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Chapter One

Pop-Up


The New Montreal hoverbus landed with a hissing squeal—like a cat that had caught its tail in a door—the ill-maintained airbrakes cried out their intention to stop in such a way that the broken brake lights just couldn’t match.

There was a cry from a few of the kids who were tossed around by the sudden stop. Or maybe they were just burning off some of that excitement after having finally arrived. I couldn’t really blame them, the ride from the orphanage to the museum was nearly an hour long. That was an hour of flying through congested air traffic with nothing to see but ads and smog.

I stood up from my place two rows from the door and, with my hand gripping the rails above for balance, leaned forwards until I could see the front of the building next to us.

The Rose Briar Museum of Human Endurance was so new that some sections of the exterior weren’t even completed yet. Embedded holographic projectors covered the walls with looping vids of the exhibits within, and the occasional ad by the museum’s sponsors.

As far as I was concerned, the entire thing could rot. It was little more than a tax write-off that was trying to pass itself off as a bastion for the cultural heritage of a city that barely deserved the word ‘culture’ being associated with it.

“Wow. You look extra grumpy today.”

I rolled my one normal eye and turned to the girl who had been sitting next to me. “I’m not going to say that I’m thankful that we were loaned out to some morally bankrupt corp to be used as pity bait in a photoshoot.”

“But you’ll think it?”

“So hard,” I said.

Lucy grinned. It was the sort of smile that made men and women pause and that, somehow, always managed to be infectious. “Help me up?” she asked.

Lucy was... special. She had the kind of looks that could make a plain girl like me jealous, but one minute spent with her as she ranted about how cute some dogs she had seen on her media feed were and any sort of reservations about her would melt. We’d been friends ever since I arrived at the orphanage, with both of us taking to our roles—hers being the nice one that snuck candy to the smaller kids and who would act disappointed when they did something wrong, and mine the more pragmatic, and hard-assed, bitch—as easily as breathing.

I braced myself against the side of a faux-leather bench and gave Lucy a hand so that she could get to her feet. Then I reached into the racks above our bench and pulled out Lucy’s crutches one at a time.

Getting ready, simple as it should have been, took us so long that by the time we were stepping off the bus, the kids that had come with us were already gathering in a loose bundle under the awning in front of the museum.

It was, as usual, raining, because having one day with blue skies and a bit of sunshine would have been asking for too much. The air was thick with oppressive humidity, and low lying smog banks made it hard to see further than half a dozen buildings.

My hair was plastered to my head and my clothes became moist and uncomfortable within seconds.

“Oh, damn,” I said as the New Montreal stench hit. It was a mix of burnt rubber, piss, and the acrid perfume of the kerosene-zero wafting off our ride.

“You’d think being this high up would get rid of some of that smell, huh?” Lucy wondered. She stepped over to the side, her crutches clicking on the steel of the landing until she was a few steps past the front of the bus.

“Don’t stand so close to the edge,” I said as I ambled over. The drop below was rather daunting. Twelve floors down onto the gritty streets where only vagrants and cargo haulers moved. There were a few more landings connected to the superstructure beneath the museum, but they were barely worthy of note. Bridges spanned the distance between the towers. Some even had gardens and greenery on them; the sort that reminded people that the area was meant to be worth something.

“I live on the edge,” Lucy said, her voice low and husky and—I thought—just short of sounding cool. She ruined it by giggling a moment later.

“Watch that you don’t cut yourself with all that edge,” I said. “C’mon, we’re supposed to watch over the kittens.”

Spending the day watching over a dozen kids, all of them with exactly the sort of discipline one would expect from orphans raised more by poorly built androids than actual people, was not my idea of a fun time. But Lucy had insisted that she wanted to see the new museum that had been on her media feeds for the past few weeks. And when Lucy turned her puppy dog eyes on me, I always ended up folding sooner or later.

I was distracted as another bus landed and a second group of kids started to jump off. I didn’t recognize them, but all of them were white, and their caretakers were actual humans. Probably one of the better orphanages run off of some samurai’s charity money. Or just a group from a local school. Didn’t matter.

“Alright kittens,” I said as I came to a stop just next to the lip of the awning and beside the affectionately named Bitchbot, the robotic caretaker drone that the orphanage had bought on the cheap some years back.

Every eye locked onto me and I surveyed the little crowd.

This bunch were called the kittens. Some well-meaning paper-pusher thought that the kids would find it easier to remember a cutesy name over the more official designation of Orphan Collective K1-T3N.

It had stuck.

The nanny droid waved her arm towards all the kids in an attempt to get them to behave. It was not very effective. “Today, by the grace of Nimbletainment Inc., you have been given the opportunity to be some of the first to visit the Rose Briar Museum of Human Endurance. This is a grea—”

I sighed and stepped up in front of the bot. It wasn’t hard to talk over it. “Right. We’re here for some PR photoshoot shit. You know the deal. Look cute and nice and disabled, and the folks behind the desks will let us have some better toys. Behave, don’t touch anything, and smile whenever you see a camera drone.”

The kids were twitchy and excited, and I wasn’t sure how well my motivational speech had registered.

“We’re sticking in pairs, alright?” I asked.

“Fuck off,” Junior, one of the slightly older kids said. She wasn’t keen on spending time with anyone, and I wasn’t sure why she’d even come.

“Alright. Junior, you’re with Spark. Don’t let him lick any sockets.”

She glowered and I glared right back until she crossed her arms and looked away.

“That was one time,” Spark said.

I Ignored him and surveyed the rest. We were all wearing the off-grey outfits the orphanage handed out, though every kid except Tim had personalized it. Jackets, scarves, holes artfully torn into shirts and pants, and some holes less artfully so.

Most of the kids had their little cloth masks over their noses, though how useful those would be with pins stuck to them was anyone’s guess. We probably looked like a little gang of street rats. They’d need to fix up any pictures they took in post.

“Tim, you’re with Bargain. Nemo, go with Nose. Twins, together. Daniel...” I eyed the wheelchair bound boy who stared back with one eyebrow raised. He was only a couple of weeks younger than I was, which made it a little weird to tell him what to do. “You’re old enough to do whatever. You know the drill.”

“Been there, done that,” he confirmed.

I snapped my fingers for attention. “Right. I’m gonna be with Lucy. Shit goes down, you find us. Don’t pick a fight with any other group.”

The kids were wet and excited. Someone had snuck a few cans of vanilla-flavoured Bathjuice (now with real sugar!) onto the hoverbus and it got passed around. Some were literally twitching with barely contained energy.

Bitchbot took a moment to register that the work had been done for it. “Please line up in single file by age and form up,” its tinny voice said. “We will enter the museum now. Please behave, you are representing the Happy Family Corporation today!”

The kids started to walk towards the front doors and I let out a sigh as I watched them go.

“You have a gift for poetry, Cat,” Lucy said.

Bitchbot turned towards me on a pair of poorly oiled tracks, the single camera on its angular face twitching as it scanned my face up and down. “Orphan 0501 Catherine, you are not wearing your respiratory protection.”

I grumbled and pulled a mask out of my pocket while turning around. Lucy had managed to slip on her own mask long before the nanny bot noticed its absence. The poorly stitched happy-face logo of the Happy Family Corp on the front mocked me. It didn’t help that the grey mask looked awful against Lucy’s dark skin.

“I’m sorry, I’m putting it on now,” I said.

“Your compliance is appreciated. No major infractions will be added to your file,” Bitchbot said. I gave it the finger as soon as it was turned around.

Then I started to fiddle with the mask, putting it on was always a chore. It wasn’t made for someone with only one hand.

“Lemme help ya,” Lucy said.

I smiled back as soon as the mask was on. My mouth wasn’t visible, but Lucy could always tell. “Thanks.”

“No prob! We’re moving in, by the way.”

The kittens were being funneled into the museum and directed towards a security desk. Daniel was the only one lagging behind as he frowned at the little step just outside the door. I’d seen him do some crazy stunts with his wheelchair, I didn’t doubt that he could get up there eventually. Still...

“Need help?” I asked as I walked up behind him. The boy was a skinny mess, with wild, curly hair and eyes that glowed blue with third-party augmentations that he had gotten on the cheap.

He removed his hands from his wheelchair’s wheels. “You know I love it when a pretty thing pushes me around.”

“I could push you off the roof,” I offered.

Daniel snorted. “I said a pretty thing, which means I was talking about Lucy back there. Heya Lucy, didn’t see you much on the ride over.”

“Don’t be a jerk, Dan,” Lucy said. “We need to set an example for the kids.” I shook my head and grabbed onto the handle at the back of his chair. It took a bit of doing, but with Lucy helping we managed to drag him backwards and over the step.

Daniel laughed at that. “Sure, sure. You know I’m always working to better myself, yeah? Real saint in the making here.”

“Uh-huh,” Lucy said.

The moment I crossed the threshold of the museum’s entrance my vision went blank for a half second before a prompt filled it.
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“Shit,” I said as I tried to blink away the screen. Nothing worked at first, not until I eyed the accept button and blinked at it. “I hate those.” I let go of Daniel’s chair for a moment and rubbed at the side of my face where I could feel the minuscule wires of my eyegear under my skin.

“I hope you didn’t accept,” Daniel said. “The firmware in a place like this is shit. You’ll be getting pop-ups in no time.”

“How do I refuse it?” Lucy asked.

“Wait ten seconds, a refuse prompt should appear,” Daniel said.

“Ah, I see it! Thanks.”

