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Part 1 - The Journey
 
2153, Post-Cataclysm — Outskirts of Baicheng, China
It was a fool’s errand to cross the Baicheng expanse, they said. The radiation will kill you, they said. Gabriel was prepared for the risk. One didn’t survive by staying still. Inaction made you easy prey for the grim reaper. You kept one step ahead of him, remained a moving target.
Gabriel pulled the collar of his duster coat close around his neck, shielded his eyes by pulling his padre hat down low over his dreadlocked head. The ash particles, reflecting in the weak light, bathed the expanse of desert before him and his companion in a wash of dark vermillion.
The Geiger counter chirped like a schizophrenic budgie. Each beep stabbed yet further at his gnawing anxiety. Every step took him farther away from the tented shelter, the relative safety of the handful of survivors, and closer to a future, that much like Schrodinger’s cat experiment, could reveal either their survival, or their death upon observation.
“Is it bad out here, Gabe?” Petal said. “The radiation, I mean.”
“Yeah. Jus’ look around, girl. Tell me what ya see.”
Petal turned her head. Her pink mohican rustled in the wind. “Nothing,” she said.
“Exactly.”
The counter clicked still faster. Gabe headed away from the radiation. It was how he knew they were on the right track, on the right route to find the Tinker.
Since roads and landmarks had been destroyed by war, and ultimately nukes, traversing the desert plains wasn’t so easy. Large areas were still too contaminated with radiation to casually go trekking across.
There was a pattern though. You had to stick to it.
‘You just follow the clean spots,’ the Tinker had said in a voice recording Gabe had received the day before while at the tent shelter. They had just one working computer there: an ancient pre-quantum unit belonging to the tent-town owner, Xian.
Using his system, Gabe discovered another node on an ad-hoc network, picked up by Xian’s ancient microwave transceiver, recovered from a downed bomber some years previous. The node was the Tinker’s computer and the message was a job request.
A deal was struck between Xian and the Tinker.
Only Xian was quite happy sitting beneath his tarp tent on the coast, while he worked on making a boat from washed-up debris and eating the few sickly fish that found themselves in his ragged nets—the consumption of which were no doubt responsible for Xian’s legion of multiple idiosyncrasies. In truth, Xian was completely nuts and he didn’t want the job.
Considering Gabe and Petal didn’t want to go any more nuts than they already were, they chose to leave the poisoned fish behind and seek pastures new with the promise of better food. They accepted the job offer on Xian’s behalf.
The voice recording explained the task and the payment. To find her, the voice advised: ‘Just let the Geiger counter lead you. Eventually, you’ll see it.’
By ‘it’, she meant the graveyard—her home, a scrapyard for planes, trains, and automobiles.
Gabe would have liked something a little more concrete, perhaps some landmarks. The only information he had indicated her place lay a few miles outside of the former transport city of Baicheng. The job was to find, secure, and return to the Tinker a cache of electronics from somewhere in the ruins of the city.
Given how the despicable organisation known as The Family, the world’s largest—and now only—company and military superpower, had ended WWIII, and everything else on the planet with nukes and EMPs fifty years ago. Very few working electronic items remained.
Those who could find them could earn a great deal of money, and more importantly, food, water, and shelter. All of which were of great interest to Gabe and Petal.
Gabe strode forward, his long coat flapped against his jeans, dreadlocks brushed against his face. His heavy boots clapped against the dry earth. He chewed on a sugarweed root he found earlier. It was one of the few things that grew on those dead lands since the nuclear cataclysm. It wasn’t tasty, but it filtered the dangerous isotopes and provided the chewer with glucose; albeit not much, but beggars couldn’t be ungrateful swines.
“I miss the mountains,” Petal said, absently brushing the dust from her leather biker’s jacket. She won in a bare-knuckle fight back on the coast. Poor bastard who challenged her didn’t know what had hit him.
She played up being a tiny, innocent-looking punk girl to hustle the meatheads on the circuit. Although before the last fight, Gabe noticed a few of the organisers had recognised her. It seemed rumours and descriptions of her had got round. Meant that gig would soon be over.
Given he was a big, dreadlocked, preacher, and she a pink-haired, goggled punk, it was kind of easy to know who they were. But that had other advantages too: it was easy to create a myth, exaggerate what they were capable of. Their reputation had kept them alive on more than one occasion, and often won them work ahead of someone with a lesser rep.
“I mean it,” Petal added with a deep sigh. “It was cool and calm there. I kinda miss it.”
“You only miss beating up the meatheads for a few bins.”
Bins were the only currency in the abandoned lands. Standing for Binary Assets, bins were traded electronically via DigiCards—a universal system of data transfer. It was an old tech, but the few computers that had survived the cataclysm had the right ports. The bins themselves allowed people to securely transfer finite pass-codes, which gave the user potential access to information—if one could find a node with its light-drives intact.
“Well, there’s that too,” Petal said. “But I miss the ambience.”
“Yeah. Well, I miss the quiet.” Gabe smirked.
“Ain’t you the comedian all the sudden?” Petal took her HackSlate from inside her jacket and gestured a two-finger swipe across its surface. “We must be close,” she said.
“How d’ya figure?”
“Signals, Gabe. Data flow. The first since we left Xian’s place yesterday.”
“Huh.” Gabe’s concentration remained on the horizon. A tiny stick-like shadow extended up from the horizon in the far distance. “Looks like ya right. See over there?”
“What is it?”
“It’s the beacon, girl,” Gabe said. “Means we’re not far from the city of Baicheng.”
Petal pushed her pair of opaque, brass-rimmed goggles up to her forehead. Her eyes were glossy, black orbs. They shimmered as if made from oil. She squinted at the shadow.
Gabe would have to get her to an appropriate node soon and download the bad, malicious code she carried inside of her. When her eyes were like that, it meant she’d reached full capacity, and that wasn’t a good thing at all.
Petal had the ability to contain artificial intelligences and dangerous viral code, while Gabe found and hacked the code in order to extract it from various computers and systems. Together they made a fine team. Their partnership came about by luck, but Gabe wasn’t one to throw away an opportunity.
Besides, when he found her, she was banging on death’s door. He felt responsible for her now. Although truth be told, she’d saved his ass more times that he’d like to admit. Despite her small stature, she had seriously impressive capabilities. But when her internal systems, those that had remained a mystery to Gabe, were full, they had to find a computer capable of accepting the terabytes of malicious and dangerous code she carried.
There was only one machine Gabe knew of in this part of the world: a small hamlet in the abandoned lands of Mongolia. A gang there had a server. An ancient one designed apparently for the very purpose of securing dangerous AIs.
It was either that, or returning to Hong Kong—which wasn’t an option.
“See?” Gabe said. “The city can’t be far off.”
“City? You mean ruins, right?”
“Yeah, but what ain’t a ruin now?”
“City Earth,” Petal said. She referred to the great Dome city in Mongolia: the last real surviving city. It was essentially The Family’s plaything. A million souls existed in a tightly controlled, lab-condition, bio-dome. Each citizen was connected to a great computer network that monitored and controlled everything. That anyone else remained alive outside of the Dome was a minor miracle, given how The Family would often send out their Unmanned Aerial Vehicle drones to scour the skies for pockets of survivors, and destroy them.
The survivor town with the server wasn’t far from the Dome. Gabe suspected they’d only be allowed to stay alive there if it was of some benefit to The Family. He thought it was all part of The Family’s experiments. They probably wanted to see how people behaved in different environments. Either that, or they were a control group.
Whatever the case was, those running the Dome, and those living in it, had everything they needed: clean water, food, education, entertainment, and safety. But at what cost? Their freedom, and free will, certainly.
He often wondered if he’d give that up and become a City Earth citizen, but that idea never lasted long. Even if it were possible for an outsider to join their society, they’d never welcome borderline psychopath hackers like him and Petal.
They never toed the line, or did what ‘The Man’ expected of them. It was the one thing Gabe knew that had kept him alive when so many of his people perished back in Hong Kong. His people populated the Jamaican quarter. They were also one of the first to be massacred by the gangs when it was safe enough to leave the fallout shelters.
So much loss and destruction, it was a miracle he could operate at all, but Petal was a driving force for him now. She gave him hope. Hope that there might still be... no, he wouldn’t start dwelling on the past again. He had a job to do.
Find the Tinker, get some food, and move on to Mongolia.
He picked up the pace and used the Geiger counter to show him the way.
A single splash of something wet hit him in the face. At first he thought it was a Kamikaze bug, but when he went to wipe it away another drop soon followed.
Petal squealed. “The rains have come early!”
That was not a welcome development, despite only having a one-gallon canteen of water between them. The rains meant more radiation, ash, and contamination. All the toxic crap that got blasted into the atmosphere by the nukes came back down to earth in the rain, poisoning more of the land, bringing disease to the few remaining survivors.
“Screw the rain,” Gabe said as he pulled the brim of his black padre’s hat over his brow. “Cover up. Ya don’t want it on ya.”
“Killjoy,” Petal said. She shrugged her shoulders, pulled a piece of plastic tarp from her battered backpack, and created a makeshift poncho that covered her head and shoulders.
The patter of drops matched their footsteps.
As they increased their speed, so the rains followed, until it became a race.
Gabe grabbed her hand and urged her forward.
The counter clicked still faster, and before Gabe knew it, they were turning in circles. An unseen enemy shrouded any clear path. There was only backwards, or dangerous levels of toxicity. Had the Tinker tricked him? To what ends? He was on his way there to do a job for her. She needed his and Petal’s abilities more than she could have wanted them dead.
“What is it?” Petal said after Gabe had come to a standstill.
“I dunno, girl. But we can’t go on, and we need shelter.”
“Go back?” she said without conviction. She knew, like Gabe, that they’d never make the day’s trek back to the shelter before the rains had come in full force. He looked up: dark clouds formed, heavy and sodden with poisonous precipitation.
Petal stepped closer and lifted the tarp poncho up and over so it covered them both.
“We’ll have to make camp,” she said.
“With what? We only have the tarp and our clothes. Not enough to make a tent.”
She shivered against him. He realised that the temperature had dropped considerably since they set out. They had no means of fire; there wasn’t anything on this dead land to set alight anyway. He pulled her in close, tried to think of a way out of their predicament.
She felt so small and fragile, but despite her small physical size, she was the strongest person he’d ever known. At times when he thought he would perish in the inhospitable lands, or he would succumb to a dangerous virus or artificial intelligence on a job, there was Petal with her uniquely weird abilities to save his ass.
Despite asking her several times what she was, she could never answer. He found her a few years previous in a place not too dissimilar to these deserts. She seemed to just wander out of the air and come across his trench shelter. She looked scared and beaten up.
The first time he spoke with her, she was covered in bruises and dried blood. In one hand she clutched a dead flower with a single petal—hence her name from then on. She didn’t know what else she might have been called.
It transpired she had incredible hacking skills. Better even than Gabe, and he thought Gabe was good as anyone. Since he met her, they’d taken on various jobs for people looking to liberate information, or destroy malicious AIs: the weapon of choice for post-Cataclysm gangsters. There were few actual computers left in the world, and fewer still on a network. What information, and access, that could be appropriated was now worth a great deal of risk to obtain. Whoever had information had power. And power meant survival.
Like the Tinker: an old recluse who had her few remaining fingers in as many pies as she could find. Now she needed Gabe and Petal—if they lived long enough to actually find her.
“What’re we gonna do, Gabe?” Petal asked.
“How much do ya trust this Tinker woman?”
“I know nothing about her.”
“Do you think she seemed sincere on that video? Do you still have it on that slate of yours?”
“Yeah, want me to play it again?”
“If ya don’t mind. I wanna see if there’s something helpful there. We can’t just stand here, but I need more info. Anything to give us a clue as to where to go.”
Crouched under the tarp, the rain coming down harder, Petal and Gabe watched the video recording.
An old woman, with wrinkles as deep as chasms, and eyes full of cataracts and rheum filled the frame. A single source of light illuminated her from behind and created deep shadows. A yellow glow rimmed her frizzy hair.
“There,” Gabe said, pointing to the light.
Petal shrugged. “What?”
“Watch.”
“I don’t see... ah, it’s dimming.”
“Not just dimming. But dimming in intervals, see? Every half-second or so it goes dark.”
Petal scratched at her neck port—a round, chromed jack plug. It was a sign of nervousness. Gabe often found himself doing the same thing ever since he met her.
“I’m not following,” she finally said.
Gabe pulled the tarp back so they could see ahead. He raised his hand and pointed to a structure some ten kilometres away. Petal pulled her goggles down and stared at it.
“Holy freakin’ windmills, Gabe.”
“She’s near there, gotta be. That dimming of the light looks like a shadow created by the turning of a wind turbine, right?” Gabe said.
“Well, I’m game to try, better than standing out in the damned rain.”
“But we gotta run. We can’t stand out in this radiation for too long. Ya ready?”
“Keep up, old man.” With that, Petal placed the slate back into her coat packet and with a wild whoop sprinted off towards the horizon.
Gabe followed with great lunging steps and soon caught up. The Geiger counter fluctuated from low to high with every other step. He tried not to think too much about it. He grabbed Petal’s hand to make sure she didn’t trip and sucked in a breath as he ran to the turbine, their hopeful sanctuary.
Ten minutes into their run, Gabe spotted the vertical stabilizer fins of an old passenger plane behind a fence stretching for at least a kilometre across the horizon.
“This must be it,” Gabe said, just as a strike of lightning from the dark, ominous clouds above lit up the scorched earth and shined briefly off a metallic fuselage. Three seconds later, a clap of thunder crashed across the sky, rumbled against the ground, making Gabe jump with surprise.
Petal screamed with excitement, not realising that they, being the only two things apart from the rusting aircraft in the desert, were prime targets for a lightning strike.
They dashed closer to the scrapyard. A light glowed from behind an ancient bomber, bathing its disintegrating shell in a kind of holy light that stood up to the indomitable darkness of the storm clouds. How brave, Gabe thought, of that little light to shine when all around the world looked to swallow it whole and snuff it out for good. How brave.
Gabe fixed his attentions on it as if it was a safety beacon.
The counter had thankfully grown quieter. They had passed through the worst of the lingering radiation. How much damage was done during their exposure, he couldn’t know. Hopefully it would be minor, if not negligible. It had been over fifty years since the The Family dropped the nukes and EMPs. Time does heal, even from the worst atrocities of humankind.
It was ironic that the one thing that still worked properly in this desolate, post-Cataclysmic place was the wind turbine, considering it was designed and manufactured by The Family when they were a renewable energy company. That was before the economic collapse. Before they changed tack and applied their technology and immeasurable resources to arms and weapons manufacture. Before they became the superpower.
“Can you imagine what we could salvage from here?” Petal said.
“They’re dead, girl. Doubt any of the gear inside these planes survived the EMPs. Half of ‘em never left the ground. Besides, the Tinker would’ve grabbed anything of use by now, I’m sure. It’s a crying shame though. Look at those beauties just sitting there.”
He pointed to the far left of the yard. Ten pristine Anglo-American drone-controlled F300 stealth fighters sat lined up like they just came out of the Skunkworks. Trillions of dollars worth of dead, pretty metal rusting on the desert planes of north China.
They were nothing more than rusted garden ornaments now.
Back before the war, this place would have been covered in lush agricultural land, growing cotton and rice. The nukes and subsequent fallout had killed most of that off. The main foods available consisted of leftover powdered foods, sugarweed, and surprisingly, soya.
After the fallout dropped to a certain level, soya started to regrow. According to the gangs that Gabe ran with in Hong Kong, before he met Petal, there was something about the soya plant that trapped and made safe the dangerous isotopes. Since then, soya beans, milk, oil, and its proteins have been the main source of food—for those who could find the fields. They were few and far between. Gabe and Petal’s own rations, stored in her backpack, were running dangerously low.
Petal shrugged her shoulders, “Yeah, real shame. All that money, and now they ain’t worth crap.” She moved closer to the chain link fence and reached out a hand.
With a sharp cracking sound, she flew away, her body hitting the hard ground like a doll. A shower of blue sparks arced from the electrified fence as her body jerked briefly before tensing up and then becoming still. The sparks, like blue shards, fell around Gabe’s body as he dropped the Geiger counter to the floor and rushed to Petal’s prone body.
“Jesus, girl!”
He shook her gently, tried to wake her, but she didn’t move.
Taking off her goggles, her eyes were still that solid black, only now they weren’t doing their weird swirling thing. He checked her pulse: nothing.
Screaming for help, he placed her flat on her back, and one hand over the other pumped her chest. Time had no purpose then. He had no idea how long he’d been pumping her heart when a voice called out to him from beyond the fence.
“What are you doing out there? Who are you?” the voice said, in a gravely singsong kind of way.
It had to be the Tinker. She fitted the description given to him by Xian, and the voice sounded similar to the one on the video recording.
“I think she’s dead!” Gabe said. “Help me!”
 



