. There weren’t any cameras, but we all saw the Dead Man change his face from just another chump about to get offed in the arena to that skull. I’ve seen that tech before—some of the more capable intelligence agencies the world over use visage masks to disguise themselves from facial recognition software. Again, very expensive. Very rare.”

“And?” Alcalde raised a hand.

“Lots of things don’t add up, but I have a suspicion,” Maxwell said. “I opine out loud and the situation can get a lot worse for everyone real quick. There are things worse than the Dead Man out there.”

“Such as?” Alcalde raised an eyebrow.

“We don’t say their name,” Maxwell glanced at an Ubi after it buzzed with a message. His face went a bit pale.

“You OK?” Alcalde asked.

“Sometimes you don’t speak of the devil and they still appear. You going to fund the rest of my team now? I’m not sure I can take that thing down by myself,” Maxwell said.

“Hire who you need,” Alcalde turned back to the prisoner. “What should I do with this one? Corrida’s ruined until we can kill that Dead Man cockroach.”

“Do you think he knew who he was letting in? Doesn’t sound like it. He was just doing his job. He a good soldier otherwise?” Maxwell asked.

“He is,” Alcalde put a hand on the prisoner’s shoulder, causing him to flinch. “But I look weak as it is with the Dead Man walking right in under my nose. The NGZ thinks they can fight me and things get worse. Way worse.”

“You’ve got good men working for you. Loyal men who’re still here,” Maxwell gave a nod. “I don’t punish people for doing their job. And let’s not pretend anyone in this room’s going to refuse a little extra cash while they’re just doing their job.”

The room was silent until someone coughed.

“Pedro, you’re working for Maxwell until the Dead Man’s head is on a spike,” Alcalde took a knife from one of his men and cut the zip ties on Pedro’s wrists. “You’re back in the fold after that happens.”

“Thank you, Alcalde,” Pedro rubbed his wrists and stood up.

“I can’t guarantee his safety,” Maxwell said. “But I need someone who knows the NGZ anyway. As for the Dead Man, he’s fast, durable, and can change his face. He can be anyone and no one. You all better figure out some passwords that you change all the time to keep him from sneaking through your security again. And this,” he squished the mass in the brown goo, “is rubbery. Not like normal flesh.”

He gave Pedro a firm pat on the cheek, then pinched it like a grandmother.

“See? This one’s good,” Maxwell said, earning a few chuckles from the cartel lieutenants. “I need to leave the NGZ for a few hours. Pick up my team and some other gear.”

Alcalde took in a deep breath.

“Boss, let me hunt this monster down. I’ll let you know what I need,” Pedro said.

“Fine, fine, go!” Alcalde waved him off. “We’re going to tear the NGZ apart at dawn until we find the Dead Man. Maybe we’ll flush him out.”

“Whatever works,” Maxwell left the vault as Alcalde started screaming in Spanish at his lieutenants.

“Thanks,” Pedro shuffled behind Maxwell. “I thought I was done for back there. Alcalde gets in these moods and he⁠—”

“You are expendable,” Maxwell said. “Don’t you forget it.”

“Right… right,” Pedro said.

They went up a flight of stairs and were blocked by a very tall man in a cloak. Guapo had crude stitches along his jawline and cheek.

“You’re looking for him?” Guapo asked.

“Isn’t everyone?” Maxwell traced Guapo’s scars on his own face. “Ain’t those a shame? Like a crack in a stained-glass window.”

“I want him,” Guapo said. “He owes me.”

“Thing is,” Maxwell smirked, “I’m not planning on poking him to death with a sword. But if that plan changes, I’ll give you a call. How’s that sound? Now get out of my way, you bedazzled freak show. I’ve got real work to do.”

Guapo tensed up, then stood aside.

Maxwell and Pedro left the bank as the wee hours of the morning dragged on.
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Detective Osia drove into a fenced lot. The walls of the NGZ cast shadows over the police substation. Automatic turrets mounted on the corners of the station were surrounded by sandbags, the barrels lifted to the early morning sky. She parked the car and got out, doing an automatic security sweep of the perimeter even though she was inside a fortified location with bulletproof walls ringed by T-wall barriers and triple-strand concertina wire.

“You bring the good donuts?” Ramirez asked from his patrol car parked in the same lot. He was in full tactical gear with plates in his vest, collar guard, and deltoid pads. “Officers here are on triple time, as they can’t exactly leave unless it’s in force. They appreciate poogie bait.”

“I came over as soon as I got the reports. No time for fat pills. Where’s the suspect?” she asked.

“Just an ‘administrative hold,’” Ramirez said. “You’re lucky I was on the horn when I heard they got this guy coming through the gates. Durangos and every other lowlife in the NGZ knows we’ve got facial recognition cameras all over the place. I swear he wanted to get caught.”

“Let me talk to him,” Osia said angrily. She walked stiffly toward the linked trailers serving as the police station.

“There a problem?” Ramirez asked.

“My file on the Dead Man,” Osia stopped at the entrance and folded her arms over her bulletproof vest. “The one I sent to the AI analysis server in Phoenix? It’s gone.”

“How is it… gone?” Ramirez narrowed his eyes at her.

“The request? Poof. No record of me ever sending it exists anywhere,” her mouth trembled with anger.

“I saw you send it.”

“I was there too,” she said quickly. “Every file I attached to the request? Gone. Not on my work computer, not my Ubi, not my home backups. All gone. Vanished completely.”

“How is that even possible? Our systems have Ibarra encryption on them, not even the cartels should be able to⁠—”

“No one should be able to do that,” Osia hooked a finger into the top of Ramirez’s vest and pulled him close. “I was onto something.”

“Because if you weren’t it wouldn’t have been erased,” Ramirez nodded. “Holy shit. What does this mean?”

“It means we go analog,” she took out a notepad and a pen. “Like all the Navy guys have to do while they’re fighting in the Pacific because the commies keep dropping EMPs on them. Don’t say a word about the Dead Man on the radio from now on. No text messages. Nothing.”

“It’s not my case anyway. I’m still just a beat cop, remember?” He looked down at himself. “You got to skip ahead on the career path because you were Military Police before we got medically retired.”

“You’ve got an IQ over room temperature, you’re already too smart to be a beat cop,” she opened the door.

“Thanks?” Ramirez cleared his sidearm into a barrel full of sand and put it into a lock box. He caught up to Osia in an interrogation room where a man was cuffed to the wall. The Hispanic man had a number of Durango tattoos and a tear drop next to his eye for murdering someone on cartel orders.

“He came for us,” the Durango said. “All the killing summoned him like a demon. Everything was fine at the Corrida and then… he’s not human. He can’t be.”

“You’ve got warrants,” Osia flipped a page in her notebook, “in multiple states. Why’d you try and walk out the Bellflower gate where you know we’d pick you up?”

“Because he’s after me!” the Durango bucked in his seat. “The devil sent him to drag us all down to hell, and you think I want to be in there?”

“The Dead Man was seen last night?” Osia asked. The Durango nodded. “Still alive?”

The cartel man gave her a stupid look.

“You know what I mean,” she rolled her eyes.

“He fought his way out of the Corrida while Alcalde was hiding in his pussy ass vault. There was this trail of blood and—take me to jail! Please!”

“Man, I wish they were all this easy,” Ramirez murmured from the hallway. A plainclothes officer with a badge swinging from his neck came around the corner, a steaming cup of coffee in his hand.

“What’re you doing with my suspect?” the man asked. “Shut the door before he says anything about the Bill of Rights and then I can’t get anything admissible from him.”

Osia left the interrogation room and locked it.

“Figured it be you,” the detective sipped his coffee.

“Barnes,” Osia said. “You believe me now about the Dead Man?”

“No,” he chuckled. “That shit head probably delivered a narcotics shipment that was a little light on product and the Durangos took exception to it. Now he needs an escape before Alcalde can skin him alive and hang him from the rafters. Dead Man’s just an excuse to keep some cred before he’s sent to the pen.”

“How many people are coming out of the gates this morning?” Osia took out her Ubi. “Outflows are three times the usual, all military aged males and a bunch of Cartel associates. Like rats fleeing a nest after a mink gets in the tunnels.”

“Alcalde couldn’t get it up last night and he’s looking for someone to blame,” Barnes raised his cup slightly. “Doesn’t mean there’s ghosts and goblins running around.”

“I need to go in there,” Osia said.

Barnes spat out coffee.

“Are you insane? Do you know what they’ll do to you?” Barnes looked at her like she’d grown a second head.

“Exigent circumstances. We need to identify⁠—”

“Abso-fucking-lutely not,” Barnes said. “Any law enforcement officer who enters the No Go Zone has their insurance voided. We have no jurisdiction in there, and I’m not going to send good cops in there to die to extract a complete idiot who should’ve known better.”

“That… makes a lot of sense when you say it out loud,” Osia took a quick breathe, “but⁠—”

“No ‘buts.’ Both of you have better places to be, don’t you? Because you’re done with my suspect. Now piss off,” Barnes gave them both a hard look.

“Yes, sir, sorry to bother you,” Osia slid past him and made for the door.

Ramirez followed her out.

“Heather, what the hell are you getting at?” He grabbed her by the elbow. “Who do you think this Dead Man’s supposed to be?”

“You know!” she hissed. “Don’t deny it, Antonio. I remember what happened in Korea when he saved both of us. I remember what he said to me. It has to be him.”

“It can’t be,” Ramirez shook his head. “He’s listed as Killed In Action. He died in Korea when the commies dropped paratroopers on the courthouse. The whole city. You’re projecting some sort of hope⁠—”

“I’m not crazy!” she stomped her foot.

Ramirez put his hands on his hips. “All right, pretend I didn’t know Dead Man 6—Kadish—I’m just some rando. Explain what you’re thinking without sounding like a complete lunatic. Ready? Go.”

Osia opened her mouth, then shut it with a click of teeth. She steepled fingers in front of her lips, then turned away.

“Asshole,” she said.

“Let’s go to a meeting at the VA,” Ramirez put a hand on her shoulder. “Talk to a counselor. Sometimes they have real people instead of those AI bots.”

“Or!” Osia spun around.

“Oh no,” Ramirez covered his face.

“I’ve got an idea,” she smiled.

“No. No, absolutely not. Neither of us made captain, so the Good Idea Fairy never comes to⁠—”

“We were both first lieutenants. Two silver bars together makes a captain’s railroad tracks, and with our powers combined we can make this work,” she nodded emphatically.

Ramirez sighed.

“I’m listening,” he said.


CHAPTER 14



Katie leaned out of a doorway and looked up and down the street. The NGZ was eerily silent. Even in the wee hours of the morning, there were always the occasional gunshots, rumble of patrolling vehicles, or whistles and cries from roving gangs.

Not this morning.

She hefted the satchel containing her spray rig on one shoulder, then ducked out and hurried to another doorway of an abandoned building and accidentally kicked a sleeping vagrant hidden beneath loose trash.

“Huh? I paid, I paid,” an old woman whined.

“Sorry,” Katie dashed out again, heading toward the Corrida and Durango territory. She shook a bit of sticky trash from her pants cuff and kept one shoulder close to a chain linked fence holding back tons and tons of stinking garbage.

The odor of decaying flesh made her gag. She put the back of one hand against her mouth and made for a multistory building that used to be a trendy apartment complex. Lights were on in the lower floors, and the hired security that usually roved around the perimeter were nowhere to be seen.

She got to the corner of the building and peered around to see down a wide road. Short concrete barriers separating the east and westbound lanes were jammed with piled garbage so high she couldn’t see over it. There was a path cleared through the mess, and that choke point was the next danger area she had to cross.

Katie made the symbol of the cross and stepped away from the building.

There was a thud of something heavy landing behind her. She swiped a knife in an arc as she spun around. Her forearm bumped against a shadow, sending a jolt of pain through her arm. A hood went over her head and a strong arm coiled around her. She got out a muffled yelp as she was tossed over a shoulder.

Her world lurched as the sound of a ladder clanged against the side of the apartment building. Whatever had her bounced up the side of the building like a goat hopping up a mountain.

She was set down with a degree of care and the hood tugged away. She was on the roof of the apartment building, rusted-out cell tower panels and scaffolding that once held the sign for the complex dominated the west side of the roof.

The Dead Man stood over her, the distant lights of the still-civilized parts of Los Angeles illuminating his skull visage. He wore dark military fatigue pants and blouse over a tattered hoodie.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he asked.

“Me? You’re the one who tore up the Corrida, and then I have to go and tag the spot,” she rubbed sore ribs. “Did you really just carry me all the way up here for some… what’s the movie with the giant monkey? Did you carry me up here for some Tarzan shit?”

“That’s not—I told you to stop tagging buildings,” he motioned to the satchel. “For your own protection.”

“The whole NGZ is terrified right now,” she dusted off her knees and stood up. “Ain’t nobody out and about tonight, so as soon as I heard what happened at the Corrida… figured this would be my only chance to tag a nice big middle finger to Alcalde.”

“Alcalde’s well aware. Any of his men see you and your life’s going to end quickly and poorly. Stop it,” Kadish said.

“This was a golden opportunity, Mr. Dead. I tag somewhere close to their territory and the rest of the NGZ will think you’re the one dropping the murals. Because⁠—”

“Because you’d have to be an idiot or someone with a death wish to be out doing that after Pumpkin Time with the Durangos on the war path,” Kadish said.

“Exactly. No one’s going to suspect all hundred and some pounds of me is the Dead Man when the Dead Man himself is marking his kills,” Katie said.

“So, which are you? Are you an idiot, or do you have a death wish?” Kadish asked.

“Ugh, you… no, wait,” her brow furrowed. “I walked right into that one, but neither. I have a job to do.”

Kadish bent forward and stared into the dark pools of his skull sockets into her eyes. Her jaw clenched and she drew away.

“I don’t need your help. I’ve got this.” He took a step back.

“Do you? What exactly was your plan in there? Because so far I’ve heard you dropped out of the ceiling and tamed the Beast. Also heard you and Guapo had like some sort of duel on top of a burning building and then you made Alcalde shit himself by calling out his real name or something.”

“No… rumor mill’s working overtime, isn’t it?” Kadish looked out over the roof toward Durango territory.

“A couple Durango bosses tried to run and got picked up by blue at the gate, and then Alcalde shut down all the exits,” Katie said. “Father Maris got a midnight mass going to pray for all our souls. Before today, everyone could just blow you off as an urban legend, but now people have seen you. People are scared.”

“Bad people,” Kadish grunted.

“Everyone is! The Dead Man’s here. Everyone knows it. Thing is… I don’t get you,” Katie wagged a finger at him.

“Beg pardon?” he looked back at her.

“You were offing street trash for a while… then you went and hit that trap house out in the halo. Now you’re barging in to the friggin’ Corrida and scaring the piss out of everyone. Why? You tell me to stay out of this, but you’re doing everything you can to get noticed. You don’t want me doing PR for you, but now you’re not afraid to⁠—”

“I don’t have a choice,” Kadish said quietly. “There’s something… wrong with me.”

“Well that goes without—you know what? There’s no nice way to respond to that,” she said.

“I used to be a soldier. I was in Korea and I didn’t die, but… I should’ve. They put me back together the way they wanted and sent me back to the war.” Kadish tapped the back of his head. “They put this thing in my brain. The Imperative. It was supposed to use me like some sort of battlefield drone. I was supposed to be unconscious, dead. But something went wrong—or right—and I woke up. But the Imperative’s still there. It’s still working and it’s… making demands.”

Katie licked her lips and tightened her grip on her switchblade.

“What kind of demands?” she asked.

“Violence. Murder… I can fight it. I’ve been fighting it since I escaped, but… the Red Man’s growing stronger. I don’t know how much longer I can stay in control,” Kadish said.

“The… who?” Katie raised an eyebrow.

“Over there,” Kadish pointed to the north edge of the roof.

“There’s no one there,” Katie said.

“I know,” Kadish sat against the rusted scaffolding and rested his arms on his knees. “He’s inside my head. Scratching away at what’s left of me. I end someone and he wanes away. So I go after the cartel or any piece of shit criminal that I come across. I’m not doing this because I’m some sort of vigilante looking out for the little guy… I do it to keep him from taking over. Because when he gets control, he won’t care who he kills.”

“Oh,” Katie took a hesitant step toward him. She forced herself to get closer until she sat next to him. She wrapped her arms around his and rested her head against his shoulder.

“What are you doing?” Kadish tensed.

“Who were you before this happened to you?” She looked up at him, a tear in one eye. “You must’ve been a good man.”

“No… no, I wasn’t,” Kadish shook his head.

“You must’ve been a good man. The NGZ is full of monsters who’ll kill for the thrill of it. They steal from the weak. They hurt anyone they want. But you? Whoever did this to you put a demon in your soul. You could be the same as Alcalde and all the rest, but you’re not. You turn that evil against evil,” she said. “You saved me when you didn’t have to. You were there when everyone else turned away.”