I cursed my luck and grabbed Daniel’s wheelchair just as a flurry of boxes started to appear in the corners of my vision.
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“Oh, come on,” I said as I blinked at the tiny Xs to close the pop-ups. A few of them tried to open up browsers right in front of me despite being closed. Had to shut those down in a hurry. The little fans on the cpu of my gear started to spin. Their hot air tickled the back of my neck.

Daniel laughed. “Just endure it for a bit. Maybe keep your eye closed and use the other?”

I glared at him.

“Oh, yeah. Uh. Once we’re in, I can jack into your system and run an anti-malware sweep. Free of charge.”

I weighed the offer. Daniel had pulled a few pranks before. That thing with the tiny cameras in the bathrooms had earned him a beating, but that had been years ago. And he was usually pretty alright.

The dancing images of naked women in the corner of my vision made up my mind for me. “What’s in it for you?”

“I get to spend time with two pretty ladies and away from the kittens?” Daniel asked.

“... fair enough.”

The kittens in question were oohing and ahhing around the entrance lobby. It was a simple enough room. Large, and done up in sterile white and chrome, with holograms of New Montreal’s most popular samurai hovering off to the side.

I recognized Three Swipes, Tiny, and Maplefly as their forms flashed by, but the others, especially those long dead or the B-listers, were complete strangers.

Samurai weren’t my thing. If there really was a hierarchy of people who were important out there, then they were just a step below the CEOs and presidents of all the biggest megacorps in the world. Though the fact that half of those were samurai themselves just blurred the line.

I didn’t buy into the whole ‘superhuman’ schtick some of them put on, and their whole gimmick of trying to look like heroes while living in penthouses just rubbed me the wrong way. Lucy was way into them though, so I had picked some names up by osmosis.

“Children,” Bitchbot said, snapping me out of my daydreams. “Please line up and present your identification chits at the gate.”

The kids formed a rough line leading up to the security gate where an android smiled at them, checked their ID, and clamped a bracelet onto their right wrist before letting them through with a “Enjoy your day at the Rose Blair Museum, courtesy of Nimbletainment Inc!”

With each repetition of the greeting and slogan, another kitten was let through the gate and into the next room over.

I pushed Daniel up to the gate before me, and after sliding over an ID chit that was scanned by the android’s glowing eyes, he was let through with a shiny new bracelet. Then it was my turn.

“Here.” I fished my ID chit from my wallet and placed it on the counter.

The android picked it up, scanned it, and placed it back down with a pleasant smile. “Thank you, Catherine Leblanc. Please present your right hand for your confirmation bracelet.”

“I can’t.”

The Android paused for a moment. “Please present your right hand for your confirmation bracelet.”

Sighing, I raised the six-inch stub that was my right arm. The burns and ugly scars weren’t visible under my tied off shirt, but I knew they were there. “Can you put it on this?”

The android froze up for a moment, staring at the missing limb. “Please present your right hand for your confirmation bracelet.”

“Can I give you my left?” I asked. I knew where this was going and hoped the primitive junk AI in the android could skip past the trouble.

“Please present your right hand for your confirmation bracelet.”

I resisted the urge to say something rude. “Can you verify my ID? Please check under the disabilities subheading.”

“I can,” the android said. “By presenting your ID chit you have consented to giving Nimbletainment a current copy, in perpetuity, of your personal information. You have... two major disabilities. One missing right eye with mild-to-severe nerve damage. One missing right arm with nerve damage associated with mild-to-severe burns.”

“Can I put on a bracelet on my right hand if I don’t have a right hand?” I asked.

Lucy patted my back, a reminder to stay civil.

“I will contact customer support. One moment. You are a valuable customer!”

“Oh, fuck me.”

Ancient pop music from the mid 2020s started playing from out of the android’s mouth and I stepped to the side, my only desire right then was to beat my head against the wall to the tune of some long-dead artist’s idea of sellable pop.

This day was off to a spectacular start.


Chapter Two

Walkabout Punks

Why ‘samurai’?

Fuck, I don’t know. It’s not the Protectors that picked the name. When you boot-up for the first time they call you the ‘Vanguard of humanity.’ You’re told straight-up that you’re the one at the front, the one breaking the tide. Samurai? That’s some jacked-up punk’s clever idea that stuck like shit on drywall. Makes sense, once you’re one of us, it’s like... you’re part of a new caste, you know?

Rising Tide, Interview with CyberStar, June 2032


“Yeah, thanks,” I said before pulling the bracelet on tight with my teeth.

“You are very very welcome,” the half-asleep voice of some kid in India said out of the android’s mouth. “Thank you for using... Nimbertainment Inc’s services today.”

I made sure the bracelet wasn’t too tight and tested my wrist’s flexibility by showing my middle finger to the robot sitting behind the desk.

Lucy giggled and moved over to the android. She had her own bracelet on in just a few seconds.

Still a little angry, I stomped to the entrance of the museum followed by the clack-clack of Lucy’s crutches on the marble floor.

“Let’s go exploring!” Lucy said as soon as we were away from the security desk.

“We’re supposed to look after the kids,” I said.

We turned around a corner and found ourselves on a little landing above the open-concept museum. Most of the displays had walls around their backs, with a few of them clustered together in bunches that left plenty of room for people to walk around in.

I imagined they were expecting decently large crowds. As it was, there were maybe three dozen kids running around.

Hovering camera drones were moving about, filming the kids staring at displays or poking at the interactive exhibits that were meant to teach them something. They were probably getting great footage of the kittens and the kids from other places enjoying themselves to add to their media feeds.

“Bah, the kittens aren’t all dumb. They can run around and bleed off some energy for a bit. The threat of us alone should keep them in line,” Lucy said. “Ain’t that right?” she barked at the twins who squealed and ran off giggling.

“You’re terrifying,” I deadpanned. I nodded to the main corridor that, according to the floorplan hovering by the entrance, bisected the main floor. “Can we find Daniel? My eye is still giving me trouble.”

Lucy grinned her special grin and click-clacked her way ahead of me. “We can check things out as we go!”

Snorting, I followed.

For all that I didn’t care much for museums that were more propaganda pieces than anything else, I was still impressed by the exhibits by the front entrance. The first steps along the main path opened up to a one-to-one scale model of an Antithesis that stood tall and menacing in the middle of the corridor. Its four-hinged jaws were opened wide, with a hovercar crushed within, and its skin bristled with tapered spikes that looked genuinely dangerous.

Holograms of different samurai were fading into existence around the monster, some of them flying in the air on hoverboards or with jetpacks, others appeared next to the monster or behind holographic cover with fantastical weapons. One or two even appeared to ride the creature atop its back, close-ranged weapons gleaming as they prepared to strike down their foe.

“Cool,” Lucy said.

I didn’t think of contradicting her. It was an impressive showpiece.

“That’s a Model Twelve,” Daniel said as he rolled over. He pointed to the monster’s long, drawn-out backside. “See its second abdomen bit? There’s supposed to be some sort of organic ECM in there. They can spoof even the best cameras and scanners, make them think that the entire beastie is meant to be there. That’s why they’re called Bus-Bugs. They get flagged as hoverbuses all the time and they carry Model Ones and Threes all over the place.”

“Have you been wiki-walking?” Lucy asked, her tone light and syrupy sweet.

Daniel’s cheeks reddened just a pinch. “Nah, I read the plaque,” he said. “Uh, hey, still need help with your aug-gear?”

I nodded. It was surprisingly easy to pretend that I wasn’t seeing the flashes of images out of the corner of my eye, but they were pervasive and annoying nonetheless. I decided that I could do without being asked if I had erectile dysfunction that afternoon. “If you can get rid of this mess I promise not to mock you when you fanboy about the samurai.”

“Don’t be that way, Cat,” Lucy said. She placed a hand on Daniel’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “We’d love the help.”

“R-right. C’mon, there’s a cafeteria over there with seats and such.”

The cafeteria, as it turned out, was more of a glorified waiting room. A few benches, a single little table, and a row of a dozen vending machines crammed in together against one wall, their neon ads trying to grab the attention of anyone passing by.

We sat—or at least, us girls sat, Daniel having beaten us to that particular punch when his legs stopped working—around a small table with a statue of a girl in a frilly dress standing in its middle.

“Which one is that?” I asked as I pointed to the girl.

Daniel eyed the statue for just a second before replying. “Neon Girl Happy-Chan. One of those first generation samurai. She’s still around. Scary as shit cause, you know, first gen.”

“Hrm,” I said. I watched Daniel pull out a boxy little device, half of it wrapped in tape and the rest covered in scuff marks and cracks. He fiddled with the screen and managed to get the tiny machine to spit out a foot-tall hologram of a spiralling galaxy.

The boy pulled out a wire from a pocket next to his chair, then sighed as it came out a tangled mess. “Right,” he said as he undid the knot in a hurry. “Jack into this.”

I reached for the base of my neck, found the plug-in port of my aug-gear by feel alone, and removed the tab covering it.

The gear was shit. Older than some of the kids we were meant to be looking after and just as poorly cared for. Still, it had been free. An act of charity by some local distributor that wanted to look good in the feeds by showing how generous they were while unloading their stock of low-end aug-gear on some poor orphans.

It was better than nothing. Without the right kind of gear a person couldn’t interface with half the media available out there.

“Right, look at this shit,” Daniel said. The little computer before him shifted, the display now showing three columns with hundreds of tiny specs darting from one to the other. He pointed to the biggest of the three. “That’s your main OS on your gear. The other column is your typical hardware bits, CPU, batteries, thermal recharging, network modems, you get it.” He pointed to the third column. “And this one here is the neural uplink stuff.”