Part 2 - The Tinker
Gabe had never seen Petal like this before. She’d blacked out once or twice, lost consciousness on many occasions, but she always came round. It sometimes took a shot of NanoStem—a solution made from nanobots that healed wounds and cured illnesses, but he had no ‘Stems, and this time, there was no pulse at all.
A figure in a makeshift leather cloak, stained black from dirt and grease, entered a code into a keypad attached to a fencepost. Gabe knew the power to the fence was now off due to the lack of hum, more apparent because of its absence. With the rain and the wind, he hadn’t noticed it before, but the silence now was like someone had switched off a white-noise generator.
The figure opened a door within the fence, and stopped about twenty metres away as if regarding them as threat, or perhaps expecting this was just a setup to lure her from her graveyard. Gabe couldn’t make out their face, hidden deep within the shadow of the hood. Rain lashed against the stiff leather fabric, making a drumming sound.
It lifted its head no more than an inch, but it was enough for Gabe to see two pinpricks of blue light, like two miniature Earths floating in a void. It was she: the Tinker.
“Please,” Gabe begged, hunched over Petal’s still form, “Help me.”
No reaction.
“Are you listening? Ya damned fence has probably killed my friend! Hell, my only friend! Don’t just stand there. Help me. There must be something ya can do?”
A hot prickly sensation crawled up and down his arms and back as his muscles tensed. Her inactivity and passiveness enraged him; made him want to destroy her, punish her for not helping him save the only person he held dear. His one precious thing in a world of ruin and struggle. Petal was as close to family as anyone could be. And the only family he had left.
The Tinker ambled forwards a few steps, her feet scraping against the hard earth. Her right hip rose higher than her left like two out-of-sync pistons, giving her an awkward, waddling gait. When she was just a metre away, she pulled back the hood.
The two lights were some kind of optical replacement. Attached to her head by a leather strap, the two orbs set in a steel surround. The orbs themselves were no more than a centimetre in diameter. Behind the strap, rough, amateur stitches lined the circumference of scar tissue around the profile of the eye socket. The wounds looked old, matched the soft-edged scars that ran diagonally from the socket where it met the bridge of her nose and down across her sunken cheeks to finish at her jawline.
She opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out for a few seconds. She had just three teeth on the bottom row, pointing at counterpoint angles, and two canines on the upper row, which as he noticed looked especially sharp.
Her foul breath carried to him even through the wind and rain. It stunk of rotten meat or some kind of rancid fungus. Her blackened tongue probed tentatively at her teeth.
He was reminded of how a snake would taste the air with its forked tongue.
“Well?” The tension was killing him.
Finally she spoke, uttered with the cadence and timbre of words that had sat eager in a throat with no audience to hear them for far too long. They came tumbling out, tripping over each other. “What who do you are... I mean... who are you? What do you want?”
“Want? What does it look like?” He stood, pointed to Petal. “She took a shook off ya fence, I want you to help me get her out of the rain, try and help her. We ain’t got time to screw about here, yeah? Can ya help?”
“Who are you people?” She raised her face to him, trained those weird orbs on his face. She swayed her head, held it at a crooked angle as if she wasn’t sure where she should be looking. Her upturned lips transferred her confusion.
It dawned on him then: she clearly hadn’t received the message he and Petal had sent responding to her request for help for her job. That, or Xian hadn’t sent it. Given how his brain was full of a varied concoction of toxins, that wasn’t so surprising.
He quickly explained that they were there for the job.
“Right!” she said. “Yeah, about the job. You’re here for that? Good. Come. Bring the girl. I’ve got just the thing—for a price.”
Gabe didn’t care about the price; he just wanted her back. He’d negotiate afterwards. He gently lifted Petal from the ground, placed her arms around his neck, and carried her towards the open door of the Tinker’s graveyard compound.
As he passed through the door, held open by the Tinker, she had pulled her cloak slightly to one side, exposing a beige-coloured leather jerkin that had—
What the hell? He looked closer to confirm his suspicions. The markings on the jerkin were tattoos. That wasn’t leather! It was skin.
She gave him a wicked grin, exposing her rotten black gums.
Skin jackets, foul breath that stunk of rotting meat... He tried not to think about what that all pointed to.
“Over there.” The Tinker pointed to the broken fuselage of a passenger jet. The nose cone and tailfin had come away as did one of the wings. It had the colours of a Russian airline: white and red. The windows were covered with hastily welded scrap pieces salvaged from other planes. The steps to the cabin door were a combination of robes, wooden steps, and yet more salvaged metal.
Gabe waited her for to lead the way, but she stood there, her cloak open, her hand resting on the butt of a rifle that was hanging from a belt: a not-so-subtle threat. But that was fine. She wasn’t the only one concealing arms.
Not wanting to hang around, he accepted the situation and headed for the plane, all the while the hairs on the back of his neck tickled as if being brushed constantly by a ghost. He just hoped that by the time he got inside, the clearly mental woman would have shot him and decided which bits of his body she would barbecue first.
It was that unfortunate thought that drew his gaze to his side as he made his way across the muddy ground and through the piles of scrap metal. Through a narrow gap between two ten metre high piles of wings and fins, a series of sharpened sections of metal reached out of the ground. Upon them, hung like nothing more than laundry, were the skins of three separate individuals. Their bodies were casually tossed to the site in a pile of garbage.
Holding Petal over his shoulder with one hand, he reached the other inside of his duster, placed his palm around the grip of a revolver.
“Up there, go in and turn right. Place her on the bench.”
He just nodded, followed the orders, and waited. As crazy as she seemed, and potentially murderous, she could have just killed him from a distance. He couldn’t give up on Petal now. He’d have to see this through for her sake, one way, or another.
 
***
 
Inside the plane was a veritable warehouse of junk-treasure, objet d’art, and pieces of salvaged tech in myriad states of repair. Racks and shelves lined the left side in place of the passenger seats that had been taken out to leave a wide long space within the tube. Various tools littered the shelves: some taken from various plane assemblies, maintenance kits—as per the markings on the various boxes—and others clearly homemade.
In the dark light of the fuselage he found the bench. Carefully clearing a place on its busy surface, he placed Petal down as gentle as if she were made of eggshell waiting to crack into a hundred pieces. Above the bench was a port window looking out into the graveyard. Dark storm clouds continued to gather, blocking out the light. Inside the plane, a small hydrogen fuel-cell generator—a common item found in military aircraft—whined as it feed the string of overhead lights, giving the craft a strange out of time and place feel.
When the Tinker closed the cabin door behind her, they could have been absolutely anywhere. The sound of the rain pattering against the metal shell made him remember the days of living in the fallout shelters with his family in Hong Kong. For ten long years they had lived underground, surviving on the stockpiled supplies. Some days he wished he was back there. He missed his family, the camaraderie of the other survivors, the spirit and society of mutual help. Looking around the Tinker’s makeshift home, all he saw were tools, machinery, and circuitry.
The place had the whiff of the mad in the air, the stench of loneliness and desperation. And worse: he hadn’t seen any other way out. He was in the bargain for good now, and had to see it through, whatever happened.
“What’s your name?” Gabe said, more to break the atmosphere than anything. She pottered about, in no rush with Petal. He wanted to wail and scream to get her to move faster, but she just fussed about her racks and shelves, looking through boxes and containers. All the while mumbling indecipherable words.
“Hey. I asked—”
“I know what you asked. All in good time. Here, take this and place it in her mouth.”
She reached out a filthy fingerless gloved hand towards him and passed to him a flat metal disc, the size of a Yen coin. Upon its surface, a golden light shimmered, and around its edges indentations looked exactly like teeth marks. “What is it?”
“Just do it. Does she have a pacemaker or any mechanised organs?”
Crap, did she? He’d known her for about four years when he found her walking in a daze with no memory out of the desert. In that time she’d only needed a few basic stitches for a flesh wound. She could have anything inside for all he knew. She certainly hadn’t said anything. There were her concealed forearm spikes, and her dermal implant chip, that, via her neck port and wirelessly, allowed her to connect to computers. That wasn’t entirely different to Gabe’s own internal systems, but they couldn’t be classed as mechanised.
“What are you going to do?”
“You ever heard the story of Dr Frankenstein?” She stepped closer, carrying a box of wires and other devices he didn’t recognise. She dropped the box casually on the bench next to Petal. Reaching over the bench to a rack made from yet more salvaged metal, she pulled out a half-metre long blade. She turned to Gabe, gesticulating wildly with the blade, making him have to step back away from the cruel looking cutting edge. “Well, have you?”
“I... no, not that I can remember, why?”
With an ugly grin followed by a laugh that seemed to come from her guts, all wet and phlegmy, she passed him the blade. He noticed that a wire poked out of the base of the handle. He traced it to a black box under the bench.
“When I say so, you touch the end of that to the disc in her mouth. Just stand back to avoid the limbs.”
“Wait, you’re gonna electrocute her again?”
“Do you trust me or not?” She scrutinised him with those weird blue surrogate eyes of hers.
“I barely know ya. So no, I don’t.”
“Now,” she said, and kicked out at the box. A loud hum phased through the cabin, his fingers gripped around the handle, and before he knew it, the Tinker gripped his wrist and with strength that belied her stature, forced him to move the blade to the disc. Before it even touched, a blue electrical charge jumped across the gap to strike the disc. The current seemed to swim on the surface of the disc for a few seconds before flowing down into Petal’s mouth.
Nothing happened.
Gabe turned to face the Tinker. He was about to remonstrate when she kicked at the box again. Another bolt of electricity jumped from the tip of the tool in his hand to the disc.
Petal’s body lurched upwards in a tight arc before slamming back down onto the bench. Her right foot jolted up and down, striking her heel against the bench.
The Tinker pushed Gabe out of the way as he stood open-mouthed. She grabbed the disc with a pair of rubber handed pliers and threw it down into the dark recesses of the fuselage. From inside her cloak, she pulled out a syringe. She ripped of the wrapper and leant over Petal’s chest.
Gabe moved to intercept her, fearful of what might be in the needle, but she casually turned, held her hand up to stop him. “It’s ‘Stem,” she said. “It’ll help repair the damage from the fence. He reached for the wrapper. She was right. Somehow, she had managed to find a legit supply of NanoStems. It didn’t matter, however. Petal snapped her head to the side, stared at the woman, screamed, and thrust up an arm, knocking the syringe to the floor.
“God damn it!” The Tinker turned, and scrabbled on the floor for the NanoStem shot.
“Petal!” Gabe rushed to the bench, reached for Petal’s hand. “Y’okay, girl? Can you hear me?”
Petal heaved in a deep breath, expanding her chest and let it out in a barely controlled roar. She clasped her hands to the side of her head, before ripping off the goggles and throwing them to the floor. Her eyes were still black, but now shimmered with an ethereal blue as tiny lines of electricity danced on the surface.
“Argh! What the holy fuck is happening?” Sweat poured from Petal’s face as she sat up on the bench, her legs hanging off the edge. She leant forward, crunched up into a ball, and let out a high-pitched keening noise.
Gabe could do nothing but put his arms around her and call to the Tinker. “What’s happening? Have you ever done this before?” The old woman rose up from her crouched position beneath the bench, the syringe now in her hand.
“She’s just dealing with the post defibrillation. It ain’t an exact science.”
“You done this before?”
“Of a sorts. Not necessarily to bring people back, but to—”
“I know exactly what ya’ve done,” Gabe said, letting out the fear and anger. “Those bodies, that jacket, ya’re a freakin’ monster.”
“No darling, I’m the doctor, I just create the monsters. You need to read up on your literature. Here.” The grinning woman handed him the syringe. Petal grabbed it from his hands, jabbed it straight into her heart and plunged the liquid into her. She immediately collapsed forward into Gabe’s arms.
“She’ll be out for a few hours while the ‘Stems do their work. I dare say she has a bit of brain damage to fix, given the time she was out.” Her tone and demeanour changed at that point. She reached out her hands, taking Petal gently by the waist, and helped her to the ground. Throwing Petal’s arm of her shoulders, the Tinker led her past the bench and into the darkness.
Gabe followed her through a curtain, thankfully made of fabric and not skin, and noticed she had a bed made up in the first class passenger part of the cabin.
“While she’s sleeping it off, I think you should have a beverage and we’ll discuss my payment terms—you kind of owe big time for bringing your friend back. Also, that was the last shot of ‘Stem I had. That shit ain’t cheap. I’m sure you realise that, eh?”
“Yeah, I get it, and I appreciate it, but considering it was your fence that nearly killed her in the first place, I’d say we’re even.” He slumped into a seat next to Petal’s bed. His guts churned with worry, and relief, and a million other mixed emotions. He knew better than anyone that life in the post-Cataclysmic world was tough and often more than a little crazy, but this woman was something off the chart. He’d heard of cannibalism amongst some of the gangs in Hong Kong—some quickly reverted to their most basic survival instinct as they soon discovered that looters and nature had reclaimed most of the food outside of the shelters. But to be as blatant as her, that was a new level of crazy that would alter his scale considerably. She made Xian look like a picture of calm and sanity.
“You’re staying in my home, breathing my air, and taking up my space. There ain’t no even here, young man. And you’re here for the job, are you not? I suggest you show a little gratitude and realise your position in this world. You need me more than I need you, although it’s been many years since I had someone with dark skin like yours. You from the Jamaican quarter, eh?” She loomed over Petal’s sleeping form, her head turned to look at him. Her eyes seem to shine brighter, and her canines looked sharper.
He refused to answer her question. That time of his life was too difficult to talk about; the memories, as they were, covered in so much blood, conflict, and ultimately grief and guilt.
“Tell me about the job. And a name would be good, also.”
“You can call me Shelley. So, about this job. Sit tight and let me tell you a story about a man who double-crossed me...”
 