“It wasn’t personal. I heard someone in trouble,” Kadish said.

“You still did it,” Katie squeezed his arm. “You bring a lot of people up here?”

“Huh? No. I can pick up the Cartel’s cell phone calls from here,” he tapped the side of his head and tugged at his ear. “Radio transmissions. Lots of noise tonight. Hard to pick out what’s important.”

Katie shifted up and poked his earlobe held tight against the side of his head.

“You… you’re not wearing a mask. But your skin’s sorta see through?” She leaned closer.

“I can change my face. They made me to be an infiltrator, different faces and different voices. I switch it up all the time,” he said. “Which is how I know where you live and how I got into the Corrida without too much trouble.”

“Why don’t you just walk up to Alcalde and pop him?” she inched away.

“It’s not perfect, and everyone around him speaks the Mexican dialect of Spanish. I’m loaded up with Castilian Spanish. And if anyone gets as close as you are, the disguise doesn’t hold,” he said.

She poked his rubbery cheek, skewing the skull visage.

He gave her a look.

“Sorry,” she shook her hand. “So… you’re broken sorta, right? In your head because of the… thing.”

“Imperative,” Kadish said.

“Can’t someone fix it?” she asked.

“I’m pretty sure the person who designed and installed it is dead. I haven’t been able to find a trace of her anywhere since she helped me get away. Same with the guy who made the repair mechanism for everything that’s not organic in my body,” Kadish said.

“Sounds like that sort of person would be pretty valuable. Killing them would be like killing a golden goose,” Katie said.

“Mmph,” Kadish shrugged. “Again, I can’t find either of them. I look too hard and the people who did this to me will come knocking. We didn’t part on the best of terms.”

“What happened?”

“They blew up a dam I was under. Hard not to take that sort of thing personal,” Kadish said.

“Wait,” Katie narrowed her eyes. “Wasn’t there some big important dam in China that ‘failed’ and wiped out a lot of their nukes?”

“Nuozhadu. That’s the one. How did you know about that?” Kadish asked.

“My parents were talking about it before the Pop. They said it couldn’t have been an accident but the commies would be too embarrassed to admit it was blown up. They were positive our government did it, because Washington didn’t say a word about all the damage it caused… that was you?” she asked.

“Yeah. Big boom. Big rush of water. Then Burma and a month on a merchant ship until I got close enough to Long Beach to swim for it,” Kadish nodded. “Turns out I’m pretty dense and floating is not all that easy.”

“Then what’s your plan? You just kicked the Cartel hornet’s nest, you’re up here listening to their calls… then what?” she asked.

“I’m going to kill Alcalde and every one of his lieutenants that I can. Free the NGZ of their control… maybe the veterans down in the San Diego NGZ will send reps up to take control of this place too,” he said.

“You don’t know cartels very well,” Katie said. “You kill a boss, take out the upper levels of the organization, and more little monsters grow into bigger monsters as they fight over the territory. Never works out.”

“Then I’ll kill them all at the same time,” Kadish said. “I knew you’d like that idea. Stay out of this.”

“Who’re you…” she looked around. “Oh. Right.”

“I have it together enough up here to know the Red Man isn’t real,” Kadish tapped his head, “but that doesn’t mean he’s not real to me. I am running out of time, Katie. I don’t want to be here when he wins.”

“So you kill all the Durangos and then what? You’re not talking like that’s going to exorcise your demons,” she looked to the growing dawn out past the San Bernardino Mountains.

“Got to engage the fifty-meter target before the three-hundred-meter target,” Kadish said. “Maybe I’ll walk back into the sea. Maybe I’ll get to the Canadian wilderness and just keep going north on foot.”

“Someone has to be able to fix you,” she shook his shoulder. “Take that thing out of your head or at least turn it off. Give me a name and I’ll⁠—”

“The only name I can find is for someone who’s dead and buried. His name was Simko, and he was a far better man than me,” Kadish said. “No one else exists anymore. They’re likely as officially dead as I am.”

“You have a name? A real name? I don’t think everyone called you ‘Dead Man’ when you were doing Army stuff,” she said.

“Actually, they did. My call sign was Dead Man Six. Fate must have a sense of irony. My true name is a death sentence. I tell it to you and you make the mistake of saying it over the internet or where they can hear you… bad things for you. For everyone around you. You think the government wants a hint of how they took brain-dead soldiers and made them into zombie drones?”

“No… that’s horrifying,” Katie shivered. “Then-then what? You’re going to go down in a blaze of glory and that’s the end of it?”

“Better than the alternative,” he said. “Even the Dead Man has to die.”

“Wait. No! There are cities on Mars, and the Ibarra Company’s got friggin’ mines on asteroids all over the solar system. Don’t tell me there’s nobody who can fix you. Wait, Ibarra! He does all sorts of stuff for people. Free replacement limbs for soldiers and most of the food donations we get come from his underground farms and⁠—”

“Katie,” Kadish put a hand on hers. “Who has the technology to do this to me?”

She opened her mouth to answer, then paused. Her lips pouted and she scratched her chin.

“Oh. Oh, that makes it… worse, somehow.”

“No one in Washington will lose their job or their fingers in the pie because of what I am. There are plenty of people out there who’d love to take Ibarra down a few pegs, and his connection to me could do just that,” Kadish said. “People who threaten his corporation have a tendency to end up dead.”

“Dude’s rich enough to retire to his own continent and do nothing but eat cake and screw,” she said. “I wonder why he’s so driven to keep doing so much. Guess he’s definitely not going to help you.”

“I need you to go back home and sit this out,” Kadish said. “You’re only going to get… wait one,” he cocked his head to one side, then popped to his feet. “Big shipment… moving tonight… damn it!”

His hands curled into fists and his arms shook in anger.

“Why don’t they ever say where the damn lab is?” he looked back at her. “The Cartel survives off drug money, but I can’t find the lab where they’re making Blast.”

“I know where it is,” Katie crossed her arms over her chest. “Maybe you’d like some help?”

“Wait, you do? How?” Kadish snapped his head from side to side.

“My asshole brother works the line,” she said with a singsong voice. “None of the workers are supposed to breathe a word about it, but he and I talk.”

“Where?” Kadish advanced on her like a predator. He pulled back when fear crossed her face. “Sorry… sorry. The Cartel’s propped up like a table. I took out the Corrida leg. I take out the factory leg and all that’ll be left is the screaming.”

“I do know where it is,” Katie put a hand over her mouth. “But if I tell you, what’ll happen to my brother? He leaves for work as soon as Pumpkin Time ends.”

“Tell him to call in sick today,” Kadish said. “I’ll handle from there.”

“He gets paid in product, not cash. He works there because he’s a filthy junkie,” Katie pleaded. “I can’t stop him from going, that’s the only way he gets his fix.”

“Here,” Kadish tossed a narrow roll of goldies to her. “Enough for a couple of hits. Mix in some sedatives and he’ll nod the whole day away. Now, where is it?”

Katie didn’t pick up the money.

“And the next day? And the day after that? I kind of screwed up taking care of my older brother, but he’s still my brother,” she said.

“They’ve got serotonin reset clinics out in Phoenix. Get him to one and they’ll get him clean.”

Katie picked up the roll.

“That’s for movie stars and politicians’ kids. This isn’t enough, Dead Man,” she slipped the money into her shirt.

“I’ve got more, just not here,” Kadish said. “I’ll get it to you after I burn down the lab. Trust me.”

“I want to… but have you ever seen someone who needs a Blast fix? I don’t even know my brother anymore when he’s on or off that shit. Give me a reason to trust that you won’t kill him too when you go there.”

“He needs to miss work. I leave a survivor and it begs questions he won’t be able to answer,” Kadish said. “You knew where the lab was this whole time and you never said anything?”

“You literally just asked about it!” She held up her hands.

“Right, right. I haven’t had a good talk for a long time,” the skull visage bobbed up and down. “Where is it?”

“How do I know you won’t kill my brother in there? And where are you going to get the money for a full brain reset for my brother, Dead Man? Because if he doesn’t die at the lab, in a few weeks he’ll⁠—”

“Johnny,” Kadish said. “My name is Johnny.”

“OK, Johnny,” Katie nodded quickly. “The lab is the old water treatment plant in Whittier. It’s the only place that’s on the same Under Way lines as all the pickup locations, and my brother says they don’t make any other stops. They pump all waste into the canals and send it into the sea.”

“Whittier? That’s not even in the NGZ. That’s halo zone,” Kadish’s skull face wavered.

“They put workers in blacked-out vans and move them through the old under-traffic tunnels Ibarra built before the Pop. Cartel dug into the tunnels from a bunch of places in the NGZ,” she said.

“No wonder I could never find it inside the walls,” Kadish put his hands on his hips. “I’m an idiot. Where’s he supposed to go for pick up today?”

“Joker Hardware store. They cycle it around. Sometimes it’s there, sometimes it’s the elementary school the Durangos live in on the west side, or the old ice factory,” she said. “My brother’s an idiot too. Keeps asking me if I want something from the vendors in that area on his way back from work. He asks for way more than it costs so he can buy more Blast. Wasn’t hard to figure out the pattern. Druggies.”

“That’s plenty. Thanks,” Kadish held up a finger, then spun around and stared down air as dawn broke.

“The rest of the money?” she asked. “He’ll need it.”

“After. I’ll come find you,” Kadish said.

“Looking like that?” she asked.

Kadish put his hands over his face, then wiggled them from side to side.

He looked up at her with the true face of Johnny Kadish.

“Like this,” he said. His voice lost the modulated edge as he spoke. “This is as close to me as I can get.”

“You don’t look like much of a dead man anymore,” she smiled. “Can you stay that way?”

“This is as dead a man as any,” Kadish said. “Time for me to go. Got some planning to do.” He went for the edge of the roof.

“Wait, how do I get down?” she called out.

“Stairs,” he pointed to an open hatch leading to a stairwell behind the scaffolding.

“I knew that!” she shouted at Kadish dropped off the side of the building. She rushed to the edge and watched as he slid down the emergency escape ladder. “You keep this up and people are going to make comparisons! Hanging out on roofs at night. Masks! Secret identity! I’ll end up having to shine a skull face on clouds to get your attention—ah, he’s not listening.”

She fetched the roll of goldies and counted them out.

“I got enough for a decent breakfast too… not bad.”


CHAPTER 15



Maxwell walked slowly down the exterior third floor of a roach motel. It was still too early for most of the longer-term residents to be up and about, as they were sleeping off hangovers or dope sickness. The place was on the outer edge of the halo around the NGZ and was one of the last stops for people on a downward spiral before they ended up overdosing or migrating into Cartel territory out of desperation.

The heavy footfalls of his power armor were muffled slightly by rubber soles on the boots, but the floor still creaked from the unusual amount of weight he carried. He got to his room and looked over the sheen of nano-particles he’d sprayed on the handle as he’d left nearly twelve hours ago. If anyone had touched it, a smear of color would’ve formed by now. He held the tip of a digit over the frame and a semi-opaque film was there undisturbed.

The next door down creaked open.

Maxwell slapped his trench coat aside and drew a pistol from a holster lightning fast. A prostitute stepped out of the other door, yawning and scratching her crotch. She let out a yelp and returned to the room, only to be greeted by angry shouts from a man.

He tried to return the weapon… but the elbow joint of his power armor refused to budge.

“Let’s be smart about this,” a woman said from behind him.

He tried to move, but his entire suit had locked up.

“I’m going to relieve you of that weapon and we’re going to step inside your room for a little chat,” Shannon purred in his ear. “If I wanted you dead, you’d be dead. So let’s stay nice and calm like professionals and we’ll handle this like professionals. That good for you, Maxwell?”

He keyed the emergency dump code with his fingers inside the frozen gloves that would release all the plates and servos from the frame so he could at least move again, but nothing responded to his attempts.

Shannon plucked the gun from his hand. She exhaled in his ear and the hair on the back of his neck stood up.

“Open the door and step inside,” she said.

To Maxwell’s shock, the power armor obeyed her command. The arm extended of its own volition and pawed at the handle before shoving it open hard. The suit carried him in like a marionette on strings.

His room had several plastic crates against the wall that were definitely not there when he’d left the previous day. The suit stopped mid stride in front of a flickering holo emitter. The thump of a bed bumping against a wall on the upper floor carried through the walls.

“Five steps forward,” Shannon said, and the suit moved stiffly.

A whine rose from behind Maxwell and the noise from the other room faded away.

“Turn around.”

The suit waddled around like an analog clock advancing an hour at a time.

Shannon closed the door behind her and sat at a small coffee table, the top bashed and splintered. She set his weapon down and kept a glossy black pistol in her hand. Fear rose in Maxwell’s chest, an emotion he was unaccustomed to.

“You’ve probably got a few questions,” Shannon stretched her arms over her head and leaned from side to side, her back cracking. “But tell me if you’re going to play ball. If you’re not, then I’ve got other places to be and better things to do.”

“I choose my clients,” Maxwell said. “I don’t know who you work for, but if you think you can do this to me, then you’ve got another thing coming.”

“Oh come on,” she chided. “Do I need to introduce myself? I prefer not to, plausible deniability and all that. And you’ve been working for us ever since you stole that prototype power armor from the Cuban Cartel that stole it on behalf of the Chinese Ministry of State Security.”

Maxwell went pale.

“Didn’t know that last bit of information, eh? Thing about prototypes is they’re chock full of bugs, such as backdoors into the operating systems allowing full remote control,” she bent an arm up and waggled a smart watch on her wrist at him. “We do appreciate you putting the suit through real-world conditions for us. The telemetry data’s been put to good use.”

“I… I didn’t know,” Maxwell choked.

“Don’t insult my intelligence,” Shannon’s demeanor darkened. “My employer is rather sensitive about anyone who purloins company property. We still got a few units into the commie’s hands, and you were smart enough to not try and sell what you’re wearing to anyone else. Don’t worry, you can keep it.”

“I didn’t know you were real,” Maxwell said. “You’re different than I imagined.”

“Shorter? Taller? I get that a lot,” she smiled.

“Fuckable,” Maxwell waggled his eyebrows at her.

“Oh ho! This how you get in the panties of every woman who you’re reasonably certain isn’t going to kill you? Though… that sort of attitude didn’t help you in your last few months at the Regiment,” Shannon said.

“That was a misunderstanding,” Maxwell tried to shrug a shoulder but couldn’t move.

“The physical evidence says otherwise, but I’m not here to retread that ground. I’m here because you have been selected to field test some additional equipment,” Shannon said. “We’re going to play a little game. I’m going to deactivate the restraining bolt program I’ve got running in your suit, and we’ll see if you’re dumb enough to try anything. If you are, that suit of yours will contract and shit everything below your neck out your ass plate. Keep in mind that I didn’t put down a cleaning deposit for this room,” Shannon double-tapped her smart watch screen.

The suit unfroze. Maxwell had to struggle to move his arms, as the joint actuators were still stiff.

“Open a case,” Shannon said. “Doesn’t matter which, they’ve all got the same gear in them.”

Maxwell grunted as he moved to the nearest case. He felt like he was moving through clay as he pressed a thumb against a release hatch. It opened with a hiss of escaping air. Inside were three wide bore rifles and large caliber rounds. He lifted one out and clicked a release, cracking the barrel away from the breach.

“Only elephants around here are at the La Brea Tar Pits,” Maxwell said.

“True,” Shannon nodded. “Heard you had a little run-in yesterday with something… supernatural?”

“True,” he tossed the weapon onto an unkempt bed. “It’s a bit more than the locals can handle. These can handle it?”

“Mm hmm,” Shannon out a fingertip to her chin. “I’d appreciate it if you made it stay dead. There’s lots of vested interest in that outcome. You’ve got a kill team on their way to this room in the next few hours. I’m sure you can find somewhere in the NGZ to field test the weapons. The targeting optics integrate easily into Atlantic Union rated gear, which everyone you’ve hired will be bringing with them.”

Maxwell’s upper lip twitched.

“Thank you for not asking how I know that. Saves me the time of looking at you like you’re some sort of fucking idiot, which thus far you have proven not to be. Keep it up, I appreciate it,” she smiled.

“It’s a harder target than my initial employer let on. How are you going to compensate me and my team for this? There’s a death gratuity in my standard contracts, and I’ve got a feeling more than one will get paid out,” Maxwell said.

“The Durangos aren’t paying you in enough ass and cash?” she tsk-tsk-tsk’d at him. “Trying to get paid twice on the same job? I admire your capitalist instinct. But you walk away from this job with more cash than you should and that raises eyebrows. Can’t have anything point back to my employer. You understand.”

“You want me to do this for you for free?” Maxwell sneered.

“You can keep those,” she waggled fingers at the cases, “and your suit will start receiving software updates to improve performance. I’m sure the arms markets in Juarez would pay handsomely for some state-of-the-art bang bang… especially when power armor better than yours gets fielded by law enforcement agencies across both sides of the Atlantic. You’ll have an answer to a problem they don’t even know is coming.”