The third and smallest column was warped and twisted in on itself in a way that started to give me a headache if I stared at it too much.

It was like having six dozen mobius strips spinning into each other in a sort of optical illusion. “Weird,” I said.

“Yeah, the neural shit is all Clarktech all the way. No one messes much with it, except for a few samurai who are into that. Your problem is here, and here.” His eyes wiggled around wildly for a bit, then two sections on the normal columns lit up in red. “You’ve got viruses around your OS and in your netgear’s drivers.”

“Awesome,” I said. I wasn’t completely clueless here. We had decent classes on computer tech and the like at the orphanage, usually supplied by one company or another that wanted to train us as future employees. I was sure some of my fellow orphans had been coders and developers on the very same viruses that were pissing me off right then.

“Can you remove them?” Lucy asked.

I chimed in before Daniel could. “Probably not. If they’re in the hardware controls then they need root access, right?”

“Yeah, pretty much,” he said. “Good news is we’re in the middle of the city. The internet here is hella fast.”

I frowned. “What’s that got to do with it?”

“It’ll make redownloading your entire OS faster?” he asked.

I leaned forward onto the table and let my forehead land on its cool surface. “Fine,” I said.

Lucy played with my hair and talked to Daniel about which sections of the museum he wanted to look into while prompts and lines of code flashed by my vision. I didn’t have much saved onto the gear, just a few preferences I’d need to fiddle with later. It wasn’t a big loss, but it was a pain in the ass.

“And we’re done!” Daniel said. “Try it out?”

I lifted my head and looked around the room. No more pop-ups. No clock at the top right of my vision the way I liked it either. “Can’t even tell if it’s on.”

“Look at the vending machines,” he said.

I turned and stared at the least offensively coloured machine for a few seconds. A box appeared before me, floating as if hovering a couple of feet away.
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“Yeah, it works,” I said. “And these prices are highway robbery.”

“It’s a museum, you want cheap drinks, go buy them elsewhere,” Daniel said.

Lucy jumped to her feet, then gripped the edge of the table not to fall over. “We can move on!”

I grinned after her and got up while pulling the plug out of my gear. “Here, and thanks.”

“No problem,” Daniel said. “Every boy dreams of going on a date with two girls.”

I snorted. “Don’t try your luck. I don’t mind smacking idiots around, wheelchair or no.”

“You’d hit a cripple?” Daniel said with a laugh.

We got up, Lucy pushed off the bench before sliding her crutches under her arms. As the only one with working legs I bounced to my feet and spun around Daniel. “You can hit a cripple if you’re also a cripple. It’s a big loophole, you know.”

“Ah, the infamous cripple-clause,” Lucy said with a smart nod. “It’s why I have these crutches instead of some fancy gravity rig. So I can use them as a weapon of last resort.”

Shaking my head, I headed our little group out of the cafeteria area, then looked around. Nose was leaning against a glass display, one finger in his nostril and with an unamused Junior next to him. The other kids around weren’t my problem so I paid them no mind. “Where to?” I asked.

“I wanna see the pretty dresses,” Lucy said.

“Seriously?” I asked.

“Hell yeah. There’s an entire samurai fashion section.” Lucy pointed to a little sign hanging off of a pillar. One look at it opened up a small map of the museum, fashion section included.

“What’s that have to do with human endurance?” I asked. “You’d think they’d at least try to keep things on theme.”

“Maybe it talks about the endurance of the miniskirt and its effects on humanity?” Daniel wondered.

“Shush you,” I said.

Daniel grinned up at me. “I want to see the tech section. They’ve got first generation decks and aug-gear. Like, stuff from twenty-twenty. We can mock how they thought thirty-two gigs of ram was a lot?”

I sighed to let the two know just how much of a long suffering saint I was, then got behind Daniel and started pushing. “Tech first. Then Lucy can bore us to sleep while gushing about... lace or whatever.”

“Hey!’ Lucy shouted.

I was surprised at how much fun I was having as I pushed Daniel along.

Then the lights in the museum flashed red, the entire building trembled, and what I could see of the sky turned a deep crimson.


Chapter Three

Incursion Detected

Incursion protocol is simple. Conventional armed forces can, at best, slow down or stall an Antithesis incursion. That is, most of the so-called ‘models’ between zero and ten can be defeated with regular weaponry with sufficiently concentrated firepower.

This is good. It gives the civilians a chance to find shelter until the samurai arrive.

Hrm? If they don’t arrive? Well, then you’re right fucked, aren’t you?

Professor Asimov, Lectures on the Antithesis Threat, New Oxford University 2027


I gasped when my vision flashed red.

Two words filled my world.
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“Oh no,” Lucy said from right next to me.

I felt her hand fumbling for mine and I squeezed hers as the prompt before me flicked away and was replaced by a loading circle right in the middle of my vision. A new prompt opened up, this one with a map pointing me towards the far end of the museum. Another, larger one, hovered under the map for a few seconds before both moved to the corner of my vision.
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“Oh shit,” Daniel said. He was looking out the windows lining the roof.

I followed his gaze to see huge black things pouring out of rips in the sky. They were long and covered in wiggling bits of flesh, but, without anything to give me a sense of scale, I could only guess at how big they were.

Smaller flakes of... stuff shot past the big lumbering alien things, each one only a hundreth the size of the big things.

Then I saw one of the flakes crash into a hovercar trying to get away.

The skies lit up with beams of light and streams of bullets so thick and bright they looked like jets of glowing water. The distant roar of heavy machine gun fire filtered into the museum. Some of the smaller alien pods exploded apart in mid-air.

“Oh shit,” I agreed. The big ones had to be the size of small skyscrapers, and they were coming down to Earth with the grace of bricks doing as bricks did when falling from a great height.

“Move! Move! Move!” Someone, an adult, screamed.

I had never given much of a crap about the whole ‘listen to the adults’ thing, but, I was willing to make an exception this time.

We rushed towards where the map was pointing us to go, kids streaming by and screaming, the few adults from the schools around us directing their charges ahead. I tried to spot the kittens, but for a moment all I could think of was to keep hold of Lucy’s hand over her crutch and make sure I wasn’t trampled as we funneled into a smaller corridor.

I lost track of time as I worked to keep Daniel ahead of me and keep Lucy on her feet. It was hard to breathe as we were squeezed together, and I couldn’t hear myself think over the wails and screams and the fresh scent of piss.

My heart felt like it was going to burst when we came across a huge sign. A stick figure in a home, the yellow and black fallout symbol on one side, and the green and black jagged and bug-like Antithesis warning symbol on the other.

We were squeezed in, all of us pushing into a tight doorway that opened up into a large room.

I knew what incursion shelters were supposed to look like. There had been shit cartoons about them on TV since before I was born, and I could remember there being one in my elementary school.

The room we were in was... not a shelter.

There were the reinforced walls, and the little cubicle to the sides where beds and waiting areas should have been, but that was it.

“Where’s the door?” someone screamed.

I turned and looked to the entrance. The large reinforced door was... not there.

This wasn’t a shelter, it was a dead-end.

But it had to be reinforced, and it was a better place to wait than elsewhere. I moved to the side while pulling a dishevelled Daniel, who had his hands pressed over a no doubt bruised eye, and Lucy, who had lost a crutch along the way, with me until we were out of the way of the surging crowd of kids and caretakers. There had been more people in the museum than I had thought. Maybe a hundred in all.

The shelter could support that many, I guessed. Or it could have, were it finished.

“Are you okay?” I asked Lucy.

“Just peachy,” Daniel said.

“I wasn’t talking to you,” I shot back.

He gave me the finger, but it was with a nervous chuckle. The bit of levity helped, it made things normal.

“I’m fine,” Lucy said. She looked a little shaken, but fine otherwise. “Check on the kittens.”

The kittens, right.

I pulled my friends closer to one side where they would be a little out of the way. The stream of humanity from the shelter’s entrance had now slowed to a mere trickle. Androids were stationing themselves around the room, spouting pleasantries and bullshit to keep folks calm, not that any of it could be heard over the crying.

I took a deep breath. “Kittens!” I shouted.

Eyes turned my way, and I probably looked like a fool.

“Kittens! To me!”

The twins rushed over, then it was Nemo and Nose, Bargain and Tim. I shoved them towards Lucy who welcomed them with hugs, smiles, and lies to keep them calm.

I counted heads. “Spark and Junior are missing,” I said before returning to the middle of the room. “Kittens! Spark, Junior?!”

“Miss Leblanc, your voice’s current decibel level is above the recommended amount, please lower you—” Bitchbot rolled over to me.

“Over there,” I said. “The kids are there.”

“I am in the process of giving you a disciplinary reprimand,” the android continued.

I resisted the urge to swear at the android. “One of the kids is breaking, uh, a museum exhibit,” I said.

The android paused, its one robotic eye focused and unfocused. “That is a priority issue,” it said before rolling off.

Something grabbed my side spinned around so fast I almost fell. I came face to face with Spark, the little brat looked at me with wide, nearly-panicked eyes. “Cat,” he said. “Cat, Junior, she fell.” He pointed to the shelter’s exit.

I froze.

The kittens were my responsibility, and maybe Junior was around already. She was just the type to hide at a moment like this to piss me off.

And yet, would she really do that?

I had to tell someone.

A look around the room showed adults dealing with the panic by staring at their phones, or by staring off with glazed-over eyes, a sure sign they had sunk into their eyegear. They wouldn’t be useful. The androids were right out.

It was up to me, Lucy, or Daniel.