Part 3 - The Job
Shelley the Tinker sat next to Gabe, on the end of Petal’s bed. She stared at him for a while as if planning on how to tell her story and then she started.
“I was in Baicheng, just a short trek west of here. You can get there by following the dead railway track, if the scavenging bastards haven’t already stolen the wood and iron. The city used to be a main transport hub to the various northern part of the China Empire. After The Family had dropped the bombs, it was hit hardest by looters: all the cars, trains, planes, and basically anything that moved was taken, either to get the hell out, or to barter for food.
“Like those poor bastards in the Hong Kong shelters, the supplies eventually ran out, forcing everyone else to the surface. By then the gangs were in control, and not a little crazy.”
Gabe thought it ironic she was the one calling them crazy, but he let her continue on with her story.
“The Family’s drones thinned their ranks over time, and the people from the shelters, called the Risen, took the opportunity to try and secure themselves shelter and resources. The fighting led to a blood bath. It literally ran in the streets one night after a particularly brutal clash.
“I had always remained independent. Earning enough favour with the various gangs to not get killed, but not enough so that I gained any loyalty or obligation to any one group. Back then, being in a gang was as quick a route to death as not being in one and opposing them.”
Despite himself, Gabe found himself admiring her courage and sense. He made the mistake of joining a gang soon after he rose out of the shelters, mainly because he thought that it would be the quickest way to get food and water for his family who remained behind, but things didn’t work quite as he planned. Trying to predict the future of a gang was like trying to tame chaos.
“Anyway, around that time I started hearing about a guy who was somehow repairing electronics from the EMP damage. There were rumours that he’d found himself a penthouse room in one of the still-standing apartment buildings in what used to the posh part of town. He’d secured it after managing to get power back into the security grid and made quite the fortress for himself.
“The other rumour at the time was that he’d found a working server. Apparently it wasn’t on at the time of the attacks, and had remained in its protective packaging.”
Gabe interrupted, “What use would a server be when there’s no network anymore to take advantage? It’s not like we need spreadsheets or word processors anymore.”
“I’m coming to that.”
“Go on.”
“So this guy calls himself Jericho, finds this server and apparently makes contact with other survivors. Much like how Xian and I discovered each other, this Jericho used the server’s technology to locate and join some networks that had either survived the attack, or had been built afterwards.
“Suddenly, we realised there were pockets of survivors outside of The Family’s dome, and they had technology—software too. AIs! Military AIs. That’s ultimately how I found, and later won this place.”
“What do you mean, won?” Gabe asked.
“You don’t think anyone would give up a place like this? There’s every piece of tech you could ever want here—if you could fix it up that is. But also look at the resources here: oil, water, tools, glass, metal, fabrics, and wire. If one had the appropriate blueprints and schematics, not to mention the maintenance manuals, hell, one could, if they had the skills, get one of these birds back in the sky.”
Gabe felt like he understood what the job was. “This Jericho has the information you want?”
“Look at you! Clever boy, aren’t we?”
He shrugged, not letting the insult hit him. He was smart enough when he needed to be, and it didn’t exactly take a genius. She was just being too slow to get to the damned point.
“So tell me about this Jericho. Is he still in his penthouse? I assume that’s where the information is that ya want us to recover.”
“Got it in one, Skippy.”
“So what’s the payment for this job?”
“Come, I’ll show you.”
Shelley rose to her feet, her knee joints clicking and cracking as she stood. She passed him and exited to the fuselage. She led him across the scrapyard. All about him were trillions of dollars worth of military equipment, now rendered utterly useless. Even if you could get one back up and running, what would be the point? Where was there to go? And as Shelley hobbled through the labyrinth of junk metal and nearly new vehicles, a thought nagged at him.
She mentioned that she could get one of the birds back in the sky. Where the hell was she intending to go? And where was she getting the fuel? Most of the planes used H-core engines that required hydrogen gas. Even if she could distil it from water, there wouldn’t be enough around. There was barely enough now for people to get by. Mostly it was rainwater or contaminated rivers. Purification tablets were available, but in such scarce numbers that no one developed a surplus of water.
“Here, come look.” The old tinker stood over the open trunk of a rusted Ford Ranger EX.
He stepped forward, still wary of the woman and her intentions. Inside the truck was a steel lock box. They were usually used for storing expensive tools. She flipped the lid, and inside were five two-litre bottles of water and a full box of protein packs: enough for at least two weeks for two people. Already he felt his stomach growl. He and Petal’s rations were running low. There was a chance they could find more food in Baicheng, but given how most cities and towns they had passed through were barren empty graveyards, he didn’t hold out much hope of separating resources from the few survivors who had fought to attain them.
“Stand back,” she said.
At first Gabe thought about overpowering her and taking the food and water, but he thought back to his time in Hong Kong. He’d be no better than the animals there. So he stepped back, realised that Shelley was holding a taser inside her jacket and pointing at him.
“What’ya playin’ at?”
“Just protecting myself. That’s only part of what I’m offering for the job. Just so you know I’m serious about getting that information. If you can get it for me, this is yours.”
“A part? There’s more?”
She slapped her hand on the back of the Ranger. “You also get this. It’s got half a tank of H. Will get you two hundred miles if you take it easy.”
Gabe couldn’t believe it. His feet were calloused and blistered from so much walking, and he had at least a few more weeks ahead of him. No one had a working vehicle this side of the Dome. He’d heard rumours of a desert-gang who had made their own buggies out of non-electrical mechanical parts, but to have a real vehicle, that’d cut down a huge amount of time. They’d planned to travel to the rumoured outpost beyond the Dome called GeoCity-1. Home to the people who had made their own vehicles.
At first Gabe and Petal didn’t believe it existed. A settlement that close to the Dome? Why would The Family allow it? But then back at Xian’s they had proof: a network signal. There were computers over there, and a job request. An unnamed individual requested someone with AI knowledge. They only knew about it because Gabe managed to decrypt the information. Xian just thought it was junk data left over from some random computer. Nothing was random these days. With so few computers still working, and fewer people still to actually make any use of them, any piece of data was important, valuable.
The Ranger would take weeks off their journey.
Shelley knew he was in. She just smiled and pointed back the way they came, making Gabe walk ahead of her. At every step he wondered if she’d change her mind, kill him, and wear his skin as a robe. He arrived back at the fuselage as Petal poked her head out.
“What the hell just happened?” Petal said, rubbing her head, squinting her eyes.
“Nothing much,” Gabe said. “You just died for a bit.”
“That all? Hah. For a headache like this I was hoping it was for a night of drinking and screwing. No such luck, eh?”
“Not these days, girl. But we got the job, and it’s a good’un. You up for some covert ops?”
“If it puts food in my belly, I’m in for anything. When do we get started?”
Shelley hobbled past Gabe, regarded the both of them. “If you set off now, you’ll reach Baicheng before nightfall.”
Petal stretched her limbs, climbed down the stairs slowly, and breathed in deeply. “I feel like crap, but I guess it won’t hurt to walk it off. You shot with me ‘Stems, didn’t you?”
Shelley nodded. “You took quite the shock. A little bit of advice: don’t go touching things that aren’t yours. Quick way to get yourself killed, and maybe permanently one day.”
“Aye, noted. Thanks for the ‘Stem though, I know they don’t come cheap.”
“Well, considering I need a job doing, I like to think of it as investment. Just don’t screw up.”
Gabe saw the look in her eyes and thought back to the pile of skins. There was a reason she still had protein packs left. She was getting her nutrition from somewhere else. And he guessed if they failed, they’d better not return, unless they wanted to be the woman’s dinner and desert.
“You wanna set off now then?” Petal said. “You got all the details for the job?”
Gabe looked to Shelley. “Do you have any more info on this Jericho character? Like the whereabouts of his place? Anything to look out for, defence wise?”
“Just ask around in the town. It won’t take you long to find him—unless he finds you first. And as for defence, he isn’t a schoolgirl; so expect to work for this job. It won’t be a walk in the park, that’s for sure.”
 