“That is… reasonable,” Maxwell said. “Tell me more about the target. He’s rather adept at blending in.”

“Well, I can tell you how he thinks. A lot like you, actually. Backgrounds aren’t too off, though his exit from service was bit different. Pretend you’d just wrecked a target organization’s revenue source. What would you go after next?” she asked.

“Cartels exist to make money and little else,” Maxwell narrowed his eyes slightly. “There are better ways to hit them in the wallet. Alcalde gets most of his income from… shit.”

“Particularly when all the machismo running the Cartel is hiding inside a bank vault that’s rather difficult to access,” Shannon said. “Hard to lead from inside a bunker, but we’re not exactly dealing with Napoleon or Patton here, are we?”

“What constitutes success for you?”

“Snap a few pictures of the remains and transmit them to this email,” she plucked a business card with inlaid wires onto the coffee table. “Then good things will start coming your way. Maybe even more work. I don’t recommend mentioning me or else—” she reached toward his crotch and squeezed the air. “To start there. Then the rest.”

“I understand,” he said.

“Good. I have to go, as the fun never stops around here. Happy hunting,” she blew him a kiss and opened the hotel room door. “You’ll be fine as soon as I’m long gone from here.”

The suit seized up again around him.

“Hold on, I’ve got to piss!”

“Oh no,” she looked back at him as the door shut slowly. “Anyway.”

The door shut with a clack.

“Goddamn it,” Maxwell said through gritted teeth.


CHAPTER 16



“I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” Ramirez said. He wore stained and tattered jeans, mismatched shoes, and a denim jacket held together in places with tape and bent paperclips. Osia wore a sequined vest over a dirty hooded sweatshirt and khaki pants. Both were dressed to conceal firearms on their chest and legs.

They walked down a sidewalk in the No Go Zone, past piles of trash and burnt-out buildings.

“Can’t imagine why you’d say that,” she tugged at the hood. “We fought from Yongin to Busan in Korea. We knew the Norks and the commies were definitely trying to kill us. Here? People might want to kill us if we look like targets. This is Easy Street.”

“It absolutely is not—dear Lord, what is that puddle? Why is it bubbling?” He skirted to one side to avoid the mystery substance burbling up from a seam in the sidewalk and moved ahead of Osia. He scanned up and down the next cross street, one hand close to the fold of his jacket. “Clear. Back then we had decent body armor, not our off-duty slick vests. The Air Force on call. Rifles. The entire US Army and the ROKs on backup.”

“Is this really worse?” Osia asked.

“Definitely smells worse, and I was in some deep kimchi back there,” Ramirez watched a group of people with more than one child amongst them walking down a parallel street. “How the hell are there kids here?”

“This is the refugee quarter, not the Cartel zone,” Osia said.

A whistle sounded in the distance and was answered by a different trill.

“Doesn’t mean we’re not being watched,” Ramirez said. “Where’s this place supposed to be?”

“Three more blocks ahead and to the left,” Osia motioned with her chin. “But there’s something I want to see first.”

“You didn’t say anything about this being a tourist expedition,” Ramirez hissed. “You understand there’s no backup in here for us. We get jammed and our dicks are flappin’ in the wind.”

She raised an eyebrow at him.

“Whatever’s… flapping. Oh shit, look at that, elotes,” he looked to a vendor a block away standing behind a grill covered in ears of corn. “You know what they say, the worse the neighborhood, the better the tamales. Better be friggin’ gourmet.”

“I thought we weren’t here for tourist stuff,” she scratched her forearm and pulled the cuff back to glance at a map screen tight against her skin. “Over there. No pictures.”

“Chief will have our ass for breakfast if she ever hears about this,” Ramirez led her to the right where a two-story brick building ran the length of the road.

A Dead Man mural was eight feet off the ground. The skull face was angled down, the tattered edge of a hood extended just over the forehead. Along the ground were plastic marigold flowers and bits of colored confetti.

Osia’s breath caught in her throat.

“That’s him,” she said.

“Could just be Santa Muerte. Cartels are all about her,” Ramirez avoided looking at the mural. He turned slowly, watching the occasional pedestrian and electric cart rumbling down pot-hole ridden streets.

“Santa Muerte’s a woman. Normally depicted in mourning garb, veils. That’s the Dead Man,” Osia said.

A pair of children ran past the mural, kicking a soccer ball between them. One got to the next road and slowed to a stop. He glanced back at the mural and then pointed to the soccer ball that had bounced around the corner. He shouted to his companion in Spanish, pointed back and forth from the mural to the ball that had rolled out of site.

“What?” Osia asked Ramirez quietly.

“He says they can’t play where the Dead Man can’t see them. Too dangerous,” Ramirez’s shoulders tightened. “I don’t like this indigenous voodoo. I was raised too Catholic to buy into Santa Muerte or magic murals.”

“They believe, and that’s what matters. That look like your old masks from Korea? You were in the Dead Man squad, not me,” she said.

“No. We’d carve teeth and the skull nose, or no nose, whatever, into the ballistics plate for the visors, and then the goggles and blacked-out sections of the cheek guards would complete the look. That’s a skull. Not a skull mask,” he shifted uneasily from one foot to the other. “I think that’s enough. Not him. Not anyone we know. Let’s get out of here.”

“Why are you so scared?” she continued on. Ramirez was caught flat-footed for a moment but caught up pretty quick.

They ignored cat calls from a bunch of teenagers on a porch across the street.

“Because the Durangos will hang me from an overpass by my ankles and cut my stomach open and let me swing until I’ve been dead for days if they know I’m here? You’ll have it worse than I would. That not enough for you to be scared of?” he grumbled.

“Of the Dead Man,” she gave him a look. “You were one of them in Korea, but it’s like you wish it never happened.”

“I do,” he shifted his jacket against his shoulders. “I was a cherry lieutenant two days into my first duty station—I was at intake, not even at a unit—when the balloon went up. Norks shelled everything across the DMZ and came screaming through the minefields. I got through that hell and then assigned to Kadish’s platoon. Only a squad left at that point… he was… he was the Dead Man. Everyone else just got to wear his face. Then there’s what happened at the prison and—” he looked down.

“I was there,” Osia said.

“You came in after the massacre. I saw him gun down the Norks wherever he found them. Didn’t matter if they were helpless and locked in a cell. God… the look on his face when he did it. No soul behind those eyes when it was happening. Guy was a monster. They say truth is the first casualty in war… but the same bullet kills innocence,” he said. “And you want to find him. I don’t get you.”

“Then why are you here?” She bumped her shoulder against his.

“Because you’re so pigheaded you’d bribe your way past that guy all by yourself. Everyone else I knew from Korea is dead… except you and Wade. Not sure where he is. Decent kid,” Ramirez said.

“What about Sergeant First Class Anderson?” she asked.

“He went MIA after the Pop. Probably in one of those Air Force transport planes that went down after the EMP fired their electronics over the Pacific,” he said. “Good man. We’re less without him.”

“We are less without him. So retreading all these memories is the problem for you? It’s weird, I’m actually sleeping better since I realized it’s him. It could be him. Whoever saved us in Busan,” she pointed to Father Maris’ church. Smoke from cooking fires and the sound of hymns carried toward them on the breeze.

“Finally, something that doesn’t smell like old shit,” Ramirez said. “Do you know how unreliable combat memories are? All that adrenaline and stress messes with the gray matter. Then our brains intentionally don’t want to remember the trauma. We learned all this at the academy. Some people can’t even remember the entire day they were in a major accident.”

“I know what I saw,” she said.

A chubby man with sunglasses, a yellow security vest, and a snub machine gun slung over his chest greeted them at the entrance to the church.

“House of God, no trouble,” he said in English and Spanish.

“I’m looking for Father Maris,” Osia said to the guard. “Is he here today?”

“Father’s always here,” the guard jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Only one dressed like a priest. Go eat before all the migas and gorditas de harina are gone. House of God, no trouble.” He pointed back to the Dead Man mural, still visible from the entrance.

Ramirez’s stomach grumbled loudly.

“You didn’t eat?” Osia asked as they stepped into the courtyard. Tables were set out, covered in red-and-white checkerboard plastic clothes. “You’re always so concerned about health inspectors and you didn’t eat before we got here?”

“You don’t before combat,” Ramirez said as he got close to her. “Bad if you get gut shot.”

Osia slipped a few silvie coins into a wooden box labeled “Give if U can” and got in line for food with a motley crew of vagrants and laborers. She accepted a cracking plastic plate that had been washed after the last use and got a few scoops of recooked tortillas with greasy cheese and rehydrated vegetables. A one-armed woman set a lump of cooked flour on her plate. A toothless, elderly man passed her a cup of watered-down coffee.

She and Ramirez took a seat with their backs as close to the church wall as they could manage. Osia poked at her food while Ramirez sat tense. The others in the courtyard glanced at them, but none showed too much interest.

“Eat something before your tight ass sucks the wood off the bench,” she scooped a bite into her mouth. “Not bad.”

“I had worse in the Army,” he nibbled on the gordita. “Still not sure what meat this is.”

“It’s free, be thankful,” Osia perked up as Father Maris came around the corner, a white apron over his vestments. “There’s our guy.”

“Stop looking at him. Stare at your food and think ‘fugee thoughts,” Ramirez forced a depressed look across his face. “Plan on shitting your guts out from parasites.”

“You eat at that Fry Shack place all the time and you want to put on airs?” She sipped her coffee. “Better than Army turpentine. At least it’s hot.”

“What? You never stuck the instant coffee packets from MREs between your cheek and gum to get you to that 72-hour hero mark?” Ramirez glanced down at his leg. A small mutt looked up at him with begging eyes. “Scoot. I ain’t that easy of a mark.”

He nudged the animal away.

A man with long, greasy hair pushed a broom along the sidewalk running against the church. He looked up at an unbroken section of a window, his sunken cheeks and dark eyes visible in the reflection. Ramirez caught him looking at them both.

“Problem,” Ramirez inched a hand closer to his vest. “Janitor’s scoping us out.”

“We’re new here,” Osia finished off her migas. “That guy looks like he’s one hit away from am OD. Fucking chill. ‘House of God, no trouble.’”

Father Maris walked slowly through the picnic tables. He gave a gentle touch to those eating, calling several by their names and saying quick prayers for any who asked for a blessing. Ramirez noticed him slipping silvies to some of the more destitute.

Osia tensed as Maris grew closer.

“Hello, daughter and son of God,” Maris said. “Welcome, I haven’t seen you before.”

“Thank you for the food,” Osia smiled. “We… we’re new here. Everyone speaks so highly of you and your church.”

“Then they speak highly of our Heavenly Father, whose work I do,” Maris stared straight at the slight bulge in Ramirez’ coat. “I have a service beginning in a few minutes. Perhaps you’d like to come inside and listen to the word of God and find more peace in this difficult world.”

“We aren’t the most religious types,” Ramirez said.

“Perhaps you haven’t listened hard enough,” Maris said. He put his hands on the table and leaned slightly on them. The knuckles were swollen and gnarled from decades of hard labor and fighting. “I must insist. The next sermon isn’t until twelve.”

Ramirez dropped his plastic fork. Street slang across Orange County referred to law enforcement as that number.

“Then we should listen,” Osia said. “Let’s go, honey.”

She stood up and tossed her plate into an oil barrel trash can. Ramirez did the same, intentionally spilling some of his food where the mutt could eat it. They followed Father Maris into the foyer. He stopped at a battered wooden reception desk and turned around.

He gave them both a critical once-over.

The janitor slapped his broom against the sidewalk on the other side of the closed entrance.

“You cannot be here,” Maris said. “You’re putting this place of peace and those who depend on it at risk.”

“We-we-we just wanted some breakfast,” Ramirez said.

“You both reek of pork, and I’m not talking about the harina,” Maris pointed at Ramirez. “You scoped out the perimeter as soon as you came in and have the sheepdog look to you when the forest growls. Her hair is too well kept to be the street walker/pimp duo you were going for. Sir, I’m certain that if you opened your jacket I’d see a Glock 55 electric with biometric trigger lock. LAPD standard issue. Then on your ankle is⁠—”

“We’re looking for someone,” Osia held up her palms. “Not on official business. We don’t mean to bring you any trouble.”

“If the cartels or any other evil force in this place think the law has a presence at my church, then that is exactly what you’ll bring,” Maris said. “People come here for sanctuary and peace. You’ve put it at risk. State your business and be on your way.”

Osia thought for a moment, then looked to Ramirez.

“This was your idea, sweetums,” he said.

“A friend of ours is in the NGZ, a… war buddy. He needs help, and we want to do what we can for him,” she said.

Ramirez’s eyes widened.

“Notice board is around the corner,” Maris raised a hand to a narrow hallway. “Leave a message and a time and place to meet. Can he read?”

“He’s not… a normal person,” Osia said. “Damn it, Ramirez, you’re right, it is hard to explain this without sounding like a psychopath.”

“You just admitted I was right about something. This is a place for miracles,” Ramirez huffed.

“How long have you two been married?” Maris asked.

“We’re not—” they said at once, then glanced at each other.

“The Dead Man,” Osia whispered. “We… know him. From the war. How can we⁠—”

“Out,” Maris said firmly. “Never come back. Never send anyone else here to look for Ángel de la muerte. I must do this for your safety, not his.”

The slap of a broom against the floor carried down the hallway.

“Sorry.” Osia slowly opened her jacket and pulled a box of pills from a pocket, along with a silver embossed business card with a digital codes and typed numbers on it. She set them both onto the reception desk, the pills on top. “Those are antibiotics for your trouble, I’m sure you know someone who can use them.”

“I suggest you leave the NGZ immediately,” Maris said. “A number of birds are already chirping about you.”

“My card is there if anyone knows how to find him… tell him Cuffs and Dead Man—what was your call sign?” she asked Ramirez.

“During the war I was Dead Man 1-6. I was never Dead Man 6,” Ramirez said. “We’ll be on our way.”

Maris opened the door for them and kept his gaze locked on them both until they left the grounds of the church. He grumbled words not found in the bible and snatched up the box of antibiotics. The card that should have been there was missing. He looked around the desk, then shook the box of antibiotics.

He looked up at a large crucifix behind the altar of the church and crossed himself.


CHAPTER 17



Dr. Tivoli’s driverless taxi pulled up to a “modern” designed home in the outskirts of Phoenix. The main city had metastasized into the outlying towns as it grew, swallowing up once rural and sprawling places like Casa Grande and Buckeye and developing them into yet more neighborhoods of the greater Phoenix metropolitan area.

Marc Ibarra, much to the fodder of various conspiracy theorists, had refused to buy up a tract of desert south of the main city and a small town named Maricopa. While much of the land had belonged to the Gila River Reservation (whose members were most eager to sell the land that was known for the occasional wild horse sighting and little else), he’d refused to buy it and actively thwarted the tribe’s efforts to sell it to anyone else for development.

The trip from Phoenix to Maricopa had a decent stretch of empty desert, but the stars were always blocked out by the massive amounts of light pollution. Maricopa had become one of the more exclusive residential areas for Ibarra Corporation executives and those who could afford the more opulent cost of living. The city billed itself as being “Away From It All” despite the three-minute underground high-speed shuttle trip from one city center to the other or a slightly more trivial air hopper flight.

Tivoli got out of the taxi and paid the surcharge to keep it parked and running on her tab. She tapped on a doorbell panel and a holo assistant appeared in the air.

The assistant was some sort of anime cat girl with ridiculous proportions and an annoying giggle.

“Konbanwa! Nomini ikimashou,” it twittered and held up liquor bottles in each hand.

Tivoli rolled her eyes.

“Tell him an old friend is here to see him,” she sighed.

“O-K!” The cat girl flashed a “V” sign over each eye, then formed her hands into a heart.

“Huh, who?” came from the speaker. “Where’s the… pants? Do I have pants… yes, let her in!”

The gate clacked as the locks disengaged. Tivoli walked up to a reactive holo walk that sent digital ripples out from beneath each of her footsteps. She got to the door and waited for a few seconds. She rapped hard on the door.

It flew open a few heartbeats later. A somewhat obese man in a tight t-shirt emblazoned with some old animated transforming robot on it and loose shorts answered. Bits of food were stuck in a beard that hung down to his chest. His eyes were bloodshot and had trouble focusing on her. The skin over his ears and across his nose were wind burned.

A skunky odor wafted over her.

“Tiv-Car-car-Carl?” he blinked hard.

“Still Carol,” she said. “Nice to see you again, Huxley. May I come in?”

“Wait,” he smacked dry lips, “the scary lady said⁠—”

“We’re old friends. It’s fine. Huxley, are you high?” She looked at him like a disapproving church lady.

“No. It’s high, how are you,” he swayed back and forth. “No. I mean… I am if you are.”

“Let me in,” she pushed him aside.

“Wasn’t expecting guests,” Huxley kicked empty pizza boxes into a kitchen. “Usually have the bot clean up… you want some chips? I got all kind of chips.”