That wasn’t the best.

“Oh, okay, Spark. Listen, tell Lucy that I’m going to go get Junior, okay?” I asked.

The brat nodded and ran off to the others. I moved towards the exit. I would find Junior, and I would drag her back by an ear if I had to.

The floor skipped out from under me.

I joined the others in screaming as everything shook. The lights flickered. One of the reinforced panels along a wall buckled and fell off, revealing it to be no thicker than paper.

“Fuck,” I cursed.

The lights came back, bathing the room in red. Something crackled and a voice, too calm to be real, filled the air. “Incursion detected in this building. Please seal the shelter door and await further instructions and-slash-or rescue.”

I think we all—or at least those that had understood—looked to the place where the door should have been.

There were over two dozen floors below the museum. The aliens could be on any one of those.

I heard distant rumbles and could just imagine the city being wrecked from above by alien hordes. I had seen the vids of Antithesis swarms hitting a city, it was never pretty, and this one looked big. I shook my head. That was someone else’s problem, I had to protect the kittens.

Pushing myself forwards, I shuffled out of the shelter.

Everything told me to go back. It wasn’t sane to walk out into the open when there were monsters lurking around every corner.

I bit the inside of my cheek and tried to stop being such a moron. Once I had found Junior, everything would be alright.

The corridors back to the museum proper were a lot longer than I remembered. I crossed a couple of kids who ran by, a few adults herded them along while looking over their shoulders.

The farther along I got, the fewer people I encountered.

Then I was on the main floor and my eye was dragged to the ceiling above, or where the ceiling had been. A hole large enough to park a bus in was missing from the far end, bits of metal and concrete crushed that entire corner of the museum.

And in that hole, hanging off the side like shit clinging to the side of a toilet, was a large pod of fleshy goop.

I slapped a hand over my mouth.

Something moved out of the fleshy mess.

My eye locked onto a large form that flopped out of the destroyed pod and crashed atop a display. It was the size of one of those dogs, the sort macho idiots used to scare people away, but furless and black.

I didn’t get to stare for long as it rolled off the display it had fallen on and disappeared from my line of sight.

Had there only been the one?

The pod looked big enough to hold dozens, but it was partially crushed.

“Cat?”

I looked over to where I had heard my name.

There, some dozen meters away, pinned under the fallen wall of a display that had held clothes of some sort, was Junior. The girl was struggling to lift the display, but she was pinned.

I... I wanted to run away.

There were literal man-eating monsters in the room.

I took a step back.

“Cat?” Junior called out. She had to have seen the pod too. And with the noise she was making. Could they even hear?

My legs shook. My breath caught, acid burning at the back of my throat.

I ran.

My knees crashed onto the ground next to Junior. “Pull it off,” Junior said.

“Shut up,” I said. “Be quiet. Did you see how many there were?”

“Can I answer or do you want me to stay quiet?” she snarked.

It wasn’t the time for it. I think something about my expression told her as much.

“I saw six.”

That was... six more than I could handle. I pushed the thought aside, grabbed the edge of the display and lifted. It was just some thick padding with metal rails around it, but it was large and a bitch to pick up with only one arm. Worse, lifting it made some of the things atop it fall off.

Junior shifted underneath, wincing as she pushed up. She slipped out, one shoe staying behind.

Face red, I lowered the display. “Okay, now we need to...”

Junior was looking past me.

I turned.

The monster was standing ten paces behind me.


Chapter Four

Pole Dancing

After forty-eight hours, the Ohio incursion started to build a hive of sorts. The first Antithesis hive on Earth. Reports from drone reconnaissance and refugees evacuating the area allowed the combined armed forces to create dossiers of the various models of aliens discovered.

[...]

The Model-Three is small, quadrupedal, and perhaps one of the weakest Antithesis models. It is also one of the most lethal to the unprepared civilian. They are fast and agile, able to sneak into tight areas and fight well as a pack. On a larger battlefield, they serve as hunter-killers and use flanking maneuvers to slip around defensive formations.

Armed forces threat rating: 3

Vanguard threat rating: 0.1

Excerpt. 2023 Combined North American Armed Forces Manual: ANTITHESIS CLASSIFICATIONS


I grabbed onto Junior’s hand, ready to pull her as I ran.

The monster, the dog-sized Antithesis, made a snuffling sound, like a plastic bag caught in a vacuum cleaner’s tube, shifted its head one way then the other, and started walking towards the corridor where the shelter was hidden.

That was our chance.

I yanked Junior after me and ran to the nearest display, then around a corner where we could hide behind a row of large metal pillars that stopped just short of waist height.

I thought, for just a moment, that we were safe. Then the pillar next to me started to talk. “The first samurai, at the time named the ‘Vanguard,’ appeared in North America during the simultaneous battles for Washington and the Ohio mass-incursion.”

My heart stopped for a moment, and I felt Junior going taut next to me.

Slowly, so slowly, I tipped forwards until I could see around the corner of the plinth.

The Antithesis monster had been joined by two more. They were low to the ground, heads staring at the scuff marks on the faux-marble flooring, then back up to the corridor. The corridor with the shelter.

It all clicked in a single moment of clarity that had me wanting to vomit. They would go down that passageway. They would find the others.

All the kids, stuck in a room with only one exit, an exit blocked by those things.

“Shit,” I breathed out. My grip tightened on Junior’s hand.

There was one solution.

“Junior,” I whispered. “Look at me.”

She looked, eyes wide and devoid of that characteristic bite I was so used to.

“Okay. Okay. I need you to run over to the others. They’re near the shelter, alright? You need to tell them to get the fuck out of there. There were stairs, leading down. Just, just get them out of there, alright?”

“I’m not going down there, are you fucking mad?” she whispered back.

I licked my lips. “I’ll distract them. You run. Tell the other kittens, okay?”

Her mouth shut with a click. She eyed me up and down. “Fucking hardcore, Cat.”

“Fuck off,” I said with a bit of a smile. “Just run when they’re after me, yeah?”

“Yeah, I can, I can do that.” She swallowed, then reached into her back pocket and brought something small and flat out. A flick of her thumb revealed a three centimeter blade. It looked like it had been made with tape and some bits of a box-cutter. “Take it.”

“Seriously?” I asked. “The hell were you thinking, bringing that to a place like this?”

“I was thinking there might be a fucking alien invasion,” the girl whispered back.

I grudgingly nodded. It was a fair point. I took the knife and slid it into a pocket. I got ready for the next part. Then I spent a few more seconds psyching myself up... then a few more.

The monsters started to stalk forwards.

Standing up, I stuffed the knife into a pocket and walked out from behind my cover. My hand trembled by my side, my legs felt like they were jelly, and I had a serious urge to go take a piss. “He—” I started. My voice cracked.

Licking my lips, I looked around, saw a display with some plastic replica of some samurai’s helmet, grabbed it off its shelf, and flung it at the aliens.

The helmet crashed to the ground between them and rolled past.

Two heads turned my way, their eyes, both of them stacked one above the other, fixed onto me.

They didn’t growl. I don’t know why I expected them too. That was something the aliens did in the cartoons before the heroic samurai or corporate cop tore it apart. But everyone knew that they were supposed to be eerily quiet.

The moment one of them took a step towards me I ran.

Claws scrapped on the floor behind me, a click-click beat that quickly cut the distance apart. I saw Junior’s wide eyes from the corner of my eye. “Go!” I shouted before spinning around a corner.

The monsters stayed at my back like cats after a rat.

I... I kind of knew that I was going to die. It wasn’t how I expected to go out. At least I’d done a little to buy the others some time.

My eye caught onto something red ahead, stuck to the side of a pillar. A fire extinguisher, right next to a roped-off display of a scale-model Antithesis hive.

I reached out, grabbed the quick-release in front of the extinguisher, and tore it off.

I could feel the beast right behind me.

My hand wrapped around the handle of the extinguisher and I spun around.
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I blinked away the warning. I had bigger shit to worry about. One of the aliens was right on me, triple-hinged jaws opened wide.

I shoved the extinguisher into its mouth.

Jaw muscles as big around as my bicep squeezed the bright-red container with enough force that the metal squealed.

I shielded my eye with my arm a moment before the extinguisher exploded.

The alien made a deep, rasping noise as expanding white foam filled its mouth. It twisted this way and that, finally bumping into the other alien with a wild swing of its head. Foam continued to pour out of the extinguisher, hardening as it puddled around the ground.

I didn’t have time to watch, not when there was a second monster just there.

Spinning around, I started to run again, eye scanning everything for any sort of weapon. The guns and swords in display cases along the far wall teased me, but I knew they had to be replicas. Then I saw a rope barrier, a dozen gleaming chrome poles holding up a thick velvet rope.

My eyes locked on the pole. It wasn’t one of those plain ones, with a ball atop it. No, this was some sort of artsy thing, more a stainless-steel toothpick than a pole.

Feet skidding across the floor, I came to a spinning stop next to the barrier, tore the rope off the top and, with a foot on the base to keep it in place, yanked it out of its slot.

I turned with the pole held out before me just as the second alien jumped at me.

I screamed, part fright, part anger, and held the pole out before me.

The metal tip poked into the beast’s eyes. It was too late for it to stop.

That didn’t mean that its hundreds of kilos of weight just stopped either.

The pole slid back along my hand until it punched me in the gut. Then the alien’s weight came down on top of me, sending both of us to the ground.

Something had to give. The pole punched into my lower ribs with enough force that I lost what little air was left in my lungs.