Part 4 - The Betrayer
“This place is a shit hole,” Petal said as she and Gabe climbed over a three metre high pile of concrete and rubble at the entrance to Baicheng, the former transport hub for northern China. The sun was close to setting, and it bathed the dead city in a wash of crimson light.
“Everywhere is, but this does seem to be particularly screwed. How ya feeling?” Gabe helped her over an outcrop of rock.
“Like I died. My head’s killing me. I can feel the ‘Stems at work though.”
She’d eventually got her balance back halfway through the journey. One thing Gabe had learned in the years spent travelling with her was that she was incredibly resilient. He often wondered if she weren’t some kind of cyborg or something, given her ability to hold AIs and malicious code, and her physical prowess. He had no doubt that the electrical blast from Shelley’s fence would have killed a lesser person.
They continued on into the city of Baicheng. Among the scrubland, covered in dry hard-backed dirt, were small patches of soy plants. A larger field, no more than fifty metres long appeared to be subdivided into specific areas. He guessed these were one of the various gangs’ food sources. Around the soy plants were fences with various crudely made signs. Gang signs.
Petal leant over to grab a handful of plants—it was trivial to get the protein from them and the soy plant had proven to be quite resistant to nuclear radiation. There were compounds within it that actually provided the consumer with a degree of a protection from various heavy metals and radiation.
“No, girl, I wouldn’t do that.” Gabe pulled her back by the collar of leather biker’s jacket.
“What the hell, Gabe?”
“Look.” He pointed past the fields to a flat-roofed building. Half of it was crumpled from a missile strike; the other half leaned away at an alarming angle. Rebar and steel reinforcement jutted out at awkward angles. The setting sun shone through the various empty windows from the other side, lighting it up inside like the building has some kind of force within it.
“It’s a ramshackle building, what of it?”
Grabbing her by the shoulders, Gabe pushed her to the ground and fell down with her, just as a gunshot split the air. The bullet crashed into the hard ground a metre beside them, sending up a cloud of dust.
“Crap!” Petal said. “How the hell did you?”
Gabe looked at her, flashed her a grin. “I may be old, but I got damned good vision. Stay low.”
On their bellies they scrambled through the soy plantation, using it for cover, stopping every few metres to change direction. Luckily, amongst the field were various piles of rubble and steel and leftover farming machinery. Using those for cover, they dodged a further five shots.
“They’ll give up shortly,” Gabe said. “They won’t want to waste ammo.”
“I hate this place already.”
“Well keep ya little grabby-hands to ya self, and we should be okay.” Gabe peered through a gap in a rusted shell of a tractor. A bullet ricocheted over the roof, and made him jump. Before the sun dropped below the horizon, he just caught a shadow move in one of the open windows. It appeared the sniper had given up. Not surprising giving the impending darkness and their covered position.
Petal coughed, brought up a splash of black liquid. It was the ‘Stem solution. He reached over, and pulled her goggles up. Her eyes were a deep red colour. That wasn’t a good sign. She’d need to get a suitable node soon and download the various AIs and viruses that she was carrying from their last few jobs. They didn’t know what would happen if she went over capacity, but they knew it wouldn’t be good.
“Is it bad?” Petal said.
Gabe shook his head. “Nah, ya okay for a while yet. Besides, if we complete the job, we’ll cut down our journey to GeoCity-1 by two weeks.”
“Come on then, let’s get on and find Jericho.” Petal kept low and crawled out from behind the tractor shell. Gabe followed and they soon reached the end of the plantation. Beyond that was a wide road leading to the centre of the city. To either side and just in front of them rose two rusted hulks of buildings. Gabe could just make out the signs. On the left was a tram centre, the one on the right a train station. The latter seemed to be some kind of gathering place. He heard voices echo over the air, and through the gaps of the thin sheet-metal exterior he saw the first flickers of a fire. A few seconds later, he smelled smoke and roasting meat.
Further past the transport hubs, among the various semi-destroyed buildings, was an obelisk-shaped monument in the middle of a square. The monument was broken in half, leaving jagged fragments of marble to poke out at all angles. The square was lit up by a series of solar-lights, giving the place an eerie yellow colouring. To add to the theme, a number of bodies hung from those jagged fragments.
After waiting a further five minutes in cover, no one took any more shots at them, so they got up and stalked to the building with the fire inside.
The sun had fully set by the time they reached the outside of the train station. The voices came louder the closer they got, and Gabe could tell an argument was going on inside. Someone was accusing someone else of theft.
He considered bypassing it and going further into the city, to find the apartment building where Jericho hid, but this was also a good opportunity to gather intel—if the locals were friendly enough, and given they were shot at, that was entirely debatable.
“What’s the plan?” Petal asked.
“Just wait a sec, listen to what’s going on, and see if it’s safe to approach.”
“It’d have been a lot easier if that crazy bitch had just given us a map or the guy’s location.”
“Well, life ain’t fair, is it? Now, shh for a bit.”
Gabe crouched at the base of the building and peered through a gap in the sheet metal. Inside, a group of dishevelled people in tatty clothes warmed their bodies around a number of drumfires.
In the middle sat a man and a woman in slightly better clothes. They sat on a pair of old seats that looked like they were ripped out of a train carriage.
A young girl knelt in front of the pair, clutching a bag. Behind her, and with their hands on her shoulders, were two men with wiry bodies and black clothes. On each of their forearms was some of kind of stitched sigil—a gang sign—the same as he saw on the plantation warning signs.
The woman sitting on the train seat held a pistol across her lap. She casually tapped her hand on its grip as the young girl in front of her tried to speak through beseeching sobs.
“I didn’t do it. I was just...” she began.
“Thieving! the man sitting next to the woman said. He was wearing an old-fashioned pair of jeans and a western-style buttoned shirt. It matched the trouser-suit of his partner. The pair of them looked like they came right out of the twenties.
“Honest, Tatsu, I ditn’t touch nuffin’.”
“Then why do you have our property on your person?” the woman said, leaning forward and gripping the pistol.
“I found it, ditn’t I? I was gonna bring it back to ya, but Jer—”
She stopped mid-sentence at the same time as a gunshot exploded from outside of the station. It reverberated through the sheet metal walls, making Gabe jump backwards—right into the outstretched arms of two girls, both wielding pistols. Behind them an older woman held a shotgun aloft. Smoke rose from one of the barrels.
All three wore traditional ninjutsu wraps of dark cloth. The two girls with the pistols looked like teenagers. They all wore their hair up in a single ponytail.
“Who the hell—” Petal began.
“Shut your ugly mouth, bitch,” the young girl in front of Petal said, sneering.
Petal tensed and moved her arms forward. Gabe knew she was readying her concealed forearm spikes. That’d be suicide.
“Sorry,” Gabe said, holding up his palms, trying to be the least threatening possible. “Did we do something we shouldn’t have? We’re new to the place, so don’t know the customs.”
The eldest woman holstered her shotgun behind her back, placed her hands on the two younger girl’s shoulders, and pulled them back slightly as if holding back wild dogs. She looked Gabe up and down. He could barely make out her features in the darkness. The cracks in the walls allowed some light from the flames to flicker through, casting shifting shadows on her face. One second she looked sharp, cruel, and in another she seemed beautiful, ephemeral. She wore an interested smirk on her face as she took in Gabe and Petal.
“No. You’re not, are you?” she said, her voice low and languid, smooth like velvet. “You appear to like spying, though. Who are you? What do you want?”
“Just passing through,” Gabe said. ”We just wanna go about our business. Don’t wanna cause any trouble.”
“Considering someone was shooting at you, I’d say you’ve brought trouble on yourself. And standing here, spying on a meeting is not exactly just passing through now, is it? I’ll give you one more chance. What do you want here?”
“Food,” Gabe said. “That’s all. We’re travellers, and have run out of supplies.”
“Hand over your bag and empty your pockets,” the eldest woman said.
Petal clenched her teeth and raised her arms slightly.
Gabe reached out a hand to her. “Do as they say.”
There wasn’t much in their pockets or their bag anyway: only a few small canteens of water and scraps of protein bars long out of their use-by date. Petal emptied the stolen soy plants from her jacket pockets.
“Fucking thieves!” the young girl in front of Petal said. The other one, who could have almost been the twin, had barely said anything, having not taken her eye off Gabe for one second. Her stare was unnerving, as if she knew something but wasn’t saying. Gabe wondered if their reputation had preceded them. Chances were the girl was just a psycho.
“Come on, you’re going to explain your crimes to the Mayors,” the elder said. “Lead the way,”
The two younger ones pushed Petal and Gabe away from the building, and with their guns inches from the back of their heads, made them walk round the building and in through the entrance where the circle of men, women and children awaited. The group watched them as if they were some kind of celebrity couple.
Even the young girl in the middle with the bag at her feet stared up at them. Gabe noticed now that the bag seemed to contain hardware of some sort. He could make circuit boards and wires and what looked like replacement quantum drives.
The girls forced Gabe and Petal into the middle so they were stood behind the young girl. She looked up at them, curious. Her face was covered in mud and her dirty blonde hair was matted into a short crop. She looked like a feral cat.
The man in the suit looked up and past Gabe and Petal to address the elder woman. “What have you brought us, Keiko? Immigrants?”
“Something like that, Tatsu. Thieves actually. Yoki and Yuri here found them stealing soy crops.”
“Really now?” Tatsu said, raising an eyebrow and looking at Gabe. “Do you know, foreigner, what we do with thieves in this city?” With that, he also cast a look down at the young girl.
“No. Why don’t ya tell me?”
“We feed them to the dogs.”
As if in response, a great howling echoed around the station as the group of people surrounding them dropped their heads back and howled together like a pack of wolves.
Now he knew what the smell of roasted meat was.
“And you would cook the girl, too?” Petal said. “Poor thing ain’t got an ounce of fat on her.”
The lady Mayor smiled at this and leaned forward to regard Petal. “For girls, we have something else in store. Not enough meat on your little bodies to satisfy the wolves. No, you’ll satisfy other needs.”
“Miyoko’s right,” Tatsu said. His sneered at Petal, looked her up and down. “I think you’ll do, for a few rounds at least. You look like you’ve got a bit of spirit about you. Like to put up a fight, eh? A little rough and tumble? Yeah, the wolves will enjoy you.” The Mayor leaned in close, ran his tongue up her neck.
That was his first mistake.
 



Part 5 - The Wolves
At first there was no change. Tatsu, the Mayor, stood close to Petal as if in a lover’s embrace. Only the wicked grin on Petal’s face indicated to Gabe that something else had happened. When Gabe and the others looked closer, a chromed spike poked out of the Mayor’s back, tenting his shirt, while a dark red stain expanded around the point.
He choked, coughed up blood. It hit the floor with a wet thud. He stumbled back, pain etched on his face in a fashion that pulled his lips back, exposing his rotting teeth and black gums. It reminded Gabe of Shelley. It was the dental hygiene of a cannibal.
No one else moved. They just stared in shock, but Petal was one step ahead. She yanked back her left arm, removing the spike from Tatsu’s sternum, and thrust into his stomach with her right, sending her other spike up through his guts.
As he danced and jerked on those spikes like a dying meat puppet, Petal spun, knocked the guns from the hands of the two girls, Yuri, and Yoki, in a wide, flashing arc. Gabe took advantage, quick-stepped into the girls, and punched them with a left-right jab. They didn’t even see his strikes.
They hit the deck hard, their heads clanging against the wooden boards of the floor.
The young girl with the bag looked up at them. With one hand she grabbed her bag of electronic items, and with the other she reached down and picked up one of the pistols. Without thinking, she put two rounds into the elder woman’s chest, sending her flying back.
It was then that Miyoko screamed, and leant over the still body of her partner.
“You fucking whore!” The enraged woman thrashed out her hands; her fingers bent like claws. She raked them towards Petal’s face, but she was too slow. She only caught Petal with a slight scratch before Petal twisted on her heel, caught Miyoko’s flailing arm, and judo-threw the woman over her hip. She landed in a crumpled mess.
The young girl, now moving towards Petal and Gabe, aimed and shot Miyoko in the neck before following up with a second shot to the heart.
The on-looking crowd were stunned. They haunted the place like statues. They no longer howled at the thought of ravaging Petal’s body, or eating Gabe’s meaty flesh. Dressed in rags, sacks, and what looked like old furs, they eventually gathered their thoughts.
And that thought was: kill.
“I’m Holly, by the way,” the young girl said. “Follow me.”
She grabbed Petal’s hand, and led them back away from the front entrance of the train station. Gabe picked up the shotgun and the remaining pistol, placing it in a holster inside his long jacket. The shotgun, Gabe noticed, was a late issue assault model: eighteen rounds to a magazine, and semi-automatic firing. A second magazine was taped to the stock. It felt hefty in his hands, a real confidence-giver.
The ranks of the unwashed and the deranged lurched like zombies after them as Holly led them through a door way and into a small, disused office. “Up here.” She pointed to the low ceiling. A tile was slightly set back from the other. “Give me a boost. Quick.”
Petal clasped her hands, knelt down, and boosted the young girl upwards. Holly pushed the tile away to reveal a dark entrance. At first Gabe thought she had left them there. Her footsteps up in the roof space clattered away from them.
The sound of the angry mob was getting closer. Soon they would rush them, lost to their lust for sex and meat, and he and Petal wouldn’t be able to hold them all back. Gabe stepped towards the doorway, lifted the shotgun, and fired eight shots in controlled two-shot bursts.
Three of them collapsed to the floor in a mist of blood. The others just stepped over them, not even caring. The look in their eyes told Gabe they would not reason. They were beyond any normal recognition.
He fired a further two shots, taking down the two in the front. This bought him a bit more time as the pack tangled and collapsed in a heap. He guessed there to be about twenty or so left. They were only ten metres away now. He wouldn’t have time to take them all down.
“We’ve gotta go,” Petal said.
“Ya think? I’ll give ya a boost, and then hold these off,” Gabe said.
“Like hell, you will. I ain’t leaving you behind.”
Petal moved away from the hole in the ceiling to stand next to Gabe. She crouched, her forearm spikes held out and across each other.
Before Gabe had a chance to raise the shotgun and fire again, he heard the clack of footsteps above him return.
“She’s back,” Petal said. She dashed behind. Gabe looked over his shoulder to see the girl poking her head through the hole.
“It’s clear,” Holly said. “Come on.”
She threw down a rope ladder.
Petal looked at Gabe. “You coming?”
“Just get up there. I’ll be right behind ya.”
Petal scaled the ladder, disappeared into the darkness. Her shouts of ‘Gabe!’ echoed down from the roof space.
The pack had righted itself, focussed on him, and charged.
He emptied the magazine, taking out three more of the mob, but it didn’t slow them. This time, they were prepared. They leapt over the bodies and lunged for him, their arms outstretched.
Gabe dashed back and slammed the door, crushing a pair of hands. The owner of said hands yelped like a dog ahead of the assault on the wooden door. With the weight and fury of the mob behind it, the door buckled and shook within the frame with each crash.
A small window next to it smashed as a rock flew through into the office, sending shards of glass spraying around the confined room.
“Gabe, hurry!” Petal screamed, her head appearing in the hole in the ceiling.
He rushed to the rope ladder just as the door burst open.
Grabbing one rung after the other, he scrambled up, unable to get a footing as it swung away from him in his rush to escape. A member of the pack dived for him as he hung on to the ladder. He raised his feet just in time to see the crazed man crash to the floor. The rope ladder whipped around further, making it impossible for him to get his feet on the rungs.
“Help me up!” Gabe said as the pack surged into the office. Only four of them could fit at one time, but they grabbed Gabe by the feet. He kicked out, crunching one person’s skull with the heavy heel of his boot. Another one collapsed under the force, tripping over the first pack member who had crumpled to the floor.
Holly and Petal stood aside the hole, reached down, and grabbed his arms. With a swift yank, they had lifted him above the outstretched grabbing hands of the furious mob. Their eyes were wide and they slathered, drool dripping from their mouths. They were more animal than human. Hell only knew what had made them like that.
They pulled up the rope ladder and placed an iron bar across the gap in the roof.
The roof space was dark and dank and stunk of old mushrooms. Holly shone a flashlight and aimed the beam to the far side of the station’s roof. A door hung slightly open. “Over there,” she said. “Leads to a terrace. We can use that to get over to J’s place. That’ll be safe—for now.”
“J?” Petal asked. Both she and Gabe raised their eyebrow at that as they dashed for the open door after lifting the rope ladder away from the baying mob.
Holly stopped at the open door and let Petal and Gabe pass through it and out into the night.
The terrace ran around the rear of the station. It was made of old iron and looked severely rusted in parts. It was at least a ten-metre drop below the metal grid that made up the terrace.
A newer section, one that appeared to be welded and strapped together from repurposed girders, branched away a ninety-degree angle from the terrace. It stopped at what looked like an apartment building. On the top floor a light competed with the moon to illuminate the terrace and the grounds around it.
It was a penthouse room.
Petal stopped Holly before she could go further across the terrace. “Wait. Do you know Jericho?”
The girl gave her a funny, incredulous look. “Well, yeah. Everyone knows Jericho.”
 