Tivoli marched into a high-ceiling living room and sat on the cleanest seat she could find. The décor had wall-length pictures of cartoon characters. One had a robot with bits of airplane features built into it, a skull and crossbones on a black panel on its chest. It matched the design on Huxley’s shirt.

In one corner was a pile of plus-sized cold weather gear.

“How about a drink?” She spun the chair around and turned off a holo wall pulsating with psychedelic images.

“Orange juice?” Huxley stumbled into his kitchen. “I don’t drink booze, that’s all sorts of bad for you. You’re not—you’re not a cop, are you? Because the cops have these robot squirrels, and sometimes they watch me when I’m a little… like this.”

“I just want to talk to an old friend,” she slipped off a light jacket. “How’ve you been?”

“Been? Why, I’ve been… I’ve… what?” He steadied himself against a counter. “Oh, hi, Carol. Carol…”

“Eeks,” she shrugged.

“How many Xs? Are you making movies now?”

“Our old boss was right not to let you have any weed,” she muttered to herself. “Come over here, buddy. Let’s talk.”

Huxley left the kitchen, started down a hallway leading into the house, then came back around and plopped down on a couch.

“You look,” his eyes meandered down to her bosom, then snapped back up, “different. But better. Not that you didn’t look good before. I mean… what’s up?”

“I’m in town for the Armor exhibition, and you are the only person I know in the city,” she said. “Other than the Director, and I’d rather not be around him if I can help it. I don’t like the company he keeps. Perhaps you have something to offer a lady if you don’t have a strong drink? My whole evening is open, and I am tired of looking at neural diagrams.”

“I’ve got… yeah!” Huxley looked around. “You see a squirrel, you say something. So the big boss has me working on a bunch of projects, and one of them came in a few days ago… I brought some home for research. Legitimate research.”

He opened a coffee table and pulled out a black lacquered box. He set it on the table and giggled.

“So, Mars, right? You know the planet?” His eye twinkled.

“I’m familiar with it,” she deadpanned.

“Company’s got a couple colonies there and they keep trying to find some way to make it economically… something. It has to make money. But everything you can mine on Mars you can get from Ceres or the ‘roids, and you don’t have to pay the gravity well premium for those minerals like you do on Mars. So what’s Mars going to export to make money?” He tapped the box.

“Weed. There’s weed in that box,” she nodded slightly.

“You’re so smart. Still the big-brain lady.” He opened the box and the dank odor intensified. Huxley held up a small baggie with reddish nuggets inside. “This is the first export from Mars. Not like rocks and dirt and stuff. An actual product. I designed the strain to grow in Martian soil, irrigated with water from the great ice caverns beneath Pavonis Mons. Scrubbed Martian CO2 tenting. The only thing ‘Earth’ in it was the seed and the fertilizer.”

“Billions of dollars to set up a sustainable human colony, and the first thing it sends back is weed?” She rubbed her head.

“It’s brilliant,” Huxley cracked the baggie open and wafted the air toward his nose. “Smell. Has notes of beefsteak and cloves. All new terpene profiles from the red soil.”

“How can this be profitable?” She took the bag and held it up to a critical eye.

“Fucking rich people!” Huxley nodded emphatically. “Bunch of boy bands want in on the action too and they’re huge right now. All those stupid influencers on the nets and apps are bidding millions of dollars to smoke my Martian Express strain. Or Ares Sunrise. We’re still working on the name, but the boss likes Ibarra Punch. Easier to copyright. I wanted to name it So A-Mars-ing, but the focus groups hated that.”

“Your micro-machines helped grow this? There a problem with insects on Mars?” she asked.

“Yes, and all the other crops. Pests aren’t an issue, but radiation damage is. My little monkeys get in there and correct the boo boos before they get worse,” he slicked back his hair with a bit of pride. “There’s talk of a Nobel Prize.”

“God help us,” she gave the nuggets a gentle squeeze. “Nice bounce. So, who else has sampled this?”

“Just me!” Huxley giggled. “I went on a two-month T-break before the sample came in. So worth it. That bag’s probably worth ten times more than my house.”

“Hmm,” she raised an eyebrow to him. “Roll me one?”

“What? When did you become so cool?” He leaned back in his chair.

“It’s either that or I light up one of my cigarettes⁠—”

“Not in my house,” he took the baggie back and produced a rolling tray and papers from another drawer in the coffee table. “So disgusting. You know more people have died from over-caffeinated lemonade than this little plant?”

Huxley’s dexterity returned as he scraped one of the nuggets against a platinum-embossed screen and set the shavings into a roller. He dabbed the tip of a finger into a small jar of purified water and ran it down the side of the completed joint and held it straight up between the two of them. He picked up a small metal disk and pressed the tip against it. Smoke wafted up.

Huxley took a puff and held the smoke in his lungs before blowing it straight up.

“Not ladies first?” Tivoli asked.

“You didn’t roll it,” he looked at her, confused. He took another puff and passed it to her.

Tivoli held it between her index and middle fingers like a cigarette and took a long drag.

“You don’t smoke it like⁠—”

Tivoli hacked out a cough and dropped the joint.

Huxley squealed like a girl with a skinned knee and fell to the floor. He pawed under a seat and recovered the joint, holding it high overhead as he struggled back into his seat. Tivoli kept coughing.

“How is that better than tobacco—oh,” Tivoli gripped the arm rests of her chair. “Oh my.”

“Right?” Huxley smiled. “Close your eyes, getting visuals yet? I think the mycelium we used to purify the soil added a little something something to the weed.” He passed the joint back, and Tivoli took another puff with less suffering.

“This… isn’t bad,” Tivoli sank back into her chair. “Schofield should’ve let us have this back in the day. I might’ve had a different pastime than fucking him.”

“Nothing personal,” Huxley blew smoke out his mouth and sucked it back into his nose. “That was gross. So, how do you like the new… everything?”

“It’s better. I build on my old work and am doing it in a more—can we get something to eat?” She accepted the joint back.

“House-chan!” Huxley scooted his feet to circle around as the anime cat girl appeared on the wall, topless.

“Huck-u-soo! What can I get for you-ooo!” The holo set her chin on folded hands.

“Anthony’s. Two large. Double—just make it the usual,” Huxley realized the projection was less than decent and tried to hold a hand over Tivoli’s eyes. “Mom protocol. Mom protocol!”

The cat girl fizzled out and was replaced by a respectable-looking receptionist in business attire.

“Order placed. Delivery in fourteen minutes,” it blinked off.

“Sorry,” Huxley’s face went red.

“For… what?” Tivoli tried to focus on the lit cherry of the joint. “Tell you what, Hux, I thought about popping in to see you here in Phoenix a couple times… but you’re not always here.”

“I get… vacation time. F-F-Florida’s great. You ever been to the undersea habitat in the Bahamas? Lots of fish,” Huxley said. They continued to pass the joint back and forth.

“You need arctic gear in Florida?” Tivoli blew a slow line of smoke from her lips. She handed the joint to him but spun her chair to one side, keeping it out of reach until she was pointing to the pile of jackets and padded overalls in the corner.

“Ugh,” Huxley stared at her with a dumb look on his face. “Skiing? That’s the ticket. Aspen!”

“Huh,” she flicked the joint a little too hard and passed it back. “Because whenever you’re not in Phoenix tends to correspond with the corporation’s shuttle schedule between Sky Harbor and the research station on Larsen. The Larsen ice shelf in Antarctica. Now why would you be there? Chips?”

“Chips!” Huxley shouted.

A small robot rolled out of the kitchen with a bowl of salty snacks. Huxley set it on the coffee table. Tivoli stuffed a mouthful into her face.

“Well, down there’s as close to Mars as we’ve got here on⁠—”

“All those Mars-equivalent stations are on Baffin Island. Canada. Stop bullshitting me, Hux. I’m not stoned enough to forget what we’re talking about,” she said.

“What?” Huxley brushed chips from his beard.

“What?”

“No… you tell me what,” Huxley said.

“What we’re talking about,” Tivoli gripped the armrests tighter. “How can your house spin?”

“What?”

“It was… Antarctica! What are you doing there all the time?” Tivoli snapped.

“Ooooooh,” Huxley nodded slowly. “I can’t tell you.”

His face fell and he looked away.

“You just did,” she said. “See, I keep tweaking the design for the implants the Armor soldiers get. They call them ‘spikes.’ Every once in a while, the sims throw a new problem at me. Solve problems before they happen. Better to fix how the spikes interface with the Armor before some poor kid gets turned into a vegetable because I didn’t think about what would happen when the suits lose a limb in combat. But sometime the problems I have to solve are a bit dual use. Solve a problem for the Armor that could happen for the Imperative too.”

“They can hear us,” Huxley said quietly. “Not just the squirrels. The walls too. Scary lady.”

“I don’t care,” Tivoli said. “You can get away with a lot when you’re irreplaceable. When we left the Revenant Program, there were still ten Revenants left. No one ever told me what happened to them.”

Huxley looked down at his feet like a scolded child.

“You’re still working on them,” she said evenly. “With Schofield.”

Huxley didn’t answer.

“I just want to know… are any of them like him? Like Six?” she asked.

Huxley shook his head emphatically. He took a deep breath and wept.

“It wasn’t right,” he wiped a hand across his eyes. “It wasn’t right what happened to him. He saved my life, and he was cool with me when everyone else was kind of a dick. Then we got kidnapped and⁠—”

Tivoli put a hand on his knee.

“That’s over now. What’s happening to the others?” she asked.

“They don’t tell me. Just got to keep the micros viable. I see them sometimes, but they’re just the same old mannies. The kill protocols are brand new. Lot better now,” Huxley tensed, then whipped his head from side to side. “We shouldn’t talk about this.”

“Are there any more? New ones,” she grabbed him by the hand.

“No. No, same batch, but two less. I don’t know what happened to them,” he said. “You ever wonder what happened to Six? We tried to save him, but it wasn’t enough.”

“I like to think he’s better off now. The Imperative was never designed for any conscious individual. That’s not a direction I ever wanted to take the science. Even for me,” Tivoli said. “I was worried someone else had to suffer like that. But that’s not happening down there, is it?”

Huxley shook his head and stifled a sob.

“Weed’s supposed to make you happy,” he glared at the joint smoldering in an ash tray. “No one wants a strain that’s all weepy and shit. Damn it!”

“Hey hey hey,” she gave his leg a pat. “Set and setting, right? How ‘bout we roll another and watch cartoons or something? You have more?”

“Who are you talking to? Of course I have more. Let’s watch a classic. ‘Oooh…’”

He looked her in the eyes.

“Who lives in a pineapple under the sea,” they both sang.


CHAPTER 18



Kadish lay on his back atop the roof of a burnt-out building. He lifted up a small mirror glued to a length of plastic and gazed into the reflection: the hardware store was quiet with a few security camera bulbs at each corner, all angled to look around the building, not up at his vantage point. A white panel van pulled up to the entrance from the street and idled as the gate trundled open.

“Third one,” he brought the mirror down. “Same size as the others… likely need three more for the whole workforce. They’ll all come from the same direction.”

Why didn’t you kill them? You should’ve ripped them apart when you had the chance.

Kadish tensed as the Red Man walked along the edge of the roof, arms stretched out to his sides.

“They,” Kadish fought a rising anger in his chest that he hadn’t bid to himself, “they’re cops now. In a church. What is wrong with you?”

Me? The Red Man hopped off the ledge and drummed fingertips against his breast. Kadish’s heart accelerated, and a cold splash of adrenaline coursed through his muscles. I’m looking out for you, my boy my boy. They know who you are. They can expose you to Schofield and the rest of the Program. Schofield betrayed you. Tried to kill you. You think they just… gave up on you?

Kadish sat up, his head between his knees as he took slow, deep breathes.

“They’re not⁠—”

They testified against you! Ramirez, that ass kisser, wanted your platoon, so he sold you out to the investigators after you got revenge for dear little Julie⁠—

“Shut up!” Kadish rose and hooked a punch through the Red Man that hit nothing but air. “Don’t you ever mention her. I—I lost control. I shouldn’t have⁠—”

Shouldn’t have blown those Norks full of holes? The same ones who killed her? When did you become such a pussy? You used to have standards.

“No! That’s not why they went to the Inspector General… they didn’t. There was always going to be an investigation into the prison riot. They didn’t have any choice,” Kadish sank down to his knees and onto his legs. He turned his palms up over his knees, fingers bent.

They were at the indictment. All dressed up and ready to put a hand on a Bible, swear to God they saw you massacre those Norks. After you saved Osia’ s life. After you made Ramirez a Dead Man, your entire team was there to throw you under the bus! Like you were some common criminal, not a soldier, not a justified killer!

“They had their duty, their honor… all for the country,” Kadish’s shoulders slumped and a pit of cold formed in his chest.

The same country that chip-chopped you into a bag of organs and hammered the Imperative into the back of your skull. What kind of help were those two pigs going to give you? They love the state that sent you to die—then wouldn’t let you die—so much they just had to find a way to wear the bits of ribbon the state gives out to its enforcers and killers. What if you left with them, eh? What then?

“I don’t know,” Kadish buried his face in his hands as a wave of aggression came over him.

Back to that court room. Lieutenant Johnny Kadish on trial for war crimes. No commie airborne attack to save you the next time. They’re so in love with ‘justice’ that they want you to pay for all your crimes! Hunt them down. Rip their throats out!

“No!” Kadish clutched his arms to his chest in an X. “No… they were my friends. I… I had the chance to kill them at Busan, don’t you remember? Could’ve just left them behind, but I saved them!”

Weakness. Sentimentality. That choice has brought you even more trouble. The cops know who the Dead Man is. What do you think they’ll do when they find you? Let you gorge on donuts and throw you a parade?

“No one…” Kadish looked up at the Red Man. His watery image became more solid as anger grew in Kadish’s voice. “No one wants me alive. No one wants me around. Schofield learns I’m alive and he’ll come for me. Ibarra can’t let me live. Maybe, just maybe, I’m in the wrong city, eh?”

Go on, the Red Man’s eyes twinkled.

“Can’t take the tunnel to Phoenix. Hell, we can just walk. What’s Ibarra up to these days?” Kadish pulled an Ubi slate from his pocket and flicked his thumb over the screen to a news app.

“‘Grand Ibarra Armaments Exhibition Unveils New…Armor?” Kadish furrowed his brow as video of a twelve-foot-tall mech walked across Rio Solado Park. He flipped through sub-articles explaining how a single pilot within the mech was protected within a metal cocoon and plugged into the suit through a direct neural interface.

A video clip showed Lieutenant Carius lifting a car over his Armor’s head and throwing it dozens of yards with barely any effort. The mech danced the Schuhplattler, slapping the soles of its sabatons, knee joints, and metal siding on the legs.

Kadish touched a knot of scar tissue on the back of his skull. He glanced around for the Red Man, but the apparition was gone.

“Can’t be a coincidence,” Kadish wiped drool from one side of his mouth. “Why didn’t they turn me into a big fucking robot? Instead I got the red clown and my skin doing this leper thing.”

He scrolled to a picture of Marc Ibarra standing on a platform, surrounded by flag officers, politicians, and a blonde woman in a lab coat.

The Ubi fell from his hands.

Her.

He picked it back up and zoomed in on the scientist. The jaw line was different, the nose more pert, but he recognized the sorrow in her eyes.

“Tivoli,” Kadish choked. “This didn’t kill her? She’s… named ‘Eeks’ now? Press conference at the U of A Robotics Department tomorrow…”

She did this to you.

“She can fix me,” Kadish’s mouth twitched into a shape it hadn’t held in years. A smile.

There’s no fixing you, Dead Man. You’re mine now and forever.

“She helped me before. She wasn’t on Schofield’s side… I can find her and⁠—”

The hum of an electric van perked up his ears.

You hear that? The Red Man was at his shoulder, light glistening through his red hair like stained glass. Opportunity. You can destroy the lab. Kill everyone inside and sate me for a while. You don’t want me hungry when you’re groveling at that butcher’s feet, do you? A wrong word, a rejection… I’m already itching at your mind. Won’t be long before I get control, and then⁠—

Kadish bolted toward the roof’s edge with a growl.


CHAPTER 19



Will Navarro looked over his shoulder and back to the hotel stairwell. He shifted the large pack over one shoulder and kept a hand on a pistol holstered on his thigh. Navarro rapped a code against the room number he’d been texted.

It cracked open and he pushed it open, keeping most of his body behind the frame as he looked over who was inside. Five well-built men stood around crates open on the hotel bed. Maxwell was in the back, mixing a protein shake.

“You’re last, man, get in,” Maxwell motioned him forward. Pedro sat in a chair in the corner, his posture tight and his eyes on the floor.

Navarro shut the door behind him and set the pack down gently on the floor. A water bottle sailed at him, and he snatched it out of the air.

“Will Navarro,” Maxwell raised his drink and addressed the rest of the room. “Force Recon sniper. Poached him from the Caribbean rat line after the DEA caught up to the rest of them.”