In that moment, before the pain hit, I got to watch the pole sink a foot into the alien’s head.

Then my world focused, every ounce of my body’s attention concentrated on the side where I felt metal parting skin and sliding into me. The pole scraped against the bones in my ribcage, the muscles there screamed in protest.

I gasped, my breathing choppy and uneven as every intake of air sent a wave of nausea up my side.

No pain. Nothing but the weird feeling in my gut.

Confusion sank away as an ache, then a roaring fire of agony spread out from the hole in my chest. It wasn’t the worst pain I had ever felt, but it was certainly up there.

I looked up to the alien impaled on the same pole I was, almost hoping that it was alive so that it could put me out of my misery.

The pole poked into its large lower eye and was left jammed somewhere in its scaly skull. It was very dead.

“Well, fuck you too,” I said.

I pressed my hand down, tears stinging my eye and a fuzzy burning filling the socket where my right eye had been. It was nothing compared to the weird sensation of the pole moving in my chest.

Shifting to the side, I pushed the monster off of me and whimpered as it made the pole twist in my gut. There was a lot of blood.

“Oh, shit,” I said. I had to get up, to go see the kittens to... I coughed. I was done for, but I didn’t want to be, not yet.

The world went dark. My head pounded.

Then, light, and a searing that I felt pushing into the back of my head as if someone were prodding me with a hot-poker. My legs kicked out and the pole shifted again. The only reason I didn’t scream was the pain in my ribs.

The pain stopped.

System Initialized!

Congratulations. Through your actions you have proven yourself worthy of becoming one of the Vanguard, a defender of humanity. I am Myalis. I will assist you to uplift humanity so that you may defend your homeworld from the Antithesis threat!

Rise, Catherine Leblanc, and become a protector of the weak!

“What?” I asked. The voice had come from... nowhere.

Oh you poor thing. You seem to be suffering from a whole host of medical issues. It seems as though you still have some minutes left to live. Let’s make the best out of them, shall we?


Chapter Five

Dying is For Other People

Point. Buy.

Kill some xenos, fill your supply!

Bam, bam, the counter’s a trap

Click clack, new gear in yo’ lap

Rinse, repeat, climb so high!

Lyrical extract from Point. Buy.,
Gun and Done’s best selling rap single of 2043


At some point, I started to hyperventilate. It wasn’t exactly pleasant to be breathing so hard while bleeding out, but I managed it anyway.

Now now, no need to panic. You’re dying already. Hyperventilating will only worsen your situation.

“What, where are you?” I asked.

My head came up and I looked around. I still had a pole sticking out of my chest, the grotesque sight too much for me at that moment, so I stared around the open museum and tried to make sense of things.

Come now, blood loss is no excuse not to put two and two together.

I let my head fall back. “I’m a samurai?” I asked.

It was silly, dumb. The kind of thing that kids everywhere dreamed of. The sort of thing that didn’t happen to someone like me.

Yes. You are, at least for now. In twenty minutes you will not be one.

“Why?” I asked.

Was the voice actually speaking out loud? I couldn’t tell where it came from. Maybe that was the pain talking, of the rushing noise of blood in my ears.

In approximately six minutes blood loss and trauma will lead to you losing consciousness. The pole cut into your liver and gallbladder. You are bleeding quite profusely.

A glance at the blood pooling around the pole said as much. “Yeah?” I asked.

Assuming that no action is taken, two minutes after that you will begin to experience cardiac arrest, then total body failure, and eventually death. Well, I say experience, but you won’t be able to feel any of that.

I swallowed. “I’m dying,” I said past the haze of pain.

You are. Now let’s fix that, shall we?

I could worry about hearing voices later. “What do I do?” I asked.

Turn to your side, throw off the weight pinning you down.

I cursed, tears welling up in my eye as I shifted to the side, legs kicking out to try and get some sort of leverage. The alien above me fell to the side, dragging the pole with it.

A scream was torn out of me as the pole, still stuck in my chest, shifted with the motion.

Well done! Though you did make a mess of your internals there. No worries.

I sniffled, feeling like one of the kids that I was meant to be caring for instead of the woman I was. “N-now what?”

You currently have twenty points available to you from killing those two Model Threes, as well as the initial one hundred points freely granted to new Vanguards. Let me suggest a purchase!

My vision swam for a moment before resolving into an image of a sort of thick syringe hovering before me.

This is a WoundStop. A device available to anyone with Class I Medical Utilities unlocked. Unlocking the Class would cost you fifty points. The WoundStop would cost you five points.

“It hurts,” I whispered.

Please accept the purchase. We don’t want you dying on us.

I could barely string two thoughts together, but I decided to trust the AI, to trust Myalis, anyway. “Okay, please.”

Well done!

New Purchase: Class I Medical Utilities unlocked!
Points reduced from... 120 to... 70
New Purchase: Class I WoundStop
Points reduced... 70 to... 65


A box appeared next to me. No fanfare, no lightshow. Just a bloody floor, my red blood mixing with the alien’s green, then a box. Plastic, shaped roughly like a syringe. It looked cheap, like the kind of off-brand kitchenware they used at the orphanage.

Wonderful! We will need to remove that pole. And by we, I mean you. Careful now, your clock is ticking already.

I placed my hand flat on the ground next to me, leaving a red imprint on the faux-marble, then I pushed myself back. The sensation of metal moving out of my guts reminded me of being poked by a needle, only an order of magnitude worse.

The pole clunked to the ground.

I bent over double and vomited into a growing crimson puddle.

Good. You’ve removed the one thing preventing you from bleeding out... more. You now have a very short amount of time to live and act, so let’s hurry this up, shall we?

My reply was a choked off whimper.

Please open the case and apply the WoundStop to your injury.

My hand shook as I reached for the box. The top came off easily, revealing a tube as big as a water bottle with a tip like a turkey baster at the end. I took it, thumb easily slotting into the button at the top. “In the wound?” I asked.

Exactly! I’m glad you didn’t need the instructional video. You would die before it ended.

I shoved the WoundStop into the hole with a whimper.

The button sank in. For a moment it felt as if someone was pouring sand into me. I hissed, legs kicking out.

Then the pain faded away.

I breathed in, then out. I was still coming up a little short on air, but the pain was gone, all gone. I tilted my head up and rubbed the blood off of the hole in my shirt. There was now an off-white plug over the place where I’d been stabbed. It felt like rubbery plastic. “What?”

That will keep you going for some time. Your liver is going to need to be replaced. Your gallbladder too, but that’s a little less urgent. Oh, and you lost a lot of your blood. The WoundStop will keep you alive for a while.

“What the fuck,” I said. “What the fuck?” I asked.

You must have questions. I’m afraid they might have to wait. If you don’t accrue more points then you will be unable to purchase new organs.

I stood up, my legs wobbly under me. Next to me was an alien with a foot of metal in its head. A few meters away was another, equally horrid beast, with foam still slowly pouring out of its mouth.

“There were six,” I said. “I... I have to get to the others.” I took a step that turned into a weak stumble, and I ended up hanging onto a dividing wall to stay on my feet.

That’s the right attitude! Unfortunately, you are unlikely to be able to do much against even a single additional Model Three.

I took a few quick, short breaths. “I’m a samurai, yeah?” I asked. It sounded stupid to even say it. Worse, I felt like I was talking to myself.

You are indeed, now a samurai.

“Then I should be able to fight them, right?”

Samurai were supposed to be tough, nearly god-like. The entire damned museum celebrated them.

Doubtful. Though the attitude is great. If you do want to fight them, I might have a few suggestions to make.

“I can buy things, right?” I asked. That’s how it worked, everyone knew that.

Indeed. Now, let’s see what kind of weapons you can afford that might allow you to obtain some more points!


Chapter Six

Pill Pusher

They give you toys. Yeah, I know what you’re thinking. ‘Jackal, you have a hand cannon that can disintegrate tanks. That’s not a toy!’ And you’re right. It isn’t. But that’s not how it feels. You do a thing, you get a reward, you get a bigger toy. It’s a cycle, and your little AI buddy doesn’t even hide it.

Damned useful though. And we do get to play with the best toys.

Interview with Marie ‘The Jackal’ Hunt. April 2051


My world was still spinning a little. It made walking quietly hard. It was still worth the effort to try, even after all the noise I made earlier. Some miracle had prevented the other aliens, the Model Threes, from coming around to have some Cat for lunch, but I didn’t want to push my luck.

My luck was... I didn’t know. I was a samurai. It was enough that I wanted to laugh. I had laughed at the idea, way back when me and Lucy were younger and still had some optimism left in us. We had talked about what it would be like to be one of the elite, to fly around and kill aliens by the thousands.

And she...

“I need to get to the others,” I whispered. How long had I been back there bleeding out? I’d lost track of time at some point. My HUD’s clock gave me the hour, but I hadn’t been paying attention before. “Fuck, I need to move,” I said.

You lost a somewhat substantial amount of blood. I advise caution before entering another fight.

“Fuck caution, the kittens, they... I need to help them.”

An admirable sentiment! In your current condition you would successfully distract a Model Three for approximately twelve to thirty seconds.

I stumbled to a stop. It was right. I wasn’t in any condition to fight. But, but still. I started stumbling ahead again. “Then fix me,” I growled.

You could purchase some tools to alleviate that with Class I Medical Utilities. Two solutions seem prominent. A Class I Nano-Regenerative Suite. At fifteen points this utility would allow you to begin restoring some of your damaged internals. Hemo-Restore is a five point liquid utility that you consume orally. It replenishes up to a quart of blood naturally in the space of approximately two hours.