Part 6 - The Deal
Just don’t stare at him too long. That’s what Holly had warned them. Jericho was a nice guy as long as he didn’t feel threatened. If he did, then things went wrong real quick, apparently.
Holly, with her tatty hooded jacket, smeared with mud and grease stood outside the door of the apartment building. She’d taken them out through a rat’s maze of ducting and hidden tunnels until they came out on the top floor. Gabe could hear music coming from the other side: an old reggae tune. He recognised the sound of it from his parents. Reggae was the soundtrack of the shelter back in Hong Kong.
Holly knocked harder. Looked up into a swivelling camera lens. The music stopped. The door opened.
A man appeared in the doorway. He wore a pair of floral shorts and a white tank top vest. It looked like he cared for himself. No malnutrition and plenty of body mass, sculpted into muscle. His dark skin was clean and clear, no indication of disease.
When he smiled the whiteness of the teeth stood out in stark contrast: no sign of bad dental hygiene with this one.
He first looked at Gabe, seemed to size him up like some men do. A kind of internal ranking system. The thought being whether he could handle Gabe. This made Gabe realise he hadn’t seen much of the world. For one thing, you can never tell what a person is capable of just by looking at them.
There was this little Chinese kid back in the gang he ran with. To look at him, you’d have thought he was some weak little teenage boy. But Gabe had watched him take down guys twice his size without breaking a sweat. And he could take a punch like no one he’d ever seen before or since.
“Hi,” Gabe said, nodding at Jericho, keeping his distance, being respectful.
Jericho nodded back, didn’t say anything as his eyes found Petal.
Gabe saw a familiar look in his eyes as he took her in. She stood there all bravado as usual. Her mohican was matted with sweat and dirt, but she still strutted, held out her chin. Gabe stepped closer to her, subconsciously protective. Not that she needed his help, of course. She’d been more than capable of handling her own safety from scumbags over the years.
“What you want?” Jericho finally said to Holly, all the while keeping an eye on Gabe and Petal.
She held up the bag of parts.
“Got you a delivery. Same deal as before, yeah? Oh, and d’ya mind if we chill out here for a while? Things got a bit hot in the station.”
His eyes darted then, looked past Gabe and Petal into the darkened corridor. “Hot? What happened?”
“This crazy bitch only went and killed Tatsu. Stabbed him right in the chest and guts. It was epic! Oh, and Miyoko and her bitches are dead too.”
He raised an eyebrow. “This true?” he said to Petal.
She just shrugged.
“We had to defend ourselves,” Gabe said.
Jericho laughed. “Yeah, I’m sure ya’ll did.” He took the bag from Holly, peered inside, and smiled. “Ok, ya’ll can chill for a bit. But don’t be pulling any bullshit. I ain’t a patient man. You get me?”
“Yeah, we get you,” Gabe said.
Jericho turned his back, waited for the others to come through. He was clearly confident of his own safety to just casually turn his back like that. When Gabe entered the room, he could understand why.
Within the penthouse, two of the four walls lit up with holo-projectors, showing what looked like live feeds. When he inspected further, he noticed he had the apartment building covered and the surrounding parts of the city. In one square of the screen he saw the rabid pack that were chasing him outside the train station, standing below the terrace gantry looking for a way of getting up to it. One of them had a rope with a piece of metal tied to the end. He was swinging it up and over and trying to pull himself up, but he just fell to the floor.
On the other wall was an open-plan kitchen. Still in good, and by the smells of the place, working condition. The kitchen was separated from a living area by a low dividing wall and in front of that sat a perfect-condition sofa.
Opposite the sofa was a wide window over-looking the city. The glass had the telltale grid of graphene reinforcement. He noticed that on his way up to the apartment all the other windows were broken, blasted through. It seemed that not only did the penthouse give you the best view and space but also the safety of graphene-glass.
“Nice place,” Petal said. “Rent high?”
“You’re a funny girl,” Jericho said. He tossed the bag casually onto the sofa, fell next to them sinking into the cushions. He patted the space next to him. “Why don’t you come sit here, tell me a story.” He leered, but Gabe knew it was posturing—all part of his image.
“Nah, no offence,” Petal said, “but I don’t have a story. What you see is what you get.”
“A little punky killer?”
“Something like that.”
“Hey Holly, these are good’uns,” he said, rummaging through the parts and holding them up to the pale-blue light of the holoscreens. “What poor bastard did you kill for these?”
“No one this time. I made a deal with ‘em. Basically, they give ‘em to me and they don’t die. I was low on ammo.”
“Smart thinking.”
Gabe hovered around, taking in the place, noticing the various servers he had running and wired up to the place. He could sense with his internal interface that he was running a network here; either sending or receiving data but Gabe couldn’t access it. He had excellent stealth tech running. Probably military, if the information Shelley was anything to go by.
“Fuck, man, sit down, will ya? Take some weight off. You’re making me nervous.” Jericho indicated to Gabe the free armchair set against the wall, next to the floating speaker-globe of his sound system. Nice bit of kit. Ancient now, but from what he heard outside, it still sounded good.
He hadn’t realised it, but as he took the seat this was as comfortable as he had been in years. The place was really comfortable. And he yearned to relax, perhaps listen to some music again—anything to not be the killer or survivor for a short while. He could understand why Jericho had holed himself up here. For a few moments he felt normal again.
“What, man?” Jericho said, starting at Gabe. “What’s the matter? You’ve got a weird smile on your face.”
“This might be a strange request from someone ya’ve not met before. But that music ya had playing earlier. Would ya mind if—”
“You want it back on?”
“If that’s cool.”
“Yeah, man, that’s fucking cool. You like the reggae, eh?”
“It reminds me of home.”
“Likewise, man.”
Jericho leaned over, gestured at the holoscreen. The dub beats of a reggae track filled the room. Petal smiled, reached for Gabe’s hands. She lifted him out of the chair and together they danced to the music, Petal pogo-jumping, and Gabe just let his body move to the triplet rhythm almost hypnotically.
Jericho, and Holly soon joined them. The latter pogoed with Petal, giggling.
For the next hour, their host played a mix of Reggae, R n B, and some old rock. At one point, Gabe noticed tears on his cheeks. It was a mix of joy and sadness. For so long, he’d been in survival mode, always being tense, fearful. He was always filled with anger for not getting back to his family in time, but here in the penthouse, with friendly company, and his only family in Petal, he felt for the first time in years a sense of peace.
But as they wound down, the music that he grew up with reminded him too much. Reminded him of the bad choices he made. It made him long to see his mother and father again. Long to be back in the shelter with his people.
Collapsing into the armchair, tired physically and emotionally, Gabe caught his breath. Petal and Holly were chatting in the kitchen, sharing drinks from Jericho’s fridge. He’d even had a beer. A real beer!
“Hey, man, wanna drag on this?” Jericho leaned forward, handed Gabe a roll-up.
“What is it?” Gabe said, unable to identify the sweet smell that came from the smoke. He’d sampled various drugs during his time with the gangs, but nothing that smelled like that. It had a very distinctive pungent quality.
“A special blend of herbs that I grow myself. With all the radiation, loads of weird shit started to grow. Well, one day, I got a bit bored and decided to smoke of it. This one I call ‘Sweet Blue.’ It’s fucking epic.”
“What’s the high like?” Gabe asked, suspicious. Jericho had been smoking it for the past hour and seemed okay, just chilled and friendly.
“It’s not that high, really,” Jericho said. “It’s like a painkiller. Just numbs things, makes you see things in a better light.”
“I hate to be a downer, but I’ll pass, thanks. I’ve got some serious allergies to things. Don’t wanna take the risk, ya know?”
“Fair enough, man. I can respect that.” He gave Gabe a wide beaming smile as he sat back and took a long drag on his joint.
Gabe wondered about Shelley’s warnings about Jericho. He’d been nothing but an accommodating and generous guest. He later mentioned that he was having issues with the Mayors and their ‘psychotic ninja whores’ and that Petal and Gabe had done him a big favour, so perhaps that was partly the reason for his welcoming of them.
Which made of course made Gabe’s next action that little bit more difficult.
 



Part 7 - The Handover
Gabe got up from his chair. “Mind if I use ya bathroom?” he asked Jericho.
The other man pointed behind him to a doorway next to the kitchen. “Through there and first on the left, man.”
“Cheers.”
Gabe gave him a smile, and walked to the bathroom. He had to time it right.
On the holoscreen, he noticed that a camera was recording the bathroom. He had a feed from every room in the penthouse. They switched over in sixty-second intervals. This particular feed came around every three minutes. As soon as the feed switched to the bedroom, he knew he would have a clear couple of minutes.
Once inside he undid his belt and pulled his trousers down to his thighs. Strapped to the inside was a graphene-steel knife eight inches long and just nanometres thick. It curved away towards the tip from the equally thin handle. A piece of rubber across the cutting edge prevented it from cutting into his thigh.
He undid the strip, removed the rubber protective piece, and placed the knife up his sleeve. He originally thought about the pistol that he recovered from one of the girls back at the station, but that was in his jacket that he took off and left draping over a chair. It would be too obvious to reach for it. And besides, it didn’t hurt to have a backup if he needed it.
Back in the living room, Holly was sitting at Jericho’s feet enjoying a pull on the joint. Petal was sitting in Gabe’s chair sipping a beer. She looked at him, and before she could betray him with a quizzical expression, he gave her a quick shake of the head. It was one of their secret signals to stay quiet and let him do his thing.
He could have just sent her a message across their private network, but given the amount of computing in the penthouse he fully expected to be hacked and monitored. As good as a hacker as Jericho might be, one thing he couldn’t do was hack someone’s brain.
As Gabe came up to the back of the sofa on which Jericho was sat, he reached out a hand ready to grab the guy by the neck. He was determined to recover the information Shelley wanted in the quickest possible way, and his experience had told him people were much quicker to help when their lives depended on it.
“I wouldn’t do that, man,” Jericho said, casually exhaling a plume of green-tinged smoke.
Gabe stopped, unsure of what to do next. He wasn’t expecting that.
Jericho turned to face him. “I wondered how long it’d take you. I guess you enjoyed the home comforts too much to act quickly, eh? Most people do, you know. It’s why I got so many enemies these days. People who want to avenge the death of their friends who came to me, tried to take advantage of my hospitality. Holly, be a darling.”
The young girl jumped from her seated position and pointed a pistol at Petal.
“You see, Gabriel, I’ve been at this game for a while now. I knew what you wanted before you even got to my door. I saw you both snooping around. I saw that you came from the east. Only one kind of person comes from the east these days.”
“And what kind’s that?” Gabe said, letting the blade inch down his arm ready to flash it out if he needed. He gave Petal a quick glance. She looked relaxed, still sipping on her beer. He knew she’d already anticipated this; she’d moved his coat from the chair. It now lay in a pile on the floor next to the chair she was sat on. She’d likely have already pocketed the pistol. He doubted Holly would be quick enough for Petal.
“Those doing jobs for that crazy bitch Shelley. What is it she wants now? A server, DNA-drives, information on them damned planes she’s trying to fix?”
“Something like that,” Gabe said.
Jericho stubbed out the joint on an ashtray sitting on the arm of the sofa. He stood up, brushed the ash from his jacket. He walked past Gabe, who tracked his every movement, ready to strike. But Jericho didn’t seem to care as he left his back exposed. He reached the fridge and took out two more beers.
He removed the tops, and held one out to Gabe.
“Take it, man. Chill out, we can work something out.”
Gabe didn’t take the beer, wanting to keep his hands free. Jericho shrugged his shoulders and walked past him, almost brushing against him as he went, provoking Gabe to strike, but he didn’t take the bait. Gabe was reckless at times, but he wasn’t stupid. No one was that calm unless they had something going on. Jericho took his seat and sipped from the beer.
“You know she’s fucked-up in the head, right?” Jericho said. “Shelley’s cracked, man, completely. The last time I saw her she was chowing down on the liver of my best friend. That was after she stunned us both and tied us up. She started with him first, making me watch as she skinned him alive. Have you seen a man being skinned alive, Gabe? Petal?”
Gabe shrugged. “I’ve seen things you could barely imagine.” Sure, skinning someone was awful, barely imaginable, but Gabe had seen what a gang would do to a rival gang member in order to stamp their authority. When people got hungry, real hungry, the level of debasement they would sink to knew no bounds.
“So you can relate,” Jericho added. “How will you feel when you slice me up and take what it is you want back to Shelley, and she has you and Petal trapped? How will you feel when that mad bitch takes her blades to Petal’s pretty face, slicing it off with the expertise that can only come from years of practice, eh? How will you feel when you’re forced to watch your friend scream and cry in agony as she systematically removes all her organs and preps them for lunch and dinner?”
“That ain’t gonna happen,” Gabe said. “We ain’t stupid. I saw her handiwork, I know what she’s capable of, but frankly I don’t care. She has something I want—”
“Then just kill the bitch and take it. You’ll be doing this world a favour.”
Gabe had to admit he had a point, but how many more people did he have to kill to survive? He’d done enough of that back in Hong Kong, vowed to curb that side of him. If he started now, he didn’t know if he’d be able to stop, and given the things he’d had to do to survive, he was no one to judge Shelley, Jericho, or anyone. Everyone got by in his or her own way, as screwed as it might be. He weren’t some wandering judge. It weren’t his responsibility to snuff out the crazy and the dangerous. All that mattered to him was surviving each day in the best way he could, and with the least blood spilled.
“I can’t do that,” Gabe said.
Jericho laughed, slapped his hand on the arm of sofa, and sent the ashtray flying.
“Fuck, man, you’re something else. You think you can intimidate me into giving you want you want when you have a conscience? If you can’t kill that mad bitch, then I know you ain’t gonna do nothing to me. Leaves you in limbo right now, don’t it? Can’t kill, won’t kill, but you need whatever she’s promised you. And for what? What is it you want from me?”
“You offering to do a deal?” Gabe asked. He glimpsed over to Petal. She was eyeing Holly carefully, planning her next move. Like him, she kept silent over the private network, but he could tell by the tension in her face she was ready to act. Holly didn’t stand a chance.
Jericho placed the beer on the floor and put his hands in the pockets of his jacket.
“I’m always open to a deal. You know, perhaps if you opened with that instead of sneaking up behind me with bad intentions, I could’ve done you a favour. But now, you’ve just pissed me off, and no one disrespects me in my own home and gets out alive.”
 