“Why’d you bring your iron up here?” an olive-skinned man with tribal tattoos down to his wrists asked. “Suspicious enough that a bunch of dudes all made their way into this room.”

“It’s your fuck machine, Niko,” another man with an open beer can in his hand and an expanded waistline said, getting a couple laughs from the others. “Like anything’s suspicious in this roach motel. They got hookers and blow in the friggin’ lobby. This place rocks.”

“Sarlin, heard you ate it in Vietnam,” Navarro nodded to a bald man examining a breach loading rifle. “You look good.”

“Commandeered a boat and got to Indonesia,” Sarlin answered with an Australian accent. “Then carried enough refugees with me that the blue heelers in Darwin looked the other way when they saw me warrants.”

“Didn’t take you for the altruistic type,” a black man picking through ammunition said.

“Wasn’t. There were a lot more ‘fugees on the boat when we started. I had to lighten the load along the way,” Sarlin chuckled.

“I’m Johnson,” the black man said to Navarro. “I did some work in the Bahamas. I heard about you.”

“Good things, I hope,” Navarro gave him a nod of respect.

“Heard you’re worth the money, which is more than I can say for everyone in this room,” Johnson gave Niko the middle finger and Niko gave it right back.

“Again, we’ve got some brand-new toys here,” Niko picked up a breech loader. “Big game huntin’. Why’d you bring your kit up here?”

“Because there’s no way I’m leaving Hannah in my trunk in that parking lot,” Navarro gave his weapon case a pat. “I remember when people used to worry about LA sinking into the ocean after the ‘Big One,’ now I wish this shit hole would.”

Chuckles.

“Skal,” Maxwell raised his protein shake in a toast. “You all are probably wondering why I’ve called you all here today. You accepted the deposit in your accounts, so you’re good with the pay. Target’s something of a ghost in the No Go Zone, goes by the Dead Man. I’ve seen it… likely a cyborg from some cartel chop shop that got lose. Durangos want it put down, and they secured us some state-of-the-art bang bang to do it. Pedro there’s our liaison. Say hi, Pedro.”

“Hola,” Pedro didn’t look up.

“We’ve got two solid leads on the target,” Maxwell tugged his sleeve back and flipped up a screen on a forearm computer. A tiny lens emitted a collage of Dead Man murals along with surveillance camera footage of a hooded girl on multiple streets. “This kid’s been too Johnny-on-the-spot to not be coordinating with the target. He tags spots where the Dead Man’s made attacks within hours, sometimes less than an hour. We can get to the Dead Man through him. Pedro’s going to go back to our employer and pick this kid up. We’ve narrowed down his bed-down location to a few buildings in Paramount.”

Pedro looked up, not prepared to be tasked or even spoken to.

“Me? Boss?” Pedro shrank back as the other mercenaries looked at him.

“Yeah, you. The Cartel’s better suited for this task, and my door kickers will be on the other target. Get your ass out of here and get back to your boss at the Rutland,” Maxwell said, his patience eroding.

“What if we find the Dead Man?” Pedro looked around for a way out.

“Then you call us,” Maxwell said matter-of-factly. “Move out. Andele andele ariba ariba.”

He grabbed Pedro by the scruff of his neck and tossed him over the bed. The Cartel soldier landed hard and rolled against Navarro’s legs. He crawled to the door and scrambled out of the hotel room.

“Hey, boss,” Navarro unzipped his bag and took out one half of his sniper rifle, “wouldn’t say that shit around the Durangos. They don’t take well to disrespect.”

“We’re not in the NGZ. When we finish off the Dead Man, they’ll have to carry our brass balls for us,” Maxwell said. “Now, let’s talk about our new toys.”

Maxwell took a breach loader rifle from Niko.

“Range ain’t much, but I’ve got it on good authority these will do the trick,” he plugged a bullet the length of his hand into the breach.

“I’ve never seen these before,” Sarlin turned one of the rifles over in his hand. “No serial numbers. No manufacturer marking or stamp. This is beyond ‘ghost guns.’ Cartels aren’t exactly known for innovation in the arms industry.”

“We’re getting paid extra to not ask those kind of questions,” Maxwell flipped the barrel up and locked it in place with a clack. “Anyone got a problem with that?”

No objections.

“Then let’s make a sand table for our kill zone.”


CHAPTER 20



Gary drove his van around an overturned dumpster.

“What the hell? Cartel’s supposed to keep these roads clear for us,” he tapped the steering wheel nervously as his vehicle slowed.

The other man in the front passenger seat with a sub-machine gun in his lap craned his neck forward to look around the dumpster as they drove around it.

“Just don’t stop.” He wiped a hand quickly across his nose as one knee drummed up and down. “This is our turf, no one’s going to mess with us here.”

“Corrida was our turf too,” Gary muttered. There was a bump against the bottom of the van as he sped up. The chain link gate topped with razor wire surrounding the hardware store opened and he rolled his window down. He whistled at the gate guard, a distant cousin, and drove into a garage.

The garage slammed shut and a Cartel soldier flung the van’s side door open and herded six men and women into the back. Each had a hood over their head and clutched small paper sacks to their chests. All were dressed in the same color jump suit and wore sandals.

Everyone in the back knew better than to say a word. Another Durango waved Gary forward to an Under Way elevator. The Under Way had been bored out beneath LA highways and streets in an attempt to lessen the gridlock back in the 2030s. It had done a decent job of moving surface traffic to sub-surface routes, and the reliance on electric vehicles kept the tunnel air reasonably fresh.

The Under Way has been primed for a major expansion when local politicians decided that the project needed more regulation. Cost overruns, numerous licensing requirements, and complaints that the Under Way wasn’t serving “underserved” communities eventually drove the developers out of Orange County.

The Under Way, combined with robot drivers, had virtually eliminated traffic accidents and congestion across Texas and Arizona, but California politicians didn’t like to discuss that. The tunnels had been nearly forgotten after the Pop, but not by the cartels.

The van lowered into a tunnel with a few feet of clearance around the vehicle. Gary turned the lights on and drove forward slowly.

“Hey, Gary,” the man with the sub-machine gun said in Spanish, “why do we put hoods on them?”

“Shut up, I’m trying to drive,” Gary said.

“Because they know we’re in a tunnel, right? And these tunnels only go one way. Two, because you can drive the other way,” he flicked open the face of his watch and snorted white powder. “Why do they need hoods? We can only go one place in these tunnels.”

“So they don’t know where we take them, stupid.”

“But the windows are all blacked out in the lab. It’s not like⁠—”

The van skidded off the guide curbs as Gary tried to slap the gun man in the back of the head.

“Maybe it’s so they don’t see us,” the gun man nodded quickly.

“Yeah. That. Now shut your mouth,” Gary whisper-yelled.

The ride continued in silence until Gary drove the van into a waiting Under Way lift. The elevator brought the van up and into the loading bay of a defunct chemical factory. The air reeked of astringent cleaners and chlorine.

The upper floors of the factory were given over to hydroponic grow racks, where a gene-spliced plant with bruise-colored leaves wafted in a heavy CO2 breeze. Tall vats moved blueish liquid from one station to another, refining the plant extract onto drip sheets where the drugs were cooled to the point of freezing. The main floor had dozens of workstations where those in jump suits broke up the shards and divided them out into baggies with the Durango’s trademark stamped on them.

Armed guards walked along cat walks. The windows were blacked out and bared from the inside. The main doors were welded shut and reinforced to keep anyone from breaking in. The lab was a self-contained prison, with only the Under Way in or out.

Metal rods slid into the lift, locking it tight as any vault door.

“Oh man,” Gary’s nostrils twitched at the bouget of heavy chemicals. “I don’t like Blast, but I love how it smells.”

A cartel soldier opened the side door and pulled workers out. They had their hoods taken away and thrown into a basket, then directed toward workstations. A trolley with the finished product rolled toward the van.

“Sign for the weight,” a guard tapped a clipboard against Gary’s door. “You come up light at your drop-off point and Alcalde will⁠—”

“Make me eat my own face or something, I know,” Gary snatched the clipboard away. He wrapped his fingers around the handle.

The van lurched off the elevator platform like a giant had kicked the passenger side.

“The hell?” Gary and the gunman in the other seat looked at each other in shock. The van tilted up again and slammed down hard. It canted over a third time and crashed to its side. The gunman fell onto Gary, kicking and cursing as shouts of alarm rose throughout the factory.

“Not my face!” Gary shouted as the gunman stepped on his head to climb out the passenger side window. The gunman got his head and shoulder out the window, then practically flew out at an incredible rate of speed.

Gary stood up, his boots cracking glass from the driver’s side window pressed against the lift floor. He shuffled around to see where his co-driver went.

The Dead Man’s skull face rose up to greet him. Kadish grabbed Gary by the collar and hoisted him off his feet. He yanked Gary out of the truck and spiked him face first into the Under Way lift. His head cracked like an egg into a nearly identical splatter left by the co-driver’s cranium.

Pandemonium broke out amongst the work force as the Dead Man wracked the slide back on the sub machine gun taken from the co-driver. Workers abandoned their stations and mobbed the barred doors.

Red-shirted cartel soldiers tried to regain control, but the sight of the Dead Man froze most in their tracks. Kadish kicked the battery pack on the underside of the van hard enough to shift the entire vehicle a yard away from him. A second kick cracked the casing and tore into several of the cells within.

Kadish braced the sub-machine gun at his side and held the trigger down. Bullets tore into the high-density battery cells. Sparks fountained out of the breach as the magazine ran dry. Flames clawed into the air as the batteries conflagrated. Black smoke choked the upper levels within seconds.

Kadish tossed the spent weapon aside and turned his head toward the workers.

“You are all dead!” He widened his stance, elbows bent and braced at his sides. “You’re all dead! Just like me!”

He kept turning his head to the firefighting station against the closest wall.

A cartel soldier had the wherewithal to go for the fire extinguisher inside the red case mounted on painted-over cinderblocks. He pawed at the latch and got it open.

Kadish seized him by the wrist. The soldier looked into the abyss of his skull mask. The Dead Man wagged a finger at him, then flung him screaming into the burning van. Kadish punched into the case holding an axe and yanked the weapon out.

He spun the haft in one hand as a group of Cartel men in red shirts and armed with hand guns formed a line between him and the workers.

“Take him down!” one shouted and opened fire.

Kadish hurled the axe at him. It spun like windmill blades as it crossed paths with bullets. The axe head buried itself in the soldier’s face. The impact sent him flying back and into the mass of workers. The screaming got worse as they shoved the body away from them.

Kadish charged through the gunfire. Bullets tugged at his dark fatigues and bounced off the graphenium layer beneath his pseudo-skin. He clamped a hand over the mouth of a cartel soldier screaming in terror and bashed his head into the man next to him, killing them both.

He snapped a fighting knife from a sheath strapped to his chest and rammed it hilt deep into another soldier’s sternum, lifting him off his feet. Kadish tore the dying man off like he was trash and flipped his grip on the knife and drove it through the temple of the next soldier.

The dead man’s eyes went akimbo as he sank to his knees.

“Hold that,” Kadish slapped a pistol out of the last Cartel man still putting up a fight amongst the rabble and seized him by the throat and belt buckle.

Kadish pressed the Cartel soldier over his head and slammed him to ground with a sickening crunch. He picked up a hand gun and landed head shots on the Durangos trying to escape the smoke filling the upper levels on the stairwell.

The screaming workers pounded on the doors, begging and pleading for salvation.

Kadish dropped the empty gun to one side. He grabbed the dead Cartel man with the knife through his skull by the hair and pulled his blade free. He wiped it clean on the dead man’s shirt and let him fall face first against the concrete.

Some of the workers had stopped trying to escape and were staring at Kadish.

The Dead Man sheathed his knife.

“Who wants to live?” Kadish put a boot against the corpse with the axe buried in it and grabbed the haft.

The cloud of smoke from the burning van had filled the second level. Flame spread to lab equipment and the fire grew stronger.

“Please,” a haggard woman with sores up and down her arms reached to Kadish. She fell to her knees, “I-I’m just an addict. I needed the money.”

More workers cried out their reasons for working in the lab.

Kadish wrenched the axe out of the body.

“You want to live?” his breathing increased, and the skull visage twisted into something more demonic as the Red Man took hold. The lights snapped off as the fire spread. The burning van behind Kadish cast a hellish glow around him.

“You have to go through me!”

The Red Man raised the axe, and the real killing began.


CHAPTER 21



Smoke smoldered through the roof of the water treatment plant. Flames licked up one side of the building. A narrow mound of gravel punched up from the roof. Another blow cracked through the decaying wooden flats and plastic lining. Kadish broke through the roof and climbed out, smoke billowing around him as he emerged into the mid-day light like a demon breaking out of hell.

His body was marred with soot, his arms and legs caked in blood up to the elbows and knees. He wiped his palms against his chest, feeling for the small metal case holding one of his last micro-machine pills. It was still there.

He cocked his head and tapped into local emergency frequencies through the antennae built into his ears. Nothing on the fire or police bands indicated anyone had even alerted the authorities that the water treatment facility was burning down. It was supposedly locked down and abandoned, which would put any response on a lower priority.

Kadish hacked out a dark wad of phlegm. The filters the Revenant program had installed in his chest cavity, and the hyper oxygenated synthogloben in his bloodstream, had made escaping the fire relatively trivial.

“Heh, good day, good day,” he shook his head and walked toward an emergency escape ladder on the other side of the roof. The rubber on the bottom of his boots had melted slightly in the fire, picking up bits of gravel as he went.

A different frequency crackled in his ear, the signal strong and nearby.

“Take the shot.”

Kadish sidestepped. The sniper’s bullet that would’ve shattered his spine hit him in the flank, ripping a chunk of pseudo-flesh off his body. The impact sent him stumbling forward. His balance skewed as he ran for the roof’s edge.

Kadish jumped to one side and ducked. The next bullet tore through the air just over his head, the vortex of the passing round fluttering an ear drum. He jumped forward and landed the bottom of a boot on the concrete edge. The melted rubber slipped and Kadish lost his footing.

That slowed him just long enough for Navarro to line up a shot.

An anti-material round designed to take out enemy equipment struck him in the back, cracking graphenium-reinforced ribs. Kadish’s back arched, and the transferred kinetic energy sent him flying off the roof.

He slammed face first into the next building, bounced off, and hurtled down to land on an abandoned car. The roof caved in, shattering glass that sprayed across the alley.

Kadish rolled off the car with a groan and landed in a sticky puddle of God knew what. He clutched one arm against his broken ribs and hacked out a crimson glob of blood. The micro-machines in his body were already at painfully low levels. He lost strength in his arms and legs as his system fought to repair the damage.

He braced one arm against his chest and set his head against his forearm on the ground. Every breath was agony as blood seeped out of the gouge across his side.

“Hurr,” he pawed at the casing in his fatigue top, felt the divots from the cartel soldier’s bullets against the metal.

Ka-clack.

Two men were at the end of the alley, both armed with breach loaders. One wore sunglasses and had the stump of a cigar in the corner of his mouth. The other wore a baseball cap and looked at Kadish in disbelief.

Niko shouldered the breach loader and fired. The bullet struck Kadish in the top of the shoulder and buried into the graphenium layer.

Kadish reared back, one arm over the case in his fatigues. Sarlin lifted up his weapon with shaking hands and shot, the bullet cracking past Kadish’s ear. A miss.

“How the fuck is he still moving?” Johnson took a half step back.

“Keep shooting him till he stops!” Niko pulled a bullet off a bandolier and reloaded.

Kadish moved his hand up his chest and tugged his Applegate-Fairbarn combat knife from the sheath. He gripped it by the blade edge and brought it up next to his head to throw.

Niko beat him on the draw and fired.

A bullet blasted Kadish’s thigh, knocking his leg back. He stayed upright on a bent knee, the knife still in his hand.

Kadish side armed the knife at Niko and fell over. The blade spun through the air, glinting in the sunlight. The point impaled deep into Niko’s face just under the nose.

Niko’s limbs went rubbery, and he dropped the breach loader. He fumbled back against a car and slid down. His life ended against the car, his legs straight out in front of him and his head bobbing over his lap, blood dripping into his crotch.

Johnson seized up with fear as Kadish fought to his feet. The Dead Man howled and started forward, bleeding from massive gouges in his leg and side, the jaw of his skull visage open wide.

The mercenary screamed and terror and dropped his weapon. He turned to ran and got two steps away before Kadish clamped on his collar.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Kadish rasped.

“Johnson! Drop!” Came from behind them.

Kadish twisted around and hurled all two hundred and twenty pounds of Johnson at Sarlin, who’d just emerged from a doorway.

Sarlin had his breach loader ready and snapped off a shot at the hip. The bullets were designed for close range and over penetration of the Revenant cyborgs’ armored bodies. The effect on the average human being was significantly more damaging.