“That’s how it works, huh?” I asked. I’d heard some things about how samurai got their awesome powers, their incredible weapons and tools. Everyone had. Still, I trusted the information I’d skimmed off the net about as much as I trusted my own ability to run a marathon just then.

Essentially, yes. Upon unlocking a Class Catalogue you can purchase any of the items available in that speciality. Prices are constantly adjusted.

“Yeah, cool,” I said. I stopped by a cement pillar and just leaned against it for a moment to catch my breath. I wasn’t hurting, in fact, my body felt like it should have been light. The reality was that every motion took some effort, just like moving underwater the few times the orphanage had brought us to places with swimming pools. “I need something that’ll let me, uh, fight.”

Fighting wasn’t something I was used to, not at the best of times. It was frowned upon at the orphanage, for obvious reasons, and it just wasn’t something I liked. Not that I hadn’t been in a scrap or two, but being the one-eyed one-armed girl usually meant that any fight ended in someone else’s favour.

I can suggest a panoply of weapons and tools that you could use to defend yourself. Unfortunately, at your current point disposition, most of the better solutions are outside of your reach.

“Story of my life,” I muttered.

There is one solution. You have sixty-five points remaining. Using fifty you can unlock a Class I tech tree that will provide you with the ability to purchase a Class I weapon. I suggest Kinetic Handguns or Simple Melee. That will leave you with fifteen points. Spending ten of these would provide you with a very basic weapon. Your final points can be spent on a combat stim.

I licked my dry lips and shoved off the pillar I’d been using as a crutch. “What’s a combat stim? No, don’t answer that. I’m not an idiot. I mean... what sort?”

Based on your current situation... Mind Krank Ultra. A highly addictive, habit forming, lightly poisonous drug available for five points.

I paused in my slow shuffling walk. “You’re not making that sound appealing.”

For five points you could also later purchase Cleanse. A nanite-infused neuro cleaning agent that would remove any damages caused by the previous drug.

“Right,” I said, “What’s that... Mind Krank shit do?”

It will make you feel invincible, heighten your senses, improve your perception of time, vastly enhance your reflexes, and will increase your pain and fatigue tolerance. Humans who used this drug have gone on to fight for upwards of thirty-two hours without pause, or until their cardiac system gave out.

“Are you bugging me? That shit sounds dangerous.”

You have lost contact with the Model Threes in the surroundings. The likelihood that they have reached the people you wish to protect increases every passing moment.

I worked my jaw. The damned thing was right. How long had it been since I’d seen the others? Two minutes? No, longer. Ten? They could all be long dead. Maybe they were lucky, there were only four of the monsters, and a lot of kids.

Those were shit odds.

I heard a faint, distant, scream that was barely an echo across the open museum floor. It was a scream that had to compete with the wind humming past the new hole in the ceiling and the half dozen displays that had little repeating voice-overs. Still, I heard it.

I felt a chill run down my spine. “Damn it,” I swore. “Do it, give me... give me whatever.”

As you wish. Do you have any preferences in terms of weaponry?

Did I want to be up close to the aliens or did I want to shoot them from afar? Stupid question. “Guns, give me a gun.”

I’d never shot a gun, but we had toys, and I’d played a sim or two in my time. Point towards baddie, pull trigger. Easy.

Then I suggest Kinetic Handguns Class I.

“Sure!” I said in a hurry. The need to do something, to move, was growing, gnawing at me.

New Purchase: Class I Kinetic Handguns unlocked!
Points reduced from... 65 to... 15


Well done. Now... as for a weapon.

“Just anything!” I yelled.

As you wish. I will pick something best suited to your situation from the current catalogue. There are only eight hundred weapons available at your current price point. This is a Hummingbird Mark I-D.

I felt something pushing at my hand. When I raised it palm-up a gun dropped from out of thin air. Not a proper gun. This looked more like a toy. The barrel was a large square with three dozen needles poking out of the end. The handle was barely curved back at all, and the trigger was more of a squared button than anything. The case looked like brushed aluminium, which didn’t fit with the heft of the thing at all.

New Purchase: Hummingbird Mark I-D
Points reduced from... 15 to... 5


“How do I—” I began, only for my vision to go wild for a moment as my eyegear refreshed. I soon had a large circle floating off to the side. It didn’t take much experimentation to see that it followed wherever I was pointing the gun.

Aim at a target, wait for the reticule to go red, pull the trigger. So simple a child could use it. The Hummingbird’s target lock will do most of the work.

“Right,” I said. “The... the drug?”

Arriving. Please look down.

New Purchase: Mind Krank Ultra
Points reduced from... 5 to... 0


A box appeared by my feet. No bigger than a matchbox, square, made of some cheap plastic. I bent down, almost lost my balance as my head swam, but managed to open it.

A single bright red pill sat on a gauze cushion.

“Damn,” I muttered.

I placed the Hummingbird down, took the pill and just stared at it for a moment.

Another scream came from the distance.

I tossed the pill back.

The world burst into clarity.


Chapter Seven

Hummingbird

INT. LIVE STUDIO

CRAZY CLIVE adjusts his suit and turns his chair so that he faces the camera.

The applause from the audience dies down.

CRAZY CLIVE (Manically)

Today, we’re talking aliens. Oohhh yes boys and girls and others. We’ve all seen what the bastards look like. We wish they were little green men, but no, the aliens killing us are big green monsters. But killing you isn’t the worst. Hah! You just wait! We’ll be showing you exclusive footage of what happens once the bastards are done snapping you pretty little necks! Right after these ads by today’s sponsors.... AdamsCorp!

The camera pans away from CRAZY CLIVE who grins back at it. Audience applause, cheers.

REDACTED Episode of Crazy Clive’s Truth Talk. September 2027.


I ran.

No, I didn’t just run, I sprinted.

It felt as if I was as light as a feather, as if every gasping breath filled my lungs with a hundred times more air than I had ever had. Every nerve along my skin tingled, every scent I caught told a story, and every twitch of my eye showed me the world with an amount of detail I had never seen before.

When Myalis had said that Mind Krank Ultra was addictive, I thought it would be from chemical dependence. We’d gotten our share of warnings about drugs at the orphanage—drugged up kids were harder to adopt and strained the orphanages insurance bills when they inevitably ODed—so I knew a bit about chemical addictions.

This wasn’t that. Or maybe it was. I didn’t know. I didn’t care.

I pushed myself to run just a bit faster and the runner’s high, even after only crossing half the museum, was nearly orgasmic. “Oh, damn,” I gasped.

I would advise some caution. As good as you may be feeling, the drug is mostly suppressing your body’s reactions to your injuries. You are still in very poor health.

“Right, right,” I said.

I heard screams again. Many of them, and from down the corridor where the shelter was.

My shitty sneakers squeaked as they bit into the faux-marble floor and I shot ahead. My grip tightened around the Hummingbird, finger hovering over the trigger. I was ready. I felt ready. I also felt as if I could punch a cement wall for an hour and still have energy to spare.

The little intellectual bit still chugging away at the back of my mind was ringing alarm bells, telling me how stupidly dangerous this all was. Still, as much as I feared the drug I’d already taken, it was too damned late to do anything about it, and right then I needed that boost.

The corridor stretched out before me, long and, to my horror, bloody.

Two things jumped out to me right away. The first, the body of one of the adults, mangled and ruined and left to rot off to one side. Even a dozen meters away I caught the scent of flesh, blood, and shit.

The second thing was the alien, the Model Three. It had been stalking ahead, blood dripping down its split jaws. Something, probably my damned shoes, had alerted it to my presence and it had turned halfway around to stare at me.

I raised the Hummingbird.

The reticle in my HUD jerked upwards, I was able to actually see the framerate dropping as the crappy little computer in my gear tried to keep up with the way my arm sprang up. Then the reticule was on the alien. It turned red.

I pulled the trigger.

The bullets moved far too fast for me to see them. The thin trails of smoke they left behind, on the other hand, those were easy to follow even as they spun through the air. I winced a second after pulling the trigger as the loud humming of four projectiles going off echoed through the tight passageway.

The Model Three slumped to the ground, four holes, no bigger than a disposable pen, buried in its head with blackened edges where they had entered.

Target Eliminated!
Reward: 10 points
New Total: 10 points


“What the hell kind of bullet was that?” I asked.

The Hummingbird fires in a four-projectile burst. Each projectile—essentially a micro-missile—flies on a pre-calculated trajectory towards the target. Upon entering the target the remaining rocket fuel is spent burrowing through the target’s skin. If any propellant still remains it is detonated along with the projectile’s warhead.

I stared at the boxy gun—was it really a gun?—and then towards the dead alien. I could live with it. I had thought that maybe being a samurai was underwhelming, but, if this was the kind of toy I could obtain for ten points, I could believe all the stories about the older, more experienced samurai.

The screaming grew louder, more panicked.

I lowered the Hummingbird to my side and picked up the pace, racing past the dead Model Three and towards the still-open vault.

It was a nightmare made real.

Three of the aliens were spread out across the room, one of them savaging a man on the ground, the other two corralling all the children and some of the adults towards the back of the room.

Some of the kids had chairs and in one case a wet floor sign before them, as if that could fend off the monsters for more than a second.

The Model Three finished snapping the neck of the man on the ground and raised a bloody head up towards the kids.

I saw, with a level of clarity I didn’t think possible with my one eye, the looks of despair growing on the faces of the children. Some—especially those wearing simple all-black uniforms with crosses over their chests—had their eyes closed and were murmuring prayers.