 



Part 8 - The Node
The gunshot made Gabe twitch, dive to his side, and dodge an unseen bullet. He tripped, crashed into the wall of holoscreens to his right, cracking his head against the solid glass surface. As the pain flared, colours and shapes filling his vision, he turned his head, expecting Jericho to finish him.
But he couldn’t.
“Holy shit,” Gabe said. Holly stood over Jericho’s prone body, aiming her gun to the back of his head. She pulled the trigger for a second time, executing him. His head jolted under the blast, brain matter, skull, and blood erupted in a miniature cloud, covering the front of the girl.
“Holy shit,” Gabe repeated.
Petal stood from the chair, moved to the girl, and placed a hand on her shoulder. Holly turned, dropping her arm to her side, the gun falling from her fingers, crashing against the floor. Blood dripping from her young face.
And that’s what got Gabe the most. This kind of killing was too much for someone so young, yet the way she dispatched the Mayors’ allies back in the station it wasn’t entirely surprising, but the coldness, it gripped Gabe’s throat. This world wasn’t the only thing that had suffered at the hands of The Family-induced Cataclysm. Humanity itself had been destroyed. Sanctity of life was as dead as Jericho.
Holly wrapped her arms around Petal’s waist. Petal seemed to not understand what the girl wanted, but awkwardly brought her arms around her and looked over at Gabe.
She wasn’t wearing her goggles. Her eyes were turning to a swirling mix of red and black. She wasn’t far from being over-capacity. That thought pulled Gabe’s attentions back to the present.
“Holly, girl,” Gabe said, standing. He stepped over Jericho’s body, placed a hand on her shoulder. She turned to face him, her expression impassive, cold.
“Why?” Gabe asked. “Why’d ya do it?”
“I had to stop him,” she said quietly, as if observing a funeral protocol in reverence for the recent dead. “You’re good people. I wanted to help. Petal needs help. Jericho wouldn’t have given it. And...” She looked away, closing her eyes, grimacing. A face of shame.
“He touched you?” Petal asked.
With her eyes still closed she nodded her head. Wiped the blood from her face with the sleeve of her tatty sweater. Petal wrapped an arm around her shoulder, gave her the embrace she needed. Then the tears and sobs came.
Between the chokes and gasps, Holly said, “I loved him like a father once. But then he started to hit me.”
“It’s okay,” Petal said. “You don’t need to explain. You had to do what you had to do.”
Gabe stood silently trying not to get to deep into the girl’s misery. As terrible as it was, he had to keep his and Petal’s goals at the forefront of his mind. Now Jericho was no longer an issue, they had to find the information Shelley wanted, and find a node to download some of the AIs and viruses within Petal, but he’d give the girl a few a minutes at least.
While Petal and Holly talked it out, he grabbed Jericho’s limp arm and dragged his body out of the main living area of the room and into one of the spare, empty bedrooms. He at least thought with it out of the way, Holly would be less traumatised, not having that constant reminder of what she’d done.
Combined with that, it allowed Gabe to search the place properly, find the servers.
The apartment had three bedrooms; only one was used as such. The others were empty. The bathroom Gabe had already seen, which left just one other place.
Holly and Petal arrived together in the corridor while Gabe was inspecting the attic hatch. He turned to look at the girl. She’d washed the blood from her face, but her eyes were still rimmed with redness.
“Is it all up there?” Gabe asked?
“Yes,” Holly said. “Be careful, it’s trapped. I’ll show you the way.”
Gabe stepped back, watched Holly take a slate from her jacket pocket and gesture across its surface. The attic hatch slid open and a ladder dropped down. The stench of coolant gas wafted out: a dry, arid smell, the smell of a server room.
Holly ascended the steps half way, reached a hand in slowly to one side pulling out a control pad. She entered a code, and a series of motors whined above in the darkness.
“What was that?” Petal asked.
“Guns,” Holly said.
Gabe noticed the stains of blood on the edge of the attic hatch. He followed the trajectory and noticed a series of patched holes in the mock-wood floor of the hall. Clearly it had been activated more than once. How many people had died in order to get those servers he couldn’t guess.
“Wait there,” Holly said as she scampered up the ladder and into the darkness.
Gabe listened to her footsteps as she traversed the attic, flicking switches. The lights came on, and for the first time, Gabe got a view of what was up there. He stepped up a couple of rungs on the ladder until his head was level with the hatch. Inside the attic were a series or server racks running the length of the wall on the far side. The space was bigger than he expected, at least twenty metres by ten.
To the right end of the attic, a glass wall sectioned off the space, beyond which lay a single server. He could tell it was an old design from the size and the case style. It had to be at least before the war, over fifty years old. And here it was, the centrepiece of an impressive system set up.
Holly stood by it, after disabling the security protecting it: A series of laser beams, criss-crossing the room, briefly lit before extinguishing. She knelt to the server, reached behind it, pulled out a pair of cables with neck port plugs on the end.
She looked back to the hatch, saw Gabe, and waved him in.
“It’s safe,” she called out.
Gabe climbed the ladder, stepped up into the attic. The flat ceiling was still a good metre taller than him. The walls were lined with white Polymar™ boards to provide a secure and climate-controllable environment for all the rack-mounted servers. The light came from a series of overhead OLED panels. The power requirements to run all this must have been huge.
“How’s all this being powered?” He asked Holly as Petal joined him and they made their way to the glassed-off server room.
“Jericho got a small reactor in town working, fed the power to here.”
“And he didn’t want to share that with the rest of the town I take it?” Gabe said, passing through the door to stand next to Holly.
“It’s everyone for themselves here,” she replied, handing Gabe and Petal a cable each.
“What’s this?” Petal asked, pointing to the ancient server.
Holly smiled then, stroking a hand across its surface. “Old Grey,” she said. “One of a kind. Its operating system is an AI of sorts. You should be able to dump your AIs and viruses in it. It’s got some kind of special storage zone for malicious code. Jericho thought it was an anti-cyber warfare device. It also survived the EMPs untouched. The rest of the servers here Jericho made himself—from parts that I sourced.”
It came up to her waist, and was half the size wide. The case was a glossy black colour. The coolant gas billowed every few seconds from grills on its side, illuminated blue and red by a series of flashing LEDs on the side. Although not harmful to breathe in small quantities, the gas tickled the back of Gabe’s throat, making him cough.
“Did Jericho have a central file server?” Petal asked. “We need to find something.”
Holly tapped Old Grey again. “All in here.” She motioned to the cable in Petal’s hand. “Wanna go in?”
Petal looked to Gabe, strains of uncertainty pulling at the muscles in her face. Her eyes were a torrent of activity now. The malicious code inside her wasn’t far from breaking out. He wasn’t sure he could trust Holly after turning on a man she had once loved.
“Let me go first,” Gabe said.
“It’s safe,” Holly said. “I’m not trying to trick you or anything.”
Well, of course she would say that, he thought. “I trust you. I just want to look for the info first. I won’t take long.” He squeezed Petal gently on her arm; she would know he was just being cautious. One time she’d jacked into an unknown server, desperate to dump a particularly nasty AI they had techxorcised from one of their jobs. She nearly lost her mind to it. The server’s system was an anti-hacking machine, designed to overload the minds of those who connected with a neck port to allow direct cortex control of its systems. Petal had luckily managed to disconnect in time before there was any lasting damage. But it scared her witless so that for a while she refused to do anymore jobs. That wasn’t something they could afford again. Their ability to find and destroy dangerous AIs and viruses was the only thing they were willing to trade for food and shelter.
“I’ll be right back,” Gabe said, plugging the cable into his neck port.
The sensation of going into a system never failed to shock him, no matter how many times he had done this. The brain, being an electrical organ reacted in strange ways to new, direct, stimulation.
It always took a minute or so to get over the shock of bypassing one’s regular senses and established a direct neural link.
This one was different.
Where a regular connection could sometimes make the brain feel like it was burning, about to burst until the link had formed properly, this one felt like a much more advanced process, smoother and pain free, and yet he felt himself connect much deeper.
That scared him as much as the thought of his brain being boiled by an anti-hack unit.
Once inside, the image of the operating system appeared in his mind. He controlled a curser with his thoughts, directing it over a number of icons depicting various programs available.
In the corner of the image was the text: Old Grey Network Systems—Copyright 2025. So that’s where it got its name. But more impressive was the age. The server was far older than he would have imagined. Over a hundred and twenty-eight years.
Gabe felt like an old-fashioned archaeologist digging into a perfectly preserved crypt, only here, the finds were bits and bytes as opposed to bones and artefacts, but they were no less valuable.
Using a file explorer program he ran a number of searches on the information Shelley had wanted: the blueprints to the currently downed planes. Jericho had amassed a trove of information. There were data documents and files on hundreds of old military projects, systems, and vehicles. It took a few minutes but eventually he found what he was looking for and copied it across the connection to his internal memory.
Before he left the server, he inspected the containment program. Clicking on the icon, a status table appeared, showing various statistics such as: memory used, processor power used, I/O channel bandwidth, and number of concurrent processes—those were the AIs that this system was containing.
It appeared that this Old Grey system was performing some kind of calculation on the AIs and malicious code. It occurred to Gabe that the system was observing their behaviour. It got a sense of someone, or something, watching him. He felt like he’d been caught stealing, and quickly shut to the containment program down and logging out.
When he pulled the cable from his neck port, he thought he heard a female voice whisper something over the connection, but put it down to his mind altering back to reality, but it left him with a distinctive feeling that there was more to the server than he, or anyone, could realise.
Gabe was sweating, the sheen on his skin glossy from the overhead lights.
“Well, Gabe? This bitch good to go or what, eh?”
He hesitated, not sure how to explain. It seemed safe. The fact there were AIs and viruses currently safely held within its containment process told him that it should be fine, but how could he put into words that almost spiritual sense of there being someone in there.
“I’m taking that as a yes,” Petal said, connecting her cable. “I can’t wait any longer.”
“She’ll be fine,” Holly said. “This thing’s rock solid.”
“Aye,” Gabe said distractedly as he scrutinised Petal for any signs of trouble.
Petal closed her eyes and sat cross-legged in front of the server as if she was sitting in prayer to some deity. Her body jerked, as it usually did when she transferred the malicious code within her. Her face however looked serene. All tension had flowed away to leave an expression of bliss. Even her eyes were draining back to her usual crystal blue colour. A transfer like that had never been so quick, or pain free. Petal usually thrashed or yelled out during such an operation.
She stayed that way for a further five minutes, the tension in the room growing ever thicker as Gabe and Holly looked at each other, then to the still form of Petal. Eventually Holly broke the revering silence.
“Well? Is she okay?”
Gabe could still detect Petal on their private network. The data traffic from her had slowed to a trickle. Everything seemed normal.
“Yeah,” Gabe said. “I think she is.”
Holly knelt down in front of Petal, waved her hand in front of her face. Petal didn’t react.
“That’s freaky,” Holly said. “It’s like she’s looking right at me but can’t see anything.”
“You’ve never connected in?” Gabe said.
“Nah, man. I never want anything in me again.”
Gabe winced a little, thinking back to Jericho and he’d damaged this poor girl. She’d forever go through life a wounded animal now, her views, and motivations shaped around the scar tissue of her psyche. He considered whether he should take her with him and Petal. Try and steer her away from a life of more violence and damage, but then he couldn’t guarantee he wouldn’t expose her to things worse than this town.
Petal stirred, a low moan coming from her lips as she closed her eyes and slowly removed the cable from her neck. She slumped forward, rubbed the back of her neck. Holly put her hands on Petal’s shoulders. “Are you okay?” she said.
Petal raised her face, stared at the girl. “Yeah, Hol, I’m good. You did well bringing us here. Real well.”
Holly hugged her, nearly knocking Petal to her back. “Thank you.”
“For what?” Petal asked.
“For trusting me. I just wanted to help.”
“You did that,” Gabe said. “And we’re thankful—”
Holly let go, stood, and helped Petal to her feet before looking back at Gabe. “I hear a but coming.”
“I’m sorry, but we have to go,” Gabe said.
A hush descended the room. Holly looked up at him expectantly.
It was Petal who spoke. “You can’t come with us, Hol. We’re bad news. Trouble and violence follows us as surely as we follow it.”
The girl dropped her chin, idly swung her foot across the floor, kicking at the dust. “I understand,” she said. “I guess I’ll stay here, look after the servers, but I want you to at least do something for me.”
“What’s that?” Gabe asked.
“Take Old Grey with you. Take it somewhere safe. It’s seriously special and I don’t think I’ll be able to protect it. One day, it’ll save the world.”
 