The bullet blasted Johnson apart, turning him into a shotgun blast of blood, meat, and bone that knocked Sarlin into the side of the building. He wiped red mist from his face and lifted up his weapon. His arm froze after moving a few inches.

Kadish stood over him, a breach loader in one hand, the wide barrel a dark portal to the afterlife between his eyes.

“Who sent you?” Kadish rasped. “Who gave these to you?”

Sarlin’s mouth moved, but no words came. Something behind Kadish caught his attention, and his eyes nearly bulged from their sockets.

Maxwell rammed his car into them both. The bumper sent Kadish flying into the building through the doorway. The Dead Man slammed into an old desk, shattering it into splinters. He crashed through drywall and landed in a heap amongst the waiting room of a defunct dental office.

Sarlin fared worse, leaving a severed arm on the crumpled hood of Maxwell’s car. Maxwell tore a deflating airbag away and kicked his door open. He reloaded his rifle and aimed it toward the hole Kadish left in the wall.

“Boss,” Navarro said through Maxwell’s ear bead, “I see cops closing in on our location. Suggest we exfil before we’re burned.”

Maxwell took a tentative step into the building, then backed out, his face contorted with rage.

“Dead Man!” Maxwell yelled. “I’ve got your scent now. Come play in the NGZ, easier for both of us!”

He kept the weapon trained on the hole in the wall and sidestepped out of view. He yanked the combat knife out of Niko’s face, then turned and ran.
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Kadish crawled into a dentist’s chair, the cracked leather and rusted metal groaning under his weight. He had one hand on the crater on his flank. The bullet strike to his thigh still leaked blood, but an ugly clot had formed.

“Ah… shit!” he set his head back on the rest.

There’s only one place they could’ve got those weapons, the Red Man strode into view wearing a blood-soaked lab coat, his hands clasped behind his back.

“At no point… is getting shot… ever worth it,” Kadish held up a trembling hand and stuffed it into his torn fatigue top. He drew out a battered metal case and pried it open. The pill blister with one of his last two micro-machine resupplies was torn in several places. He pressed his thumb to the blister and the pill came out.

The shell was cracked. Dead micro-machines poured out like grains of sand.

“No no no—” he shoved the pill into his mouth and sucked his own blood off his fingers to help it go down. The pill hit his stomach, and Kadish kept a hand over his mouth. The normal blossom of warmth that came with the micro-machines activating didn’t happen… at first.

He felt a spark ignite in his belly and an itch spread into his bloodstream.

“Not enough,” Kadish groaned. “Not enough by far.”

We saw him with Alcalde, but the weapons are from the Revenant program. All our problems are working together. Nice of them to bunch up.

“I can’t—” Kadish tried to sit up, but his strength failed. “I think I’m in trouble.”

I wouldn’t let the authorities find you, the Red Man peered through a cracked window. The faint warbled of red-and-blue police lights caught the blinds. Didn’t work out for you the last time you got fucked up like this.

“No way I can get home like this,” Kadish reached to one side. The metal case slid off his chest. He caught it as it fell. The corner of a silver business card poked out of the case.

No.

“Fuck you, you’re not the one bleeding,” Kadish held the card up. He pinched the lobe of his left ear and tapped into the cell network.
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Ramirez took his service rifle from the back of his squad car. He was one of the last to arrive to the call at the water treatment plant and got stuck on outer perimeter duty. The fire department wouldn’t go anywhere near a call in the halo unless there was a police cordon, not after three fire engines had been stolen from them at gunpoint in the past year.

He racked a round into the chamber and opened a small case in the trunk. A perimeter drone flew out and connected into the Aware network forming around the burning building. They would ID anyone approaching the area with a weapon and could detect the direction of any incoming fire.

“Engine coming southbound on Mar Vista,” the shift lieutenant, Hayes, said over the radio. “1-8, you 10-23?”

“1-8, 10-4,” Ramirez lowered the clear visor on his ballistics helmet and spoke into the microphone built into the chin strap.

“Got a request for you to link up with Osia from Special Investigations. She’s at… 200th block of Sunset Drive. Moon’s coming over to relieve you,” the lieutenant said. “Better hurry, Moon didn’t have his coffee this morning and he still thinks you’re a rookie.”

“That guy is such a hardass,” Ramirez muttered, then keyed his mic. “10-4, recalling perimeter bot, en route.” He double tapped a button in the case and the drone returned to its cradle. “Just when I got all my shit on.”

He got back in his patrol car and drove over to the address. Osia’s unmarked cruiser was in an alleyway. She ran out onto the sidewalk and flagged him down.

Ramirez opened his door and leaned out.

“What is it? LT said you needed a uniform?”

“Get your ass over here,” she pointed to the back of her car. “We’ve got a situation. I don’t need a uniform. I need you.”

Ramirez parked and got out. The look on Osia’s face sent a stab of fear through his chest.

“What? What—you’re not pregnant, are you?” he asked.

“Am I—no! Go. Look!” she shoved him toward his car and went to his.

“Hayes is going to have my ass in a sling if he thinks you called me over for—Jesus Christ!” Ramirez glanced in the back of her car and saw Kadish laying on a reclined chair, his face frozen into his skull mask. He drew his service pistol.

“How the hell—” he looked back and saw his squad car driving away on automatic pilot. “Hey… my lunch was in there!”

“He called me,” Osia put her hands on Ramirez’ chest. “On the phone, used my old call sign of ‘Cuffs’ and asked for me and Dead Man 1-6, that’s you. It’s him!”

“Uh…” Ramirez held his pistol close to his chest, ready to address any threat about to jump out at them. “No… he’s dead. This can’t be⁠—”

“He’s all messed up and he needs our help. Get in the car and you can tell me how right I am about everything later!” Osia jumped in the driver’s seat.

“Ah, fuck it,” Ramirez holstered his pistol, then pried his helmet and flack vest off and tossed it into her trunk, which had a small duffle with his clothes in it. He cupped his hands over the rear window and got a better look at Kadish. The should-be-dead man’s wounds had stabilized, and his chest heaved with deep breathes.

Ramirez got to the passenger seat and Osia drove off. The heavy scent of copper clouded the car.

“Is that… his blood?” he asked.

“Check that out,” Osia pointed to the gap between the seats where the breach loader elephant gun was tucked against her seat. “He burned down that water treatment plant. That’s where the Durangos were making all their Blast.”

“Hold on,” he looked back at Kadish, who was out of view from anyone driving by. “Let’s back up a minute, how is it… him.”

“He passed out before he could tell me, then his wounds started healing,” Osia said. “I’m trying to figure out where to take him. He mumbled something about Ibarra, and I don’t think he wants a job with that rich asshole.”

“Troop leading procedures? No. Emergency call response check sheet? No,” he ran a hand through his hair.

“What’re you trying to do? Rationalize this?” She tossed her hands up, then re-grabbed the steering wheel.

“There’s a ghost in the back seat. But he’s bleeding—which ghosts aren’t supposed to do⁠—“

Kadish sat up suddenly and both officers screamed.

Kadish’s skull face turned from side to side. He put a hand on his face, and the skull faded into a lumpy, neutral mess. It morphed again to the face Osia and Ramirez recognized: Johnny Kadish’s.

“Hi… I need, I need to eat something,” Kadish hacked a glob of blood out into his palm. “Cuffs. 1-6. You two… together?”

“Battle buddies,” Osia quipped.

“We’re fucking,” Ramirez squeaked.

She slapped him on the shoulder.

“What the hell is going on, sir? I mean—Kadish? You’re supposed to be dead.” Ramirez said.

“Not here. Not now. Don’t… use radio about me. They’re listening,” Kadish rubbed the blood from his hand onto his clothes. “Need to eat, body turns the fat and proteins into stuff to fix me. Got to feed the machines.”

“How about you lay back down, sir,” Ramirez said. He touched Osia’s arm. “The Fry Shack?”

“Fry Shack.”


CHAPTER 22



Dick’s Fry Shack & Sliders was one of the few LA institutions to survive the Pop. The business made its reputation for preparing fries, mozzarella sticks, and just about anything that human beings enjoyed deep fried in “pork tallow,” which was just lard. The rapid-fire nature of the kitchen from cooking sliders and selling them cheap and dirty. It refused to put on airs, and anyone who threatened to leave a review (positive or otherwise), was liable to be assaulted with a squirt from a condiment bottle.

The cooks (never chefs) wore wife beaters and communicated in mostly expletives. All the seating was outside. Anyone who wanted to eat there walked up to the counter to order and carried their own food back and forth. Anyone who left their trash on the table got called out by the staff, which eventually morphed into the customers demanding everyone clean up after themselves.

Ramirez carried two baskets loaded down with sliders in one hand and crispy fries in the other.

He set them between Osia and Kadish, who had a stack of empty baskets next to him. Kadish snatched up a slider and devoured it in two bites.

“Good, good,” Kadish wiped the sleeve of Ramirez’s sweatshirt he was wearing across his mouth. “What’s it called?”

“Parmies,” Ramirez said. “Chicken parmesan. Got you some more of the Okies too. Onion burger slider.”

“It’s good,” Kadish grunted between bites.

“He say anything else?” Ramirez leaned towards Osia.

“Lots of grunts… maybe a fart,” Osia said.

“Sorry,” Kadish mashed a handful of fries into a ball and popped it into his mouth. “Back brief me. I need to make sure you understand what I’ve told you.”

“I think I can do this without sounding like a complete psychopath,” she gave Osia the side eye. “You were badly wounded in Korea, which was the last time we saw you. You were put in some sort of… experiment, and they made you into some sort of cyborg.”

Kadish tugged back a sleeve and lifted up a flap of skin, showing the gridlines of the graphenium underneath.

Ramirez choked something down.

“How were you infantry?” Osia asked him.

“Then you were sent on missions in and around Korea, where you saved us at Busan,” Ramirez said. “Then there was some sort of incident and the program was shut down and they tried to kill you off at some Chinese hydroelectric dam, but you survived—obviously—and made it back to the States.”

“Yeah, yeah, right so far,” Kadish drank from a metal water bottle. “There’s a… complication. Yeah, I’m telling them. No one asked you.”

“Who else are you talking to?” Osia asked.

“They put something in my head to make me do what they want. The call it the Imperative. It’s still in there and it’s…it’s taking control. It’s with me all the time. I kill and that tamps it down for a while, but it’s getting stronger all the time. I just… just took out that lab and he should go away for days and days, but he’s here,” Kadish looked up at them. “He doesn’t like you two. He doesn’t like anyone. I can be strong for a while, but not forever. Not for much longer.”

“This Imperative thing is doing this to you?” Osia asked.

Kadish bent his chin to his chest. He picked up a Parmie and nibbled at it.

“Sir, we’re just cops now,” Ramirez said. “Brain implants aren’t what we do.”

“I need you to get someone and bring them here,” Kadish said. “Ubi. Who has one?”

Osia slid her cell phone across the table.

“There’s a doctor in Phoenix. She’s the one who did this to me. Put the Imperative in my skull. She helped me get away and took a risk doing that,” Kadish tapped on the screen and slid it back to Osia. “You find her and I’ll tell her what to say. Then you bring her back here to fix me.”

“Hold up,” Osia held up a palm. “How many people have you killed?”

“They were all bad,” Kadish chomped down on his slider. “I tried to fight it once… he almost sent me after innocents. Easier to take down Cartel and gangers than fight. Doesn’t pass any legal test, but I’m in the NGZ, and judge and juries aren’t much of a concern.”

“But we get this, Dr. Eeks, to you and she can stop you from… going berserk?” Ramirez asked.

“Think so. No, I don’t care what you want,” Kadish pointed a knife hand to one side, his arm trembling. “You’re not real, and if you go away I’ve lost nothing.”

“I believe him,” Ramirez said.

“We can take the Under Line out of Palm Springs to Phoenix,” Osia said. “All three of us⁠—”

“No. Not me. They’ll detect me in a heartbeat and then… it’ll be bad. Bring her here,” Kadish said. “Sooner you leave, the better.”

“This Eeks seems really important,” Ramirez said. “How do we⁠—”

“Use your stinkin’ badges,” Kadish gave him a hard look. “Be a smart Ranger about this, L-T. I know it’s been awhile and I’m a hell of a mess right now, but I’m running out of time. Durangos aren’t real happy with me. Not a lot of people are.”

“Why did you start a war with the Cartel?” Osia asked. “You don’t want the people who did this to you to know you’re still alive, and you go and-and⁠—”

Kadish swallowed an almost whole slider.

“Well, it’s a little hard to be rational when you’re a cyborg with a computer program in your head demanding more and more murder all the time. Excuse me for trying,” he said.

“We’re not judging,” Ramirez shook his head quickly.

“No, no, not at all,” Osia joined Ramirez’s shake.

“That’s the first and only time I’ve ever seen her anywhere,” Kadish tapped the Ubi with a fingertip. “She’s got her conference tonight and then she’ll disappear forever. Hate to be rude but… can you get going? I don’t have a lot of time.”

“I’ll get the car,” Ramirez got to his feet and left.

“That was you in Busan?” Osia asked. “You pulled us off the line when we were hit?”

“Me and the others like me, who were all me too, in a way,” Kadish said.

“Thanks,” she reached out and touched his hand. She recoiled slightly at the rubbery feel of his skin.

“I didn’t always have the chance to do the right thing in the war,” he said. “Had to save you. Hard to live with myself otherwise.”

“We’re going to help you, Johnny. You’re not alone anymore, understand?”

Kadish’s mouth twitched.

“Took my eyes. They took my eyes and poisoned my soul. I don’t cry anymore. Kind of glad for that right now,” he pulled his hand away.

“Where will you be while we’re gone?” she asked.

Kadish looked up, and his skull face pulsed to the fore briefly.

“Got some loose ends to take care of. Can you get me another basket with the cheese burgers?” he asked.

“They call those Slappies,” she got up and went to the counter. She made it a few steps before spinning back around.

Kadish was gone.


CHAPTER 23



Katie meandered down an aisle full of junk parts semi-organized into boxes. The store smelled of old grease and ozone. She picked up an air compressor valve the size of her fist and twisted the end cap off. She sneered at the rest inside and tossed it back into the box.

“You said the eumgyeong unit was good, Billy!” she called out.

“It’s not? Take it or leave it. The factory got blown up in Korea, and it’s not like they’re making any more,” a gruff voice deeper in the store answered. “Get the Chinese knockoff two boxes over and swap whatever’s wrong yourself.”

“How is an artist supposed to work with inferior tools,” she picked up the valve again and rummaged through another box to find a near match.

She brought both items up to a battered desk. A man with one leg used a crutch clamped to his arm to hop over. He set a shrink-wrapped pack of paint canisters on the countertop and slid them toward her.

“On the house this time,” he gave her a wink.

“I’ve got cash this time,” she set a small stack of goldies on an aluminum tray. “I pay this time, give me a rain check for the gratis resupply when I need it. Fair?” She smiled.

“You’re a good kid,” Billy slid the money off the counter. “I appreciate it, my scroungers don’t work for good intentions. You need them to find anything else?”

“Just teach them the difference between acrylics and latex paints. The finish is totally different,” she stuffed the canister packet under her sweatshirt and left the junk shop. The street was devoid of other pedestrians in the market section of the NGZ. The elote vendor who was always on the nearby corner was gone, and the usual line outside the Auto-Doc clinic only had one person waiting outside the entrance—a too-skinny young man fiddling with an Ubi.

An eerie silence hung over the street.

“Huh,” Katie looked around for any oncoming traffic, but the drone rickshaws that normally moved goods in locked containers were nowhere to be seen. “Weird.”

She turned right, the normal direction she went to get back to the room she shared with Isaac, then turned around and went the opposite direction. She flipped the hood of her sweatshirt up and continued on her way, determined not to make eye contact with anyone else who might show up.

Katie got two blocks away from the junk shop when the far-too-clean and maintained bumper of a car edged out of side street and blocked her path. She stopped, her whole body tense, then turned and ran.

A thick arm shot out from a doorway and tried to grab her. She ducked under it and pulled a small roll of papers from a pocket secured with rubber bands. She ripped the binding off and threw a cloud of old US dollar bills into the air, all with denominations of multiple zeros. The chaff usually worked to bring out plenty of people to foul and pursuit, as people would scramble for the money.

“That’s her! Get her!” someone yelled. Red-shirted cartel men converged around her. None took the bait of old cash.

“Shit, shit—” Katie took one of the valve units she’d bought and tossed it at the face of a Durango standing in front of her, his arms wide and ready to tackle her. He ducked under the valve and dove at her. One hand grabbed the bottom edge of her sweatshirt and pulled her to a stop.

She got the other vale unit from her pocket and slammed it down into his face. The sharp edges slashed across the bridge of his nose and he let her go, hands covering a bleeding face. She snapped around and ran smack into another Durango.

The man got her in a bear hug and lifted her off the ground.

“Got her! I got—ahhh!”

Katie chomped her mouth onto his nose and bit as hard as she could. She tasted sweat, cheap cologne, and blood as her teeth sank into flesh.