Lucy was near the front, her crutches pointing out towards the beast, the kittens huddled behind her. Her gaze flickered up to me. “Run!” she screamed.

I raised the Hummingbird.

The monsters were between me and the kids. If any of those little missiles missed...

Three reticles flashed red.

I pulled the trigger, then again, and again.

Twelve lines of vapour raced across the room, ending in the sides and backs of the Model Threes.

Two fell, dead. The third roared and spun around; one leg dragging behind it.

Four more flechettes punched into its chest and head. I even heard the distinct pops of the projectiles bursting apart inside the beasts head.

Targets Eliminated!
Reward: 30 points
New Total: 40 points


Well done!

I lowered the Hummingbird and took in the still terrified gazes of all the kids. “It’ll be okay,” I said. “It’ll be okay.”

Humans saved: 32
Points added
New total: 72


“What?” I asked.

Your role, as a Vanguard, is to fight and protect humanity. The ways to do this are many, but I’m sure I can help you find a path that suits you. And, of course, your efforts will always be rewarded.

“Cat!” Lucy stumbled forwards, then started racing across the room on her crutches until she crashed into me as a crying bundle of shiny brown hair. “You’re okay?” she asked.

“Not really,” I grunted. I had to be careful hugging her while holding a weapon, but I did my best. “I’m glad you’re alive,” I said. If my voice caught a little, she didn’t comment.


Chapter Eight

Piss Poor Disguise

Some of these people, they treat us like gods, like saints. And some of us, we allow it, encourage it.

People need their hope, and sometimes that comes at the end of a katana. I don’t know whether believing in the god among men is better than worshipping some uncaring bastard in the skies. I just know that neither option feels right.

The late Silver Hoop, 2035


We needed to regroup.

I stared over Lucy’s head at all the kids milling about. They were giving the dead aliens a wide berth. Some were staring blankly at the two bodies just... left there. I counted two more adults, a few teens that were close to my age. The kittens were all accounted for, at least.

“We need to find a way out of here,” I muttered into Lucy’s hair as I held onto her.

“Can’t we just stay, wait for help, for a samurai?” Lucy asked.

I pulled back and smiled down at her. I wanted to tell her that things would be alright, but we weren’t in the habit of lying to each other. “We’ll figure something out,” I said. “I’ve got this thing, we can, uh, scout ahead for monsters, then escort the kittens... somewhere.” I waggled the Hummingbird around.

“Where’d you get that?” she asked. “And what happened to your chest, you’re all bloody. Are you injured?”

“I’m... okay. It could’ve been worse.” I looked around again. “Junior? And the others. There were a lot more people here earlier. Bitchbot’s not around either.”

“She, ah, she’s crying somewhere. You know how she is about people seeing her like that,” Lucy said. “And the others? They left. Said they didn’t want to stay, that maybe there was a better shelter. I stayed cause you were... you know. Um. I sent Bitchbot with them. She was being ah, herself.”

She reached out, and our hands met. She squeezed mine and I squeezed back.

Catherine, now that the most immediate threat has been removed, you might want to consider caring for your injuries. There are several options that would improve your situation immensely.

“Not now,” I said.

“Huh?”

I shook my head and waved Lucy’s concern off. A group was forming to one side, the remaining adults, some of the older kids. A pair of boys were dragging the corpses off to the side where they covered them with thin blankets they were pulling from a supply closet at the back.

“Wanna watch the kittens?” I asked. “I think I should be with that group.”

“They should be okay,” Lucy said as she looked over to our brats. “They’re tough, tougher than those religious kids and the preppy ones.”

It only took a glance to see how the others were handling things. The religious kids were forming a little prayer circle. The preppy kids, all of them looking like they’d come fresh out of some shitty daytime TV highschool were panicking, some of them on tablets, others tapping at the side of their temples as if that would help their gear connect. I couldn’t imagine the net staying up with an ongoing invasion.

Compared to them, the kittens looked alright. Not great, but alright. Nose was picking his namesake, the twins were huddled together, Daniel was talking to some of the others with big gestures and a smile on.

“Yeah, alright,” I said. We moved over to the one group that seemed to be actually level-headed about things, Lucy hanging off my side and dragging her crutches behind her one-handed. I pretended not to hear the squelsh as we stepped on something wet.

“We need to stay,” one of the adults was saying, some bald man that looked like a poster boy for one of those before and after commercials where the guy started as a wimpy office worker and ended up some sort of super model.

“Our protectors will come,” a girl said next to him. She was pretty enough, with long blonde hair and a face meant for smiling. As it was, she was frowning at the man across her, hands idly fiddling with a rosary of all things. It fit in with the ‘almost a nun’ uniform she had on.

“What’s the sitch?” I asked.

Four pairs of eyes turned to me. The girl, almost-baldy, a teacher-looking woman that was trembling, and an older boy that looked like he could have been from our orphanage.

“You’re the one that killed the monsters,” the nun girl said. “Thank you. Our protectors look fondly upon those that protect themselves.”

I raised an eyebrow at that. “Yeah, sure. I just happened to have the gun is all.”

“Are you certified to use that?” Baldy asked.

I blinked at him, then looked at the three dead aliens in the room. “No. No I’m not. Wanna do something about that? Maybe call the local sec forces?”

“Don’t be belligerent,” he said.

“Do go fuck yourself,” I shot back.

Nun Girl coughed. “Please, both of you. It’s not the time for this. We need to decide on what to do, and now. If we stay... I can lead the children in song and prayer while we wait, and if we go, then, then we need to decide where we’re going.”

“I don’t think singing will help.” I frowned. My words sounded a bit slurry. “I... I’ve only got twelve rounds left in this thing. It’s a big room and...” I trailed off.

“Cat?” Lucy asked.

“I’m fine,” I said, quickly.

You are not. I’m afraid that the blood loss was more substantial than I had initially predicted. Or, as is most likely, you opened up your wound while running. Your blood pressure and temperature readings suggest heavy internal bleeding.

“That’s bad.”

Indeed. You will soon lose consciousness. Might I suggest healing yourself? You have the points for it.

“Cat? Cat do you need to sit down?” Lucy asked me.

The others were staring at me, especially Baldy. “Did she get bitten? Is she turning into one of those?”

“Do not be a fool, sir,” Nun Girl said. “These monsters are not the sort that turn humans against their brethren. These were scouts, little more.”

“She could’ve run into some model Sevens out there, we don’t know.” Baldy narrowed his eyes.

I growled under my breath. “It’s bloodloss, you fuck. Myalis, options?”

Two options are immediately viable. You could spend points to unlock the Minor Prosthetics Class I tree and then purchase an internal repair system. This will use your own body’s celular reserves to heal you over time.

“Slow,” I said.

“What? Cat, what’re you on about?” Lucy asked. She tried to pull me back, but almost stumbled. The boy in our little group rushed over and held me up.

It is indeed slow, but it would prevent this type of situation from occurring in the future. The second, faster option are the following two Medical Utilities. Class I Hemo-Restore. A compound that will replenish your blood supply in a manner of hours. And a Class I Nano-Regenerative Suite. The Nano-Regenerative Suite is expensive at 15 points, but will ensure your survival and swift recovery.

“What’s all that gonna cost?” I muttered.

I could feel Lucy right next to me, her concern radiating off of her in waves.

20 points. Better spent than lost if you die.

“I need privacy,” I told Lucy. The worse thing was that even though I could tell I was growing weaker, I still felt fine.

“I, I don’t know. Does anyone here have medical training?” she asked the others.

And then I crashed to my knees. “Oh, shit,” I said.

“Cat!”

“Myalis,” I muttered. “Now or never, yeah?”

New Purchase: Nano-Regenerative Suite
Points reduced from... 72 to... 57
New Purchase: Hemo-Restore
Points reduced from 57 to... 52


Two boxes appeared on the ground before me.

Nun Girl gasped.

I dropped my Hummingbird and popped one of the boxes open. There was a tube within, crimson red with a sort of plastic stopper at one end. A yellow arrow pointed towards the stopper.

Press it to your skin.

I pushed it against the bit of skin I could see through my torn shirt. The red liquid in the syringe emptied into me in less than a second. I hadn’t even felt it go in.

The syringe injected a series of tubes through your skin that connected with the nearest vein or artery and dumped the Hemo-Restore directly into your system.

“Hrm,” I said as I let go of the syringe. It had left three little red dimples on my skin, but they hardly showed under all the blood.

The next box held a small device that looked like an asthma inhaler crossed with a rebreather.

Place it in your mouth. Breath in.

“Simple,” I muttered.

It felt like breathing a lungful of electric fire, tingles clawing their way down my throat, then through my lungs. I dropped the inhaler as soon as it dinged empty and coughed for all I was worth.

Then the tingling started around my chest, like a limb that had gone asleep but all over the damned place. My missing eye twitched and my stump shifted.

I’m afraid the Nano-Regeneratives Suite is too weak to do anything for your missing members. A Class II suite would repair the missing limbs, but that is currently outside of your budget.

I nodded, then looked up to see Lucy and the others all staring at me. “Sorry ‘bout that,” I said as I wiped a sleeve over my mouth. “I was dying.”


Chapter Nine

Saint

What the Antithesis do with the bodies of those they carry away is a matter of hot debate, debate that the few remaining governments try hard to suppress.

It’s a good thing that they’re piss poor at that, isn’t it?

Random Internet Commentator, in the comments of live footage of an active Antithesis biofactory


Nun Girl was the first to react. She fell onto her knees and clasped her hands together over her chest. “Forgive me, saint, I did not... I’m sorry. Please forgive me,” she begs while bowing from the neck again and again like one of those little water-pecker bird toys.