Part 9 - The Handover II
Gabe woke with a start. A sound had penetrated his fevered dream-state, dragged him from his past, dropping him cold into the present. The dream was the same as he always had: of entering the shelter, his home, finding the place nothing more than a ghost town.
The sound roared again. Gabe pulled himself up from the bed—Jericho’s bed, and stumbled to the window over-looking the town. The place was even worse in the daylight. Half-eaten and rotten bodies littered the place, not just the central square.
A plume of black smoke caught his attention. Directly below the apartment building, Petal and Holly stood over an old-fashioned motorcycle. It must have been as old the server. It looked like it had more rust on it than actual metal, but despite that, the internal combustion engine spluttered and coughed until it purred.
Holly twisted the throttle, revved the engine. The exhaust smoke cleared from a thick black to a light grey. Within minutes of her tinkering with it, the bike sounded good. Solid. As inefficient as the old IC engines were, they couldn’t be beaten for raw excitement.
Gabe had only ridden one motorcycle: a museum piece back in Hong Kong. A Hyabusa. He nearly killed himself on it, the power incredible. You didn’t get that with the sedate electric motors. And with the EMPs having taken out most vehicles, the old mechanical oil-burners were still going—if you could find one that hadn’t ceased completely, and if you could find the fuel.
Putting his duster jacket on, and collecting the pistol, he made his way out of the building to meet with the girls below. He checked every shadow and nook as he went, convinced some nutter would jump him at any moment.
“What we got here?” Gabe said, smiling wide as he got neared the bike, felt the roar of the engine. Petal was equally excited, sitting astride it, her arms out-stretched on the once-chrome handlebars. She revved the engine again, looked back at Gabe.
“Fucking cool, eh?”
Gabe knelt to the fuel tank, scrubbed at the old badge. He could just make out the name of an old maker from the USA: Harley Davidson. The front tyre had been patched crudely, and the rear suspension springs were welded in various places. It’d be a hard ride, but it beat walking.
Attached to the rear was a makeshift trailer, on which Holly had firmly strapped Old Grey for transportation. She held a bag in her head. She passed it over to Gabe.
“What’s this?”
“A gift from me,” Holly said. “For taking the server, and for saving me. If you didn’t come into the station when you did, the Mayors would have killed me for sure—after doing whatever it is they were going to do to me.”
“Where are the others?” Gabe asked, wondering where the feral nutters from the previous night had gone. No fires burned in the station and he heard no voices. There was certainly no sign of any occupation when he first came down and passed the building.
“They go back to their holes during the day—holes beneath the buildings,” Holly said.
“Why?” Petal asked.
“Most of them have developed an aversion to UV rays—radiation poisoning. That’s why they fight over the soy crops. Those crops are the only thing around here they can eat that ain’t screwed up.”
“What about you?” Gabe said, opening the bag.
“I eat what Jericho provided. There’s enough for a few years yet.”
Inside the bag, Gabe found a plastic box containing three vials of NanoStems, and a two-litre flask of water.
“That should get you to your destination, as long as this old jalopy holds up,” Holly said, pointing to the bag.
“Thanks,” Gabe said, giving her a wide smile. “That’s very kind of ya.”
She shrugged. “Least I could do.”
“How are you running this?” Petal asked. “They stopped making petroleum fuels decades ago.”
“Soy oil. Jericho has a small distillery. He used it to extract the oil, but he mixed it with something else and managed to get a fuel. It’s the last I could find. I don’t know how to make it. I don’t know how far it’ll get you, but if you take it easy it should at least get you to Shelley’s. Personally, I’d suggest you just fucking kill the bitch and keep on ridin’.”
“Don’t worry, Hol, we’ve got it sorted,” Petal said.
A gunshot fired overhead, and took out a chunk of concrete from the apartment building.
“Fuck. Sniper,” Holly said, running for cover. “Get the hell out of here.”
Petal gunned the throttle as soon as Gabe swung his leg over the seat. She missed the clutch and the bike lurched, making Gabe drop the bag, but it was too late. Holly was running for cover while pointing to them a route through the soy crops and back out into the desolate lands.
“Thanks for everything!” Gabe shouted back as a metallic screech from another shot split the air, and a piece of siding came away from the station. Petal gunned the engine, a thick black cloud of smoke erupted out of the exhaust pipe as she steered them through the rubble of the crops. Within a minute they were out of range, and heading back to Shelley’s.
“You okay back there?” Petal sent across their private network, the message popping up in Gabe’s internal display.
“Yeah, girl, all good, just keep ya eyes on the road.”
“What road?”
“Fair point. Crap! Watch out for that—”
Petal swerved the bike violently, just missing a fissure in the ground. She whooped with delight as Gabe gripped onto her to prevent himself from sliding off.
She was a worse rider than he was. He just hoped they’d get back to Shelley’s in one piece. He didn’t want to continue the journey on the bike. Not when there was a fully restored Ranger truck ready to go.
 
***
 
The chain-linked fence appeared on the horizon. Its shape wobbled and wavered with the morning heat like some kind of mirage. After the hour of torturous riding, Gabe couldn’t wait to arrive, regardless of what was waiting for him. His ass was numb, and his spine felt like he’d been fighting for a week. The thought of easing into the comfy seat of the Ranger was the only thing keeping him going.
Shelley must have heard them coming, or seen them, for she was waiting just inside the fence, watching them get closer. The engine laboured badly by the time they approached the great aircraft cemetery, the scrapyard of stillborn fighter jets and passenger planes. The smoke trail behind them was enough to be seen for dozens of kilometres, he was sure.
They pulled up to the entrance. Petal shut the engine off, and, though fun at first, Gabe was thankful to put an end to the din. It felt like his skull had trapped the rumble inside his brain. He wondered if he’d ever experience peace and quiet again.
Before they even got off the bike, Shelley approached, shotgun in hand, called out, “You get it, then? I see you’re alive and mostly intact, so I’m guessing Jericho has met a sticky end—unless you didn’t do the job.”
Stepping off the bike, Gabe waited for the blood to reach his muscles so he could walk straight. “Yeah, we got the info. Ya don’t need to worry about that.”
“Is it in that?” Shelley pointed the barrel of her shotgun towards Old Grey.
“Nah,” Gabe said. “That’s just a bit of junk I took for another job in another place. I got the info safe. How’d ya wanna do this, then? I don’t want no fucking about. A deal’s a deal as far as I’m concerned.”
“Follow me.” Shelley turned her back, headed back towards her converted passenger plane, hobbling as she went. She struggled up the steps, disappeared inside the dark opening of the fuselage.
Gabe stopped just outside. Petal was far behind him. He put out an arm to indicate for her to stop and wait. He felt exposed standing out there in the light. The clattering of metal rang out from within the plane.
“I don’t like this, Gabe. This ain’t right,” Petal said.
“It’s okay, girl, she needs the info, she won’t do anything stupid.”
“It’s rude to talk behind someone’s back,” Shelley said, poking her head out of the gloom with a sarcastic smile on her ridged and weathered face. A set of keys flew out of the gloom and landed at Gabe’s feet.
“There,” Shelley said. “Keys to the Ranger. She’s all yours. Bring her up to the fence, and when you hand over the information I’ll open the fence and you two can fuck off. How’s that sound?”
Gabe turned to Petal. “You good with that?”
Petal nodded, eyeing Shelley like she was a tiger waiting to pounce. “Yeah. Let’s just get the hell out of here.”
Gabe picked up the keys, and keeping his eye on Shelley, headed back through the maze of scrap vehicles to the Ranger. Petal followed close behind, watching their backs. Every sound, smell, and change of wind direction felt like a potential threat. And yet nothing happened. They arrived at the truck safely. Gabe tested the door and it opened. He poked around the interior, expecting some kind of trap, but all seemed okay.
Petal walked a circuit around the vehicle, checking under the fenders and bumpers before eventually opening the passenger side and sliding in on the seat. “All seems good,” she said.
“Aye, that it does,” Gabe said, and followed her inside.
He placed the key in the ignition and pressed the start button, half-expecting the thing to explode, but the engine simply turned once, twice, then fired up to a smooth whine. The H-core engine generated a belch of water vapour from the exhaust as he engaged the reverse gear and reversed across the dry, cracked earth in a circle so that he faced towards the fence.
Driving carefully, he negotiated his way back through the piles of metal, all the time watching around him for an ambush or some other shenanigans. Nothing happened. He pulled the Ranger out of the tight confines of walls made from decades of dead planes and cards, and stopped just inside the edge of the fence where Shelley was waiting, with her ever-faithful shotgun.
Petal held a pistol low beneath the window.
Gabe stopped the Ranger and took his hands from the wheel.
“You got a slate on ya?” Gabe asked Shelley. “I’ll download the info to it. When you open the fence.”
With one hand still holding her gun, she reached into the folds of her skin-coat and pulled a slate. She passed it to him. “Transfer the info, then I’ll open the fence.”
Gabe wondered whether the Ranger would have enough power to get through the fence, but with its reinforced concrete and Polymar posts and electrified chain-link, he doubted he’d get very far. He had no choice but to trust her. If worst come to worst, he’d just have to run the bitch down, and get the security codes from her.
Taking the slate, he connected to its wireless transceiver with his internal system. Once connected, an image of the slate’s data directories appeared in his mental HUD. He created a new folder, and transferred the blueprint file to it. The hi-res set of images and maintenance documentation copied over in a matter of seconds.
He handed it back to her. “There ya go. The info ya wanted. Now if ya don’t mind, we’ve got places to be.”
Shelley ignored him. With squinted eyes, she held the slate close to her face, inspected the file. She nodded once. “Yeah, this is what I wanted. You did well. It’s a shame really.”
“Shame?” Gabe asked.
Shelley smiled, stepped back, and gestured across the slate. The fence of the gate started to open, but before Gabe had time to press the accelerator, a bolt of electricity shot through is spine, paralysing him in place. He only managed a brief glance to Petal to see that she too had been shocked; her body arced like a bow.
A further stab of electricity struck him, knocking him forward, face-first into the steering wheel. The flow of power ravaged his body, hit his nervous system, overloaded his systems, and knocked him unconscious.



Part 10 – The Skins
Gabe felt his head throb with pain before he noticed the source of light—and the stench of rotting meat. A metallic tapping noise echoed around the room.
He noticed he was tied standing up to a flat, upright wooden board.
Blinking, he tried to move away from the board, felt rope cutting into his neck, ankles, and wrists. In front of him, the door of an old shipping container was open, just a crack. A line of dusty sunlight cut into the gloom. A shadow broke the beam.
Petal’s swinging body caused the shadow. She hung from a thick, rusty chain. A dirty hook on the end was embedded into her right shoulder. A length of rope was tied around her feet. Her arms were cinched to her waist. Her head was slumped on her chest, a runnel of blood trickled down her back and leg to drip into a growing pool beneath her.
Gabe pushed against his restraints, tensed his back and neck muscles, hoping to break the rope, but it held firm, cut into his skin until he choked. “Petal!” he called, his throat tight from the earlier shock. All his muscles felt strained. His bones ached.
Petal didn’t respond. Was she dead?
Trapped, unable to move, he screamed, “Shelley!”
A figure arrived at the door, blocking the light.
She opened it wider, flooding the container with sunlight. Shadows rushed away into the far corners. The blood shone with a reflective gloss. Fresh.
Something in Shelley’s fist glinted.
“First I’m going to skin your little friend,” Shelley said. She steppedinto the container, and with her free hand, grabbed the chain holding Petal and pulled her close. The movement must have woken her. Petal lifted her head, her face twisted in torment, her eyes rimmed with redness. Tears of anguish tracked down her cheeks. “Then, when I’m done, you’ll be next.” She pointed the wicked-looking blade towards Gabe. It had a bone handle, and the blade itself looked like a sharpened piece of metal from one of the many scrapped vehicles.
“You don’t have to do this,” Gabe said, rasping the words from his tight throat. “We gave ya what ya wanted. We can do a deal, or—”
“What I wanted, eh? You tricked me, thought you could get away with palming off a forgery.”
Shelley rattled the chain as she spoke, making Petal cry out with pain as the great hook in her back sunk deeper, and opened the wound further.
“A forgery? I’ve no idea what ya mean. I gave ya the info ya wanted.”
“It’s not real!” Shelley exposed her rotten teeth in a sneer. “I don’t suffer fools gladly.”
She turned to face Petal, pushed her head up with her free hand after letting go of the chain. She brought the knife to her jawline and practiced an arc that would go from ear to ear. “She has a pretty face,” Shelley said. “It’s a shame really. It’s good skin.”
Gabe strained forward again, willing every fibre of muscle to break the bonds that held him against the wooden board behind his back, but it wouldn’t budge. Clearly, Shelley was an expert at this, but then he remembered: his super-thin blade. Would she have noticed it, tucked under his sleeves?
She hadn’t undressed him, and the bonds were tied around his wrist and ankles. Gabe flexed his forearm, tried to ignore the general soreness of his muscles. He knocked his arm against the board with the short space available to him. He felt it. The blade was still there.
Shelley looked around, and he became still, stared at her. “Let us go,” he said. “We didn’t know.”
“You,” Shelley pointed her blade at him again, “will be my special project. A big man like you will provide me with a lot of material, even if some of it scarred. It’ll add to the character. I will enjoy gutting you more than the girl. You have more to lose, I can tell.”
It was then Gabe wished he’d taken Jericho and Holly’s advice and just killed her the moment they returned, but deep down he knew he afforded a degree of trust towards Shelley as she’d not until now displayed any obvious desire to harm them. On the contrary, she’d saved Petal, but he now realised that she got her kicks from skinning her victims alive. Obviously got off on the screams and futile struggle.
“Start with me,” Gabe said. “If you want my skin so much, why wait? Just get it over with.”
The crazed woman took a step towards to him. He continued to flex his forearm, feeling the blade move millimetre by millimetre.
“Oh, I never just get it over with,” Shelley said. “I like to take my time, savour the screams, the tears, the begging. It makes the prize that much more worthy. The harder they fight, the better. The panic and fear flavours the meat, you see. But Petal doesn’t seem to have much fear or fight left. She’s already resigned to her fate. Weak.”
Gabe spat at the woman, the phlegm catching her on the rubber apron. “You disgust me. Come on then, come get your precious meat. But don’t you for a moment expect me to just lay here and let you do it.”
“Bold statements. We’ll see how long that bravado lasts for shall we? I’ll give you a minute before you’re begging me to stop.”
“Try me, bitch.”
As she moved closer, Gabe tensed his muscles, hoping to free his restraints, but they held firm. She closed in on him, stinking of meat. He saw then that the black rubber apron was shiny with blood, as were her gloved hands. The stink made him want to retch.
She brought the tip of the knife to his shirt, sliced it open to expose his skin. She ran the blade against sternum, pressed until the skin split beneath the point and a line of blood welled up in the wound. He refused to give her the satisfaction by reacting. He’d had much worse anyway. Shelley leaned in, lapped at it like a kitten. The dark colour rouged her lips. She smiled, the blood staining her already-rotten teeth.
Before she could continue cutting, a siren went off from somewhere outside, in the scrapyard. Shelley turned her back and wheeled awayleaving the container.
On and on, the siren wailed like a dying beast.
Gabe took advantage of the opportunity, whatever it was. Forcing his arm underneath the ropes, he managed to get his blade to poke out of the sleeve. If he could just let it drop down, he might be able to grab it with his hand.
“Gabe?” Petal called. The distraction made him miss. The blade fell to the metal floor of the container. “Gabe, is that you?”
He swore under his breath. “Yeah, girl, it’s me. Ya just hold on there for a bit, we’ll get out of this.”
“I can’t feel my shoulder,” she said. “I can’t feel anything.”
“Right now, that’s a good thing, but don’t speak. Conserve ya energy, yeah?”
As he thrashed his arms, he felt the rope slip every so slightly. He tried to yank his right arm upwards to free his hand, but the rope bit into the base of this thumb. No matter how much effort he put in, how wild he thrashed, it wouldn’t give. A burning heat ran through his body as his fury built and built until, with a savage pull, he broke his thumb with a sickening crack.
He cried out with the pain. Sharp stabs of agony waved up through his arm. But he continued to pull, even as the tears filled his eyes. The broken thumb came away from the rest of his hand enough to create a flat profile, and allowed him to pull it free.
He let it flop down. Breathing deeply, he closed his eyes, waited for the worst of the pain to go, but it continued to throb, stoked his anger further. With a roar, he rocked forward, moving even with the board attached to his back. Something behind him snapped and freed him.
Scuffling across the container, he made space so that he could fall down to his side in order to recover the blade. With a heavy crunch, he struck the floor. The wooden board reverberated behind him with the force.
With his broken hand, he reached out and grabbed the blade. Not having the thumb made it difficult, but not impossible to pick up. Wedged between his fingers and palm, he hacked at the rope on his left wrist. Once free, he swapped the blade to his good hand and cut away the ropes around his waist and ankles.
Scrambling to his feet, he shuffled to the open door and stared out of the container. The piles of old cars, planes and trains obscured his view, but he saw Shelley, for a brief second, pass through an opening, shotgun in hand, heading for the fence. Someone must have come. But who?
Regardless, it bought him time.
Despite the strained nature of his electrocuted muscles, he forced himself back to approach Petal. Her head lolled freely against her chest. She’d lost consciousness again. He started work on the ropes around her legs and waist, all the time supporting her body to take the weight off the hook.
Once the ropes were cut away, he lifted her up so that she was chest-first over his shoulder, exposing her back. With his good left hand he gripped the shaft of the hook. It’d gone real deep into her. Taking it out was going to hurt, but there was no other way. He gritted his teeth, more for her than him, and curled the hook out, slowly at first, and then quicker once Petal started to scream.
She wrapped her legs around his waist, and her arms around his neck, gripped him like a constrictor snake as she let out her pain in one long agony-filled cry. He pulled the hook free and let it swing away as she he stumbled back, unable to take her weight.
Together they collapsed to the floor, hugging in equal pain.
From outside they heard a gunshot. Then another.
Whoever had come to visit was surely on the receiving end of Shelley’s shotgun.
“Come on,” Gabe said, breathless and weak. “We need to get you out of here.”
Reluctantly, and carefully, Petal let go and got to her feet with her eyes tightly closed, her right arm cradled with her left to prevent any movement of the shoulder. Gabe also stood, first crawling to his knees. He picked up the blade in his left hand and looked around for anything to use as a weapon.
When he cast his vision behind him, he instantly gagged. Corpses, hanging on hooks.
 