“Qué gacha güerita!”

He dropped Katie, and she tripped over his legs in a mad scramble to get away. She careened off a parked car and bumped into another cartel soldier. She ducked under a punch and punted him square in the crotch.

The man let out an awful groan and fell to his side. Katie backed away and into someone else. She swung a back fist as she turned around. Her blow was blocked by a forearm. A hook smashed into her face, sending a flash of white across her vision.

Katie felt like she was floating for a moment, then the feel of hot asphalt against her cheek told her she was on the road.

“I got her!” Pedro set a heavy knee against the back of her neck. Another Durango bound her wrists behind her back with a zip tie.

“You sure this ain’t the Dead Man?” another soldier asked. “She fucked up half my guys.”

“If this was the Dead Man, he would’ve eaten Armando’s face,” Pedro said. He held an Ubi up to his ear. “Yes, boss, we got her… right away.”

Katie let out a weak groan of pain. A pair of heavy boots appeared under a car nearby, and she managed a smile.

“You guys are so fucked,” she said. A hood went over her head.

“Hey? What’re you doing here?” she heard Pedro ask. “Piss off before⁠—”

There was a hiss of metal through the air and a wet slap. Something bounced next to her head. A gunshot rang out and she tensed up. A man’s scream ended abruptly. The noise of heavy footfalls and more smacks of something hard against flesh followed.

“You could’ve been faster, Dead Man,” Katie squirmed against the road, trying to shift the hood away. She heard the same heavy boots marching along the road, growing closer.

“Need those valves back… maybe some ice before I get back to⁠—”

A heavy hand grasped the back of her sweatshirt and picked her off the ground like a kitten in its mother’s mouth. The bloody tip of a sword poked under the hood and lifted it up. Pedro’s decapitated head stared up at her from the road. More Durangos had been butchered nearby.

Guapo looked her over. The scars on his face had been filled in with gold.

“So, you do know the Dead Man,” the matador said. “Must be a friend of yours if you think he’ll come rescue you. But, he’s a lot like me, isn’t he? Made more than a man.”

He pulled the paint canisters from under her sweatshirt.

Katie kicked at him, managing to flail her legs and little else.

“He’ll come find you if you’re in trouble, si?” The cyborg shook her like a worm on a hook. “When I put him down, I’ll mount his head on my wall. What a trophy he’ll make.”

Guapo flicked the curved tip of his estoc sword away and the hood fell back over her face. Guapo tossed her over his shoulder and carried her off.

No one answered her cries for help.


CHAPTER 24



Tivoli took a long drag on her cigarette and tapped ash off to one side. Despite the many advancements in air filtration technology, smoking inside almost every building across America was still absolutely forbidden.

“Guest of honor my ass,” she said to no one. “It’s my equipment. I know what affects it, and a little bit of smoke isn’t going to—I bet even if I made a sizeable contribution to the endowment fund, they wouldn’t let me light up inside. I could smoke in an underground lab, but they make me run outside to a fricking alley for my fix. It’s almost enough to make me want to quit.”

A man walked past the end of the alley and did a double take at her. He spoke into a phone and made straight for her. She turned around and took a hard drag on her cigarette and saw a woman coming down the other end of the alley.

“No autographs!” she flicked the butt away and went for a side door.

“Dr. Tivoli!” the woman called out.

She froze, her mind racing. That name didn’t mean anything anymore, and she’d already failed her training to never react to it. She’d kept her first name in case someone from her old life recognized her, but neither of the pair closing in on her were familiar.

“Sorry,” Tivoli pulled on the handle, but it just rattled on the frame. “Fuck!”

“Dr. Tivoli,” Osia ran up to her, the badge hanging from her neck flashing as it caught light. “Kadish sent us.”

Tivoli put her back against the door and looked for any sort of an escape.

“No. No, no, no, you’ve got the wrong person,” she tapped the plastic name tag on her lab coat. “I need,” she tugged the handle again. “I need to go,” her voice went up several octaves.

“He wants us to tell you he got your message at News Jadu, no, New-oh-zradu. I don’t speak Chinese. The big dam you blew up on him,” Ramirez said. “That Simko is a good man. Graves too. Huxley’s a fat ass, but he’s⁠—”

“Shut up,” Tivoli hissed. She held up both hands just below her chin. “You cannot say those names. How… this is a test, isn’t it? That psycho bitch sent you to see if I’d break the NDA, but you tell her⁠—”

“His Imperative is malfunctioning,” Osia said. “He said it’s making him more and more aggressive as time goes on and he’s losing control. He needs you to fix it or turn it off. Anything. Please he’s… he’s an absolute mess.”

Tivoli licked her lips.

“The default aggression protocols are supposed to cycle up if there’s no positive handshake from the code base,” she said. “But it’s been years… how is he still—where is he?”

“Guess we don’t need the taser,” Ramirez shoved something into his back pocket.

“What?” Tivoli yanked on the door again.

“LA! He’s in LA, and we’re friends of his from before he was… whatever you did to him,” Osia leaned to one side and gave Ramirez a “you’re so going to get it later” glare. “You need to come with us right now. We’ve got tickets on the next Under Line back to California.”

“Eww. Of all the shit holes…” Tivoli steepled her fingers against her lips. “I need some equipment.” She tried to open the door again and failed. “Well, isn’t this just a nightmare? Have to go all the way to the front and⁠—”

“Move,” Ramirez seized the handle and forced the door higher on the hinges. Osia slid a credit card between the magnetic locks and there was a snap. He held the door open and bowed.

“Oh,” Tivoli frowned.

“You learn a lot being a cop in a shit hole,” Osia said. “We’re not going to bullshit you about what it’s like.”

“Just follow me,” Tivoli led them through the back of an auditorium.

“You’re really motivated, lady,” Ramirez said.

“It’s ‘doctor lady,’ thank you very much,” Tivoli sneered. “What happened to him… wasn’t supposed to happen. I’ve regretted it every day since he woke up, and if I can make amends, I will. Maybe the devil will put me in a better circle of hell. Or just leave me in LA.”

“Ow,” Ramirez put his hand over a feigned wound to his chest.

“Are you from Phoenix? Or Vegas? Vegas really doesn’t care for LA these days,” Osia said.

Tivoli slapped a curtain aside. Lieutenant Carius sat in an exam chair, a diagnostics setup connected to the plugs in the back of his skull. His suit of Armor towered behind him.

“Ho-ly shit,” Ramirez brushed his hand back to the sidearm hidden on his belt.

“Guttentag,” Carius raised a hand in greeting and the Armor mimed the gesture. “More friends of the Director come to say hello? I’ve never had my picture taken so many times before. I think I am laufend. Eh, what is that? Traveling?”

“Of course you’re still here,” Tivoli put her hands on her hips, her gaze lingering on a diagnostics case plugged into the rest of the equipment.

“Is that a big walking tank?” Osia inched behind Ramirez.

“That is not a ‘tank,’” Carius raised a finger and the mech did the same. “That is Armor. Important distinction.”

“You barely speak English and you’re already splitting hairs—hey, big guy,” Tivoli put a hand on Carius’ shoulder. She leaned closer and touched her bosom to his upper arm. “You’re a soldier,” she gave him a lingering squeeze. “Big strong soldier, too. These two are here because a soldier friend of theirs—and mine—needs help. The details are very very…” she leaned closer and whispered into his ear, “classified.”

“Oh,” Carius shifted in his seat. “Sounds now happening. What is the word…”

“Absolutely,” Tivoli put her other hand on his chest. “So what I need you to do is go through the entire presentation we’ve rehearsed. By yourself. Can you do that for me? Because we need to leave. I need a white knight,” she tapped a finger on his nose.

“If the Wissenschaftler ask questions about the plugs. Or if anyone asks where you’ve gone⁠—”

“You don’t have to answer. Classified, remember?”

“What is it Ibarra always wants me to say? I know nothing. Yes, I know nothing,” Carius and the Armor nodded slightly.

“You are just the absolute best,” Tivoli put a hand on his cheek and kissed the other one. She left him in the chair and took up the diagnostics case and tossed more items into a bag.

“Let’s go,” she hissed at the two police as she went for the back door.

“Men are so easy,” Osia rolled her eyes once they were out of Carius’ earshot.

“They are,” Tivoli said.

“She would’ve convinced me to stay—ow!” Ramirez rubbed his shoulder where Osia punched it.

“What does our dead man look like?” Tivoli asked them. “Decent skin? All together?”

“He looks like hammered shit,” Ramirez said.

“Then I need to make another call,” Tivoli slipped a phone out of her lab coat.


CHAPTER 25



No.

Kadish walked down a street in the NGZ. The Red Man floated beside him, arms crossed over his chest. His eyes glowed crimson.

“Don’t care what you think,” Kadish said under his breath.

You are mine. Forever and ever. Those who gave you to me can’t take you away. Don’t try.

“You sound scared. Nice change of pace, isn’t it?” Kadish spied a growing huddle of people near one of the more stable housing projects. He heard “dead man” whispered in the air.

That’s all you are. You will never be like them again. The Dead Man stays dead!

“I can get you out of my mind. Then maybe… maybe, something better than this,” Kadish veered toward the growing crowd.

You love the killing. You loved it before you were mine. We are meant to kill. That’s all you are!

Kadish shook his head and tapped his palm against his temple. He touched his face, making sure it was something other than the bland default that looked like a plain mannequin’s countenance.

He moved around the outside of the group and saw what had caught the community’s attention.

A cruder mural was on the wall. Guapo stood over the Dead Man. Kadish’s head had been cut off and lay a few inches from the rest of his body. Guapo’s sword rested on the Dead Man’s shoulder.

Well, well… someone wants to play.

“Katie made this,” Kadish said. “She wouldn’t do that on her own…” he cycled his optics through different wavelengths. On the infrared spectrum, a series of dots appeared across the top of the mural.

“Brail?” Kadish shifted his weight from one foot to the other. Kadish rubbed a thumb against his fingertips. He took an Ubi from his pocket and pulled up an image with a brail alphabet. The letters formed an address on the edge of the NGZ and a time: dawn. A message was underneath reading: ‘Be there or she dies.’

“Mother. Fucker,” Kadish’s jaw tightened.

Ooo, what fun, what fun! The Red Man clapped his hands together. A decent fight. We’re going to kill him. Slowly? Perhaps we just break his cyborg limbs and wait for him to come back and challenge us again and we⁠—

Kadish walked away from the mural. A trio of Durango soldiers had their Ubis held up, taking photos of the challenge. One looked scared as he scrolled down his Ubi as incoming messages beeped several times.

Kadish worked his jaw from side to side. An idea formed in the back of his mind.

What’re you getting at?

“Something you’ll appreciate.”


CHAPTER 26



Alcalde sat at a round glass table on the mezzanine level of the Rutland Arms Hotel. The VIP penthouse levels towered over the open-air pool where the rich and famous once came to be seen. Several bodies hung from chains by the ankles of Alcalde’s quarters, most his former cartel members who’d opted to abandon their duties to him and the Durango cause.

Armed Cartel soldiers formed a cordon around the edge of the mezzanine, and all seemed nervous. The glass-bottom pool in the center of the terrace was crystal clear. Anyone swimming in it would feel like they were suspended in air high over the city.

“You think you killed it?” Alcalde asked Maxwell, sitting across from him. The Cartel boss drank from a glass cup full of ice and orange juice.

“Hard to say,” Maxwell held up his palms, the servos of his power armor squeaking. “We hit him several times with bullets that would take down an elephant. I rammed him with my car going at least forty like he was a dog. You should’ve seen him fly.”

“But you didn’t confirm the kill,” Alcalde stuck a fork into a small plate of scrambled eggs. “You only have balls when you’re in your tin man suit and behind the wheel?”

“He killed my entire team. I wasn’t going to go face first into a cave where a wounded animal could be waiting for me. You’ve seen what he can do,” Maxwell said.

“OK, OK,” Alcalde nodded. “You hurt him bad enough that I could leave that vault,” he raised his orange juice to the southern California sky. “I do appreciate the sunlight, and the Dead Man saved us both the trouble of paying the other mercenaries. A small win. I was this close,” Alcalde held up his middle finger, “to snaring the Dead Man myself, but some of my sub-contractors aren’t as reliable as you are. Problems persist, but I still have you, and I have another task for you.”

“Back up,” Maxwell said, bluntly. “Our contract for the Dead Man includes a fixed fee for my men. Dead or not. They may not be able to spend it, but I’ve got death gratuities to pay out. I stiff someone’s estate and then no one else will come work for me. You understand.”

“Then come work for me full time,” Alcalde smirked. “My bosses in Durango like you. No one will fuck with you in Mexico.”

“How are you going to pay me? I heard there was a ‘workplace’ incident out in the halo. Income might be a little tough for you. Professionals have standards,” Maxwell held up two fingers held tight against each other. “You understand. And when I said the Dead Man killed my entire team, I may have misspoke. The best sniper in the Western Hemisphere has his scope on your little pool party. Do you really want to screw him and his brothers out of pay? His bullets aren’t cheap, but he has professional standards too.”

“How do you think you’ll get out of here?” Alcalde stared at the two fingers. “And how do you think you’ll ever work in this life again?”

“With other people that have my standards and the cash to pay me,” Maxwell said. “Now let’s discuss this like professionals, yes?”

“Contracts… are contracts,” Alcalde drummed his fingers on the tabletop. “Blast was one income stream. I’ll have another super lab set up in a few weeks. There’s always someone else willing to do the labor here in the NGZ.”

“That they are,” Maxwell widened his fingers into a V and lowered his hand.

“My men are searching for Guapo. That prancing freak stole the best bait we had for the Dead Man. So you find him, you find this girl who’s been putting all those fucking murals all over my city. There’s a bonus if you bring him in alive.”

“Seems I’m going to pick up a reputation for hunting cyborgs,” Maxwell smiled. “A growing market.”

“Alcalde,” Vaccaro ran over, sweating. “We got Guapo.”

Maxwell shrugged.

“The girl?” Alcalde dabbed at the corners of his mouth with a napkin.

“No, just him,” Vaccaro said. “He’s not saying much.”

“Bring him to me,” Alcalde said. “Maxwell, you use your neat suit of yours to pull Guapo apart and I’ll let you sell the parts.”

“Better than nothing,” Maxwell pulled a combat knife from the inside of his trench coat. “Like this? I pried it out of one of my men. Belongs to the Dead Man. He has good taste.”

An elevator opened and Toro pushed an upright hotel baggage cart out of it. Guapo was bound to it, his wrists cuffed against the overhead rack. EMP disruptors crackled on the matador’s limbs, deactivating them.

“Look at this asshole,” Alcalde held out a hand and took the Dead Man’s knife from Maxwell. He put the flat of the blade under Guapo’s chin and lifted his face up. The matador’s face was dark and bruised from pistol whips and punches. “You kill my men. Take what’s mine. And you do all this in my city? Maybe it’s all the metal in you.”

Alcalde slapped the blade on the metal bands running through Guapo’s shoulders. Maxwell ears perked up at the flat sound. He touched his ear bead and tapped it several times.

“Where’s the girl?” Alcalde asked. “She’s what I need. Give her to me quick and you’ll die that quick. Keep screwing around and I’ll chop your limbs off at the elbows and knees and let you hobble around the Corrida as my dogs chase you.”

Guapo’s face twitched.

“Alcalde,” Maxwell backed away. “Alcalde, you need to⁠—”

“Shut your fucking mouth,” Alcalde pointed the knife at him, not taking his eyes off Guapo. “There’s entirely too much disrespect in this place. This pompous prancing freak thinks he can do what he likes? The Dead Man spits in my face at the Corrida? Then you… you think you’re here to make demands of me? Of me! Guapo here learns the first lesson. Let’s see how long he keeps his tongue while I slice his face off.”

Guapo muttered something through split lips.

“See? You have to know what motivates people,” Alcalde pressed the tip of the combat knife into Guapo’s cheek. “Now, what were you saying?”

“That’s my knife,” Guapo’s face molded into the Dead Man’s skull. Kadish snapped the handcuffs like they were made of string and swiped at Alcalde. Alcalde dropped Kadish’s combat knife to the ground.

Maxwell pulled the Cartel boss out of harm’s way. He cocked his right wrist twice and a Ka-Bar blade popped out of a housing on the forearm.

“Take the shot! Take the shot!” he shouted.

Kadish gripped the luggage cart by the bottom edge and hurled it at two guards caught flat-footed by his sudden appearance. It plowed into them both, knocking them both through the glass fence along the edge of the mezzanine. They began the seconds’ long descent to the ground, surrounded by shattered glass that twinkled in the sunlight.

Maxwell backpedaled, keeping Alcalde protected behind him.

“Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot the boss!” Vaccaro shouted.