 



Part 11 - The Reunion
Gabe encouraged Petal out of the container and into the bright sun. The image of the corpses on hooks burned into his brain. He didn’t want Petal to have that too. With the knife in his left hand, he crouched, kept his back to the walls of metal, and slowly made his way through the labyrinth. Petal stayed close behind, emitting the odd whimper here or there. Gabe’s right hand had become numb to the pain of his broken thumb—as long as he didn’t move it much. He cradled it against his stomach, shielding it from accidental collision.
With every step forward, he expected the crazed, wild-eyed Shelley to suddenly jump out in front of them, shotgun in hand. He reached the end of the a narrow walkway between the tall towers of scrap vehicles and felt Petal bump into him as he stopped. He peered out and surveyed the open area in front of Shelley’s converted plane.
At first he saw nothing, but a voice called out, grabbing his attention. Turning to face the exit in the fence, he saw a figure on out the outside, jumping and waving. On the inside of the fence, Shelley lay in a crumpled heap next to the parked Ranger.
The red-tinged dry earth around her body darkened with blood.
Petal looked out over his shoulder.
“Shit me. Holly!” Petal waved with her left arm back at the girl. “Don’t touch the fence! It’s electrified!”
Holly stepped back, and jumped excitedly like a dog seeing its owners for the first time in a long while. She waved for them to come over. It must have been her gunshots that Gabe had heard.
He walked out, approached the fence, always keeping an eye on Shelley’s prone form. As he got near, he prodded her body with his foot. No movement.
“Holly?” Gabe said. ”How? Why?”
The girl shrugged. “I didn’t trust her,” she said, smiling. “I realised I’d rather leave all that stuff behind and come check on you.”
Behind her was a second bike: one in even worse repair than their Harley. It was appeared to be held together by tape and best wishes.
Gabe laughed, despite the pain. “Well, I for one am glad you didn’t listen to me. You arrived just at the right time.”
While Petal reunited with Holly, Gabe searched Shelley’s body for her slate.
He connected to it wirelessly as he did before, searched the files for the security routines that controlled the fence. Shelley had a basic level of encryption applied. Spinning out a Helix++ cracking tool, one he’d used before to strip encryption, he dumped the program into the slate. A few seconds later, he had access to the code underlying the security protocols. The Helix++ program rerouted the access to the slate’s memory and captured the assembly code generated by the software controlling the security. This enabled Gabe to manipulate the memory, and thus the program, dynamically.
Once he understood the architecture, it was just a matter of recoding the passcode system to accept his own numbers. Punching in a six-digit number, he rebooted the slate’s operating system, resetting the memory. When the security protocol reloaded, he tapped in his new number and the fence deactivated. Theexit panel slid open.
Holly rushed through, arms wide, ready to hug Petal. But Petal shook her head. “No, Hol. My shoulder.” Petal turned, and Holly gasped at the wound.
“Holy crap, Petal! Lucky I bought this, eh?” From a backpack hanging over a ripped leather biker jacket Holly produced the bag Gabe had dropped during their hasty getaway. Holly opened it, and pulled out the box of NanoStem injections. “Let’s get you fixed up,” Holly said, taking the syringe from the box.
Petal leaned forward, kissed Holly on the cheek. “I can’t tell you how relieved I am you came after us,” she said, before turning her back to present her shoulder.
“Okay, this might hurt a bit,” Holly said, placing one hand on Petal’s good shoulder and bringing the syringe up to her wound.
“It hurts like hell anyway. Jab me.”
Holly placed the tip of the syringe inside the red-raw open wound, pressed the plunger, and injected the full capacity of the thick black NanoStem solution—a liquid containing millions of tiny nanobots designed to identify and multiply stem cells within the body for quick healing. Mixed in were combative nanobots that hunted down and destroyed unwanted bacteria, decay or infection.
“Holly, ya mind giving me a hand for a second?”
“Sure, Gabriel. What’s up?”
“I need ya help to get Old Grey into the back of the Ranger. I fucked up my hand.”
Together, they unstrapped Old Grey from the trailer, still attached to the Harley, and hauled it to the back of the truck, securing it down onto the bed. Gabe leaned against the truck, breathed in heavily, and tried to clear the spots from his vision. Holly took Shelley’s shotgun and placed that inside the truck behind the seats.
“You okay?” Holly asked, “You want a shot of ‘Stem?”
There were only two left. He didn’t want to use them unless it was an emergency, unless Petal needed extra. “Nah, I’m okay. Look, do you wanna come with us? I can’t promise it’ll be safe or anything.”
She smiled and gripped his arm. “It’s good, Gabe, I got a place to go. Gonna see how far this ol’ bike’ll take me. But thanks for the offer.”
“You sure?”
“Yeah. I did what I wanted: now it’s time for me to move on.”
Gabe wrapped his left arm around Holly’s shoulders, “I wanna thank you again. For everything.”
Holly stood on her toes, gave Gabe a kiss on his cheek, and smiled. “No probs, man. I do like an adventure.”
She opened the door to the Ranger and helped Gabe in. “You two go find your new job. I’ll be all right.”
Gabe knew she would be. She was a true survivor; she had that never-say-die spirit. He told her about Xian’s place if she ever went east. But she just nodded, not listening. She had her own plans, whatever they were.
Gabe and Petal settled in the Ranger. Petal reclined her seat and closed her eyes as the ‘Stems did their work. It was her second shot in three days. She’d be spaced out for hours. Gabe wished he were too. His thumb and hand burned with agony, and the wound on his chest bled anew each time he moved too much, but not knowing what the people of GeoCity-1 were like, or how they’d be received, he’d prefer to have the ‘Stems free if things didn’t go well.
Before they drove off, Holly, settled on her bike asked, “Shouldn’t you take her food and water supplies or anything?”
Gabe shook his head, “Nah, and neither should you. Ya don’t want anything she eats, trust me.”
“If you’re sure.”
“Yeah, I’m sure. Ya sure ya wanna go your own way?”
“Yeah, Gabe, really. If I don’t go now, I’ll never go, you know?”
“I understand ya thinking, girl.” He could relate, but he was too scared to go back home just yet. Too many memories, enemies...
Gabe turned to Petal, watched her fall asleep. He hoped their next job would be more straightforward—assuming it was still available. He was getting tired of fighting for his life every time. For once he just wanted to do a simple job in return for food and shelter. No violence, death, or psychopaths. That Shelley kept in touch with the people at the settlement, however, told him they were unlikely to be normal. Crazy was behind every turn in this world; he’d just have to keep fighting, surviving.
“Okay, big guy, you look after her. It’s time for me to leave.” Holly gave him a big grin.
“You take care, girl,” Gabe said, wishing she would go with him and Petal. She’d make a fine companion and maybe he could help keep her safe for a while.
Holly just waved, pressed the accelerator, and rode off, the tires kicking up a cloud of dust.
Gabe throttled the Ranger and drove off in the opposite direction, wishing Holly all the luck in the world.
As he drove away, he watched the scrapyard disappear behind him in the mirror and watched in horror as Shelley’s body moved and stood up. Crap, should he go back? He looked at Petal in the seat next to him. He couldn’t risk it. The hell with it, he thought. He didn’t want go back now; there was only forwards to the next job: some kind of AI that’s got out of control.
It might be routine this time.
 
Click here to read the next book in the series.



Other Titles by Colin F. Barnes
Novels
Code Breakers: Alpha
Code Breakers: Beta
Code Breakers: Gamma
Code Breakers: Delta
 
Salt: Book 1 of The Last Flotilla
 
Novellas
The Daedalus Code
Dead Five’s Pass
 
Click here to see all books



Join The Newsletter
Want to get the early scoop on my books and other material? Sign up to the newsletter and get exclusive content only available to newsletter fans. Join and receive:
 
* Previews of upcoming material
* Exclusive sample chapters and excerpts
* Free short stories
* Links to discounts and promotions before anyone else
* A chance to be a beta reader
* Access to early advanced reader copies in exchange for a fair review
* No spam. I only email you when there’s something good to share.
 
 
Join Today!
http://eepurl.com/rFAtL
 
 



About The Author
Colin F. Barnes is a full-time writer of science fiction and thrillers. He’s a member of both the British Fantasy Society and the British Science Fiction Association. He honed his craft with the London School of Journalism and the Open University (BA, English).
 
Colin has run a number of tech-based businesses, worked in rat-infested workshops, and scoured the back streets of London looking for characters and stories—which he found in abundance. He has a number of publishing credits with stories alongside authors such as: Brian Lumley, Ramsey Campbell, and Graham Masterton. He lives alone with a black cat in Essex in the UK. Rumours that the cat is the one with the talent is a malicious slur.
 
You can connect with Colin at the following places:
 
Website: www.colinfbarnes.com
Newsletter: http://eepurl.com/rFAtL
Twitter: https://twitter.com/ColinFBarnes
Goodreads: http://bit.ly/13uTiEx
Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/colinfrancisbarnes



All Rights Reserved
This edition published in 2014 by Anachron Press
 
This is a work of fiction. All characters and events portrayed in this work are either fictitious or are used fictitiously. Any similarity is purely coincidental.
 
All rights reserved.
No part of this publication maybe reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, transmitted in any form or by any means without prior written permission of the publisher. The rights of the authors of this work has been asserted by him/her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.
 
 



Table of Contents
Part 1 - The Journey
Part 2 - The Tinker
Part 3 - The Job
Part 4 - The Betrayer
Part 5 - The Wolves
Part 6 - The Deal
Part 7 - The Handover
Part 8 - The Node
Part 9 - The Handover II
Part 10 – The Skins
Part 11 - The Reunion
Other Titles by Colin F. Barnes
Join The Newsletter
About The Author
All Rights Reserved


cover.jpg
BESTSELLING SCIENCE FICTION AUTHOR

COLIN F. BARNES