Toro swung his heavy cyborg arm at Kadish with a haymaker. Kadish ducked to one side with almost contemptuous ease and snapped a kick into Toro’s shins. The impact knocked his feet out from under him, and he went face first toward the floor. Kadish caught his mechanical arm by the wrist and wrenched it straight up. He slammed a foot down and ripped the limb straight out of the mechanical socket.

Kadish gripped it like a bat and twisted around, catching a cartel soldier coming at him from behind. The metal arm launched the soldier off his feet and over the edge of the terrace. The screams faded away quickly.

The last guard displayed more sense than the others and went for the exit. Kadish flicked the limb at him, landing a long-distance punch that caved the side of his skull in.

Vaccaro scooped up the Applegate-Fairbarn and stabbed it down onto Kadish’s shoulder. The blade pierced through the thin pseudo flesh and embedded in the graphenium layer beneath. Vaccaro’s grip slipped and his hand fumbled past the guard, slicing his fingers and palm against the blade.

Vaccaro gasped in pain and retreated back a step, leaving the knife embedded next to Kadish’s head.

The Dead Man turned around. He seized Vaccaro by the front of his red shirt, pried the knife out, and returned the wound. The blade sank through Vaccaro’s clavicle, breaking his collar bone with a wet snap and sending the lieutenant to his knees.

Kadish slipped the knife out and tossed the body aside.

Maxwell screamed for Navarro to fire, but all he heard was static in his ear bead.

Kadish scratched at his ear and Maxwell’s ear bead clicked several times.

“You really should change your freqs between missions. That way you don’t get jammed,” Kadish said. He hopped around in a fighting stance, throwing off any shot Navarro could’ve taken.

“Kill him now! Do it!” Alcalde shoved Maxwell forward. He turned the momentum into a surprise lunge, directing the blade at Kadish’s neck.

Kadish spun like a matador and plucked one of the EMP emitters off his shoulder and smacked it onto Maxwell’s back. A whine rose in the air and Maxwell’s power armor seized up. He fell to the ground, his armor a vise around his entire body.

The Dead Man threw his combat knife into Alcalde’s stomach. The cartel lord fell back, gurgling.

“No one’s going to pay you now,” Kadish said over the radio frequency connecting Maxwell and Navarro. Maxwell heard his voice double in his ears. “You can go home, or you can piss me off by shooting me again. Your choice.”

“Fucking… help!” Maxwell tried to reach the emergency release for the armor on his breastplate, but he could barely bend his elbow. Kadish put a foot against Maxwell’s side and kicked him into the pool.

Maxwell sank to the bottom and didn’t move.

Kadish gave a short salute into the distance for Navarro, then walked up on Alcalde, his stomach covered in blood.

“I can’t,” Alcalde smacked dry lips. “I can’t feel my legs.”

Kadish knelt down and put a hand on Alcalde’s chest.

“I know killing you won’t accomplish much for long,” Kadish gave Alcalde a pat. “There’s always another asshole like you waiting in the wings. But when your people come up here and see this mess and find most of you… they’ll get the message. They’ll get the idea. They can fuck around somewhere else, or they can find out.”

“I can—I can pay you. Anything!”

“The only thing I really want right now is to see the look in your eyes while I saw your head off,” Kadish yanked his knife out of Alcalde’s spine and did just that.

He carried Alcalde’s severed head up to the edge of the terrace and held it high, blood dripping from the neck. He held it there until enough Cartel soldiers on the ground took notice and scrambled around in a panic. He tossed the head over the side.

Toro was on one knee, his remaining hand over the torn-out mechanical socket of his other arm. Kadish leveled a knife hand at him, then swung the arm aside to the plunge on the other side of the broken glass barrier.

Toro ran and leapt to his death.

Kadish cackled during the entire descent. He gave Maxwell a friendly wave as he left the terrace, leaving the mercenary to continue drowning to death.
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A few moments after Kadish left, a sniper’s bullet struck the glass panel of the pool. It shattered, turning the contents into a brief waterfall that splashed down on the portico and valley parking drop off.

Maxwell sloshed toward the drop. His Ka Bar tip caught on the edge and kept him from going over. He sucked in a deep breath of air and sputtered out water he’d swallowed. His face had gone nearly blue from lack of oxygen, but it regained its old pallor quickly.

“Boss? Boss, you alive?” Navarro asked trough his ear bead. Kadish’s jamming was out of range. “Can you hear me?”

“Thanks,” Maxwell pushed himself away from the edge. The water had seeped into the disrupter, shorting out most of its power. He scraped his back against the side of the pool and pried it off his back. “Why didn’t you shoot him?”

“Time of flight is too long, bad shot for a mobile target. Plus, he could’ve seen the vortex from the bullet and figured out where my position is. And some things just ain’t worth the money, boss,” Navarro said.

“You got that right. Fall back to base,” Maxwell grabbed the ladder wrung and climbed out. “This contract’s over with.”


CHAPTER 27



Kadish sat next to a dumpster, his hands covering his head.

YOU WILL NOT DO THIS!

The Red Man railed at him. Kadish slapped his hands over his ears and tried to sink into himself.

You think that butcher will just flip a switch and take you from me? No, no, I won’t let her. Bring me close and I’ll squeeze the life right out of her arrogant little⁠—

“You’re weak,” Kadish growled. “I fed you. I just fed you Alcalde and the rest of his kind. You’re nowhere near being in control, and you know it!”

The Red Man put a hand on Kadish’s knee, a chill spread from his touch.

Let’s be reasonable. What would you be without me?

Kadish looked up and his skull face met the Red Man’s. Kadish’s features twisted back to his true face, the face of a man dead to the world.

“Myself,” Kadish said. He stood up.

The Red Man bared vampire fangs at him. Kadish stepped through him and went toward a motel on the outer edge of the halo, a place civilized enough to have power and lights on as night fell.

What about her? Eh? The girl. Katie, who loves you so very much. How’re you going to beat that other cyborg without me?

“I’ll cope,” Kadish kept his gaze on the sidewalk a few steps ahead of him, refusing to look at the Red Man as he vied for more attention.

I don’t think you understand what’s about to happen. She’ll kill you!

“I’ll take that risk. I’m not going to let you stay in my head pushing me further and further toward the edge. I’m not on the other side of that, and you know it,” Kadish said. He got to the motel, went to the room where Osia said to meet, and raised a hand to knock.

The Red Man grabbed him by the wrist. His arm shook, but he couldn’t will himself any further.

That’s not what you’re afraid of.

Kadish kicked the door twice.

It cracked open. Ramirez looked at him through the small opening, his eye narrowed.

“Skipper,” Kadish said.

“Skip—oh right, old challenge and password,” Ramirez said. “Skipper… little buddy.”

“She here?” Kadish asked.

Ramirez opened the door. Osia sat at a small coffee table, a pistol in her lap.

Tivoli had her diagnostics equipment and tools laid out on a bed, a spot for Kadish to sit surrounded by wires and pillows.

“Doc,” Kadish stepped over the threshold and a spot of ice formed in his heart. It spread through his chest as an old emotion filled him. Fear.

“I thought you were dead,” she set a spike meant for an Armor soldier’s plug onto a nightstand. “They said⁠—”

“I’ve been dead for a long time,” Kadish marched past her and went to the bathroom. He gripped the sides of the sink, his arms trembling.

“Tell me what’s happening to you,” Tivoli said from the doorway. “Your friends said you’re losing control. Violent episodes that get worse over time?”

“There’s this… thing,” Kadish looked into the mirror. The Red Man stared back. “It’s the Imperative. It’s become this thing inside me. I can keep it caged, but I’m losing control, doctor. It’s growing stronger than me, and I don’t have much time left.”

“The default aggression protocols,” Tivoli nodded. “They were installed in case any of you ever went out of the Revenant Program’s control. It’s meant to drive any unit to—I mean, it’s meant to do that do you. Until you’re destroyed, to keep you from falling into enemy hands.”

Lying! She’s lying!

“Kill it. I need you to kill it,” he turned around, his hands shaking. “Can you do that?”

“Let’s begin,” Tivoli said.

“What do I have to do?” Kadish crossed his arms over his chest.

“It’s a lot like the old place,” she stepped back and motioned to the bed where her equipment was set up. “You let me plug into your system and I’ll handle the rest.”

Kadish sat on the edge of the bed. He avoided looking at his reflection in the mirror mounted on the wall. Tivoli snapped a metal ring around his neck, and an electric hum filled the air.

“What happened to Huxley?” Kadish asked. “He was… OK.”

“Living like a pig in shit back in Phoenix, goes by Standish now,” she said. Kadish did a double take at her, then looked back to the stained carpet on the floor.

“Simko?”

“Dead. Murdered right in front of me and Hux,” Tivoli jiggled a line running into her setup and there was a pinch against Kadish’s neck. “Simko was the only one of us with any real sense of honor. After what the Director tried to do to you, he took me and Hux away from the site and… they sent this witch after us. Shot him dead in the snow. I’m sorry. Then I signed up for the next project to keep them from dumping me over the Pacific.”

“Hurr… appreciate it,” Kadish said. “Simko… well done, be thou at peace.”

“He still knows West Point stuff,” Osia said. “What? My dad used to make me watch the football games against Navy. He wanted me to go there, but my grades were too shit.”

“Join the club. How is any of this tech even possible?” Ramirez asked. “No one on Earth can do this.”

“You’re underestimating Ib—the Director’s resources,” Tivoli said. “He’s been surprising the world with new tech ever since he perfected those batteries that made him so rich. Just be glad he’s on our side and not some other country’s.”

“Because this is such a great thing,” Osia said. “Look what you’ve done to him. Look how much pain he’s in.”

“He didn’t ask for this,” Tivoli said. “And if it wasn’t for him and the others like him, we’d never have made Armor. The Director’s been adamant about making that an absolute success, more so than the Revenants. That’s why I’m taking this risk. I’m quite irreplaceable and him—and that psycho bitch—know it.”

“Who?” Ramirez asked.

“Maybe you’re scared of him,” Tivoli gave Kadish a pat on the shoulder. Her fingertips clacked on a keyboard and a dull hum rose in the air. “But, I’m more scared of her.”

She has no idea what—stop her!

Kadish scratched the back of his head and the knot of scar tissue over the Imperative’s access port.

“This will hurt,” Tivoli said. “Are you ready?”

No no no no no no

“Do it,” Kadish ripped the base of his skull open. He felt the tip of the spike touch against the access port and pain lanced down his spine.

“Here we—” Tivoli rammed the spike in. Kadish seized up. His jaw clenched and his face rose. The Red Man was in the reflection, hands gripping the mirror’s edge.

“Go,” Tivoli turned back to her equipment. She put on a pair of glasses, and her hands moved within a holo matrix projected onto her eyes.

“Johnny, you OK?” Osia gripped one of his frozen hands. Kadish managed a slight smile.

The Red Man’s mouth moved, but Kadish heard nothing.

“The code’s… the code’s all here,” Tivoli said. She brought her hands up and covered her mouth. “Dead Man, when you⁠—”

“Johnny!” Osia snapped.

The Red Man’s body faded away but his eyes remained, glowing like hot coals.

“You took the pills we sent with you on the mission to blow that dam,” Tivoli’s hands returned to the holo matric and moved about, opening matrixes and accessing more parts of the Imperative.

A laugh began in the distance.

“I loaded up a program into the micros that deactivated the Imperative so you could escape,” Tivoli said. “And…”

“What are you waiting for? Ramirez raised a hand. “Just turn it off already!”

“I… can’t,” Tivoli stepped back.

The laughter grew louder.

“Why not?” Osia put an arm over Kadish’s shoulders and hugged him.

“You don’t understand. It’s… it’s already off. It’s been deactivated for-for years,” Tivoli said. “He’s at base functionality. There’s no Imperative. I can’t even access the default aggression protocols anywhere.”

The Red Man reappeared in the mirror, a cruel smile spread across his face.

I told you.

“Then why is he like this?” Osia shrank away.

“I… I don’t know,” Tivoli said. “I don’t know what to do.”

“Take it out,” Kadish’s body tensed. “Do it. Now.”

Mine mine mine all the dead boys belong to me.

Tivoli touched her computer and the plug snapped out of Kadish’s skull. He stood and the spike fell to the bed, covered in blood. He advanced toward the mirror, the Red Man his reflection.

Kadish shattered the mirror with a punch that went through the wall. Shards fell around him and the Red Man’s laugh rose around him, drowning out his friends’ pleads for him to stay calm.

He kicked the door off its hinges and ran into the night, the Red Man’s laughter chasing him.


EPILOGUE



Maxwell scrubbed a brush against the inside of the forearm-mounted computer component of his power armor. Navarro glanced out from the corner of the window of the abandoned home they’d set up in.

Maxwell wore a dark body glove, his armor laid out around him.

“Chances are, the Durangos won’t blame me for what happened to Alcalde,” Maxwell said. “Doesn’t mean they won’t put a bounty on my head to find out what I know. I’m in tight with the Águila cartel out of Peru, and they’ve been warring with the Durangos for⁠—”

An Ubi phone rang in a duffel bag.

“You said you turned it off,” Navarro said.

“I did,” Maxwell took the phone out and confirmed that the power switch was set to “OFF.” The phone kept ringing as he flipped it on and off. There was no caller ID on the screen. Maxwell dropped it on the floor. He picked up one of his armored sabatons and smashed the device.

“Weird,” Navarro said. The Ubi in his pocket rang. Navarro jolted aside like he’d been bit by a snake where the phone rang. He removed it from his pocket and checked that it was off. He shrugged and swiped a thumb across the screen to answer. It crackled as the speaker activated.

“Mr. Maxwell,” Shannon’s voice filled the room. Blood drained from Maxwell’s face. “You didn’t think you were done with your assignment, did you? I’m afraid your services are still required. Yours as well, William Navarro, formerly of 5th Recon Marines. Now, you’re going to listen to me very carefully.”
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Shannon hung up her call and tossed the phone onto Ibarra’s desk. Ibarra stared out over Phoenix from his chair, his fingers folded beneath his chin.

“That piece is still in play,” Shannon said. “The other will arrive in a few moments.”

“I’m not happy with this, my dear,” Ibarra said. “It should never have reached this point. You convinced me the kill protocol you put in Tivoli’s equipment would end him painlessly.”

“The Dead Man refuses to die,” Shannon frowned. “Just send me, sir. I haven’t stretched my legs in a while.”

The elevator door opened.

Colonel Schofield walked out, followed by five men in identical clothes, identical faces, and identical bearings.

“Problem, sir?” Schofield asked. “Not that I’m complaining about getting away from Antarctica.”

“Seems there’s a loose end we failed to tie up,” Ibarra kept staring to the west and out towards Los Angeles. “Dead Man 6 remains viable and dangerous. You and your Revenants are authorized for stateside deployment. Go put him down.”

“Understood,” Schofield snapped his fingers. “Dead Men.”

“All here,” the five men rasped.

“A man kills his own rabid dog. Let’s go,” Schofield said.
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The story continues in All Here!


THANK YOU FOR READING RED MAN!



We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book. Follow this link: Red Man to be directed to the book’s Amazon product page to leave your review.

Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.
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Battleborn

Red Man
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Check out the entire series here! (Tap or scan)
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Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors? Join our Discord server today and be a part of the Aethon community.

Facebook | Instagram | Twitter | Website

You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting www.subscribepage.com/AethonReadersGroup and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive three full books completely Free as our thanks to you.

Looking for more great books?
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Follow commands or save his renegade family... He must choose. No one defies the Protectorate. They’ve got relentless cyborg assassins who never quit and never fail to take out their targets. Until one defies them by becoming a parent. Camden 1192, and ninety-nine other killers, are assigned to locate and capture the traitor. Orders specify taking the child alive, if possible. Only, theres one problem. The traitor happens to be Camden's sister, and the child, his nephew. At the end of the day, everyone knows the Protectorate's Cyborgs are only good at one thing—ending the lives of anyone daring to disobey. But it's family... Blood versus duty. Can one man win the most unwinnable scenario in the galaxy? Fans of The Last Reaper, John Wick, and the Expanse will love The Cyborg Option, a new Military Science Fiction Series by Scott Moon, bestselling author of The Last Reaper and Homeworld Lost.




Get Honor of Cyborgs Now!
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He thought impersonating a planetary Marshall would be easy... Until he was needed. William Burton, wanted bounty hunter, has killed Marshal Steelgrave, who tried arresting him. Desperate to escape, William impersonates Steelgrave on the backwater where they fought: Pavo Dos, a desert planet filled with bandits, cultists, and the oligarchs who pit them against each other. But as ‘Steelgrave’ plays lawman while seeking passage offworld, acting the part proves more than he bargained for. He finds himself entangled in schemes within schemes while battling gangs, gunfighters, androids, and drugged cultists. But it’s the affections of Ori Jo, a spunky deputy, that makes it hardest for Steelgrave to keep living the lie—while everyone else wants him dead. Don't miss the next action-packed space opera from Tony Peak. With everything you want in a spacefaring adventure, including a western twist, it's perfect for fans of The Mandalorian and Firefly!
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