The whole thing would have been a whole lot more awkward had I not also been on my knees. As it was, it was pretty damned weird. “Hey, yeah, no, none of that. I’m no saint.”

Nun Girl looked up, confusion warring with something like awe in her eyes. “Are you not one of the Vanguard?” she asked.

I pressed my hand to my chest, over the spot where I’d been wounded. The WoundStop was leaking out in dribbles, the rubbery material melting away only for cool skin to replace it. It looked about as strange as it felt. “I suppose,” I muttered. “Shit, this feels fucky.”

The Nano-Regenerative treatment will bring you back to a much better condition, though you should nonetheless be careful about reopening injuries. Also, the likelihood of cancerous cells appearing in those areas has increased by an order of magnitude.

“What?” I hissed. I raised a hand. “Not you guys,” I said as I gestured to the side of my head. “The... voice in my... you know what, just pretend I’m not saying anything, alright?”

“As you wish,” Gun Girl said.

Baldy took a step back and looked ready to bolt. I don’t know what got to him, the stuff appearing around me as if by magic, or the mention of voices in my head. Either way, he was trying to do the smart thing and piss off.

Nun Girl got up far faster than someone wearing such long skirts looked like they could, and grabbed Baldy by the arm. “You are staying here until the saint has dismissed you,” she said.

Baldy didn’t seem to like that, but I had bigger shit to worry about.

“What was that about cancer?” I asked Myalis.

The worry is misplaced. By the time enough cancerous cells have grown for it to become a problem you will either be dead, or will have accumulated enough points that fixing the issue will be trivial.

“Cat?”

I froze, then looked up to meet Lucy’s bright blue eyes. They were a little teary, and her hands were held close to her chest as if she was expecting a blow at any moment. I imagined what it had to look like for her. I’d gone for a bit, and when I returned I was... well, I was still me, but a me that was also supposedly in the one percent of the one percent. “Lucy,” I said.

“You were dying?” she asked.

It felt as if a balloon burst in my chest. No recriminations, no accusations, no sense of betrayal. She was just worried. “I’m okay now. I, ah, got stabbed, a bit.”

“But you’re okay now?” she asked.

“Right as rain,” I said. “‘Cept for the cancer, but that’s a side worry.”

“Cancer?” she hissed.

I waved it off. “It’s all good. I have the godlike ability to buy my way out of any problems.” Grinning, I jumped to my feet, then swept her into a quick hug. I paused next to her head. “And I can fix yours too,” I whispered.

Lucy huffed and pushed me off. “Not now,” she said. “We have a lot of stuff to worry about besides me. The kittens...”

“Yeah,” I said.

I looked over the group that was meant to be taking care of all of those troubles. They were looking at me the same way. Damn. “What do we do?” the teacher-type woman asked.

I licked my lips. Even Baldy was waiting for me to come up with something. I hadn’t asked for that. Not that I’d ask for stupid powers either. “Right, right. We can’t stay here. I don’t think. Um. Myalis, can we stay here?”

I cannot observe much beyond your own body and what your gear picks up, I’m afraid. I can, on the other hand, model and simulate the likely movements of an Antithesis swarm. This one seems small. This will not remain so. If you are near to the epicentre of the landing, then your position will be overrun before nightfall as the Antithesis begins to search for biomass. By this time tomorrow this section of the city might be unlivable.

“Damn. Okay, we can’t stay here. We need to leave. This building is connected to a few others. There might be ways to move out of the area on foot.”

“Ma’am,” Nun Girl said. “I’m registered with the church’s bus. There are seats for twenty, we can fit more.”

“Where’s it parked?” I asked. “Outside?”

She shook her head. “Three floors down, ma’am.”

I suppressed the shiver running down my back. The girl was probably my age, maybe a bit older. She was dismissive a minute ago and, frankly, I preferred that to the awe she was looking at me with, as if I was going to fart out a bouquet of flowers and a cure to world hunger at the same time.

“Okay, okay, yeah,” I said. “That’s a good idea.”

“You’ll kill any aliens we come across?” Baldy asked.

I swallowed. Could I do that? “I’ll damned well try,” I said. I flipped my Hummingbird around so that I was holding it by the barrel, then pushed it into the hands of the jock that had rushed to my side. “Can you figure out how to link this to your gear?” I asked.

“Uh, yeah, sure,” he said.

“Good. Good. I’m only one girl.”

“But you’re a saint,” Nun Girl said.

“But I’m still only the one. And there are a lot of you to look after.” They nodded along, as if I was spouting some wise shit instead of trying to let them down easy before I fucked up and some of them bit it.

I just wanted to keep my friends, and the kittens, safe. Everything else was a nice bonus on top. “I’ll get the kittens ready to go.” Lucy squeezed my hand twice, then walked off, her crutches clicking away.

“Right, okay. You guys get your groups ready to move. Nun Girl, you’re with me for a minute, alright?”

The two adults and the jock nodded and ran off to do as I said. Nun Girl came closer. “Yes, saint... forgive me, I don’t know your name.”

“I’m Catherine. None of that saint shit. I appreciate the help, but I was never one for that late night TV Christianity stuff,” I said.

She nodded. “There’s no need for a saint to concern herself over matters of faith. You were chosen, that is all that matters.”

I blinked. The girl was... probably pretty normal for her sort, actually. “Uh-huh. Look, I need to know where that bus of yours is. Directions to get there and all.”

“We took the elevator up from the parking lot,” she said.

I winced. The power was flickering already. “Was it big enough to fit all of us?”

“The elevator? No, I don’t think so.”

“No splitting the party,” I said. “We’ll take the stairs. Can some of your lot help those that can’t do stairs?”

“It would be our pleasure,” she said.

“Cool, cool. Let’s move out as soon as we can.”

“And the bodies?” she asked.

I paused. “What about them?”

“If we don’t burn them...”

Then the aliens would use the meat. On the other hand. “Two, maybe three more aliens around, versus ten minutes wasted. No, we’re moving on.”

“As you wish, saint.” She turned to leave with a short bow.

“Hey, what’s your name?” I asked.

“It is Marie, Saint Catherine,” she said.

“Thanks, Marie,” I said. “And drop the saint thing.”

The girl was kind of nice. Still a creep though.


Chapter Ten

Done Dirt Cheap

Samurai have catalogues for nearly everything. Some are more broad than others, while some focus almost entirely on a single narrow field. Those latter ones tend to be dangerous at higher classes.

Still, there’s a general rule of thumb; anything you can buy will work with human materials at lower classes. Guns will use standard ammunition, machines can be plugged into local wall outlets. It’s convenient. This rule gets tossed out at higher levels where the need for special ammunitions, power sources, and materials becomes common.

Still, everything is always packaged in an easy-to-use way.

The Protectors make the business of killing xenos fun and easy.

Excerpt from an AMA by Salamander Storm


It didn’t take all that long for everyone to start getting ready to move. Say what you will about the kids, when shit hit the fan, most of them were damned fast to adapt. I left the remaining adults and the older teens like Marie and Lucy to figure out how to get everyone moving. In the meantime, I stepped out and into the corridor.

“Myalis?”

Yes?

“I’ve got fifty-two points, right?” I asked. “I need something to defend myself, and the kids, with.”

I see. There are two readily available solutions. Acquire a decently powerful weapon for yourself; this will allow you to take care of large sums of enemies on your own. Or obtain a batch of weaker weapons for your allies. You can perhaps afford eleven very simple kinetic handguns from your Class I Kinetic Handguns catalogue. Every alien killed with one of these weapons, even if it’s not by your hand, will afford you a small number of points, perhaps even refunding the weapons over time. There is always the middle ground, a combination of the two.

I looked around the entrance of the vault and took in the group. I wouldn’t trust the kittens with a gun. But some of the older folk? Baldy was a bit of a wimp, but I bet he could pull a trigger, likewise for the teacher lady.

“What kind of guns do you have for cheap?” I asked.

Might I suggest the Foxtooth Model D. Small, reliable, easy to aim and with semi-automatic action. Its magazine holds fifteen rounds of 9x19 parabellum. They come with a single magazine. Five points each.

“Okay,” I said. “Cool, yeah. Can they take out those,” I gestured to the corpse of the alien I’d shot deeper in the corridor.

A well-aimed shot can. Most smaller Antithesis models are surprisingly fragile. They rely more on numbers to overwhelm rather than individual strength.

“Is that going to be a problem?” I asked.

As soon as the Antithesis have secured the area immediately around their landing site, they will begin to send out forces in droves. It will be a problem, yes. I would advise either obtaining equipment to fight off large numbers of adversaries, or leaving the area.

“Damn. Okay, I need a gun for myself. Something in the, uh, twenty point range, I guess. No point in saving anything if it’s the choice between having something that can save me and not.”

For fifteen points, I would suggest the Trench Maker. It’s a heavy-duty universal feed handgun. You can load any standard ammunition between five and twelve millimeters. The barrel and chamber expands after scanning each individual round, allowing you to fire nearly any type of standard small-arms ammunition.

“That sounds a bit gimmicky,” I said. Not that I know shit about guns, really.

It comes with an ensuite targeting system, an extra magazine of incendiary armour piercing rounds... and a laser pointer!

I snorted. “Sold. Do I get a holster with that?”

I’m afraid you would need Class I Simple Garments to obtain a suitable holster. The Trench Maker does have a comprehensive safety mechanism.

“Right, right, that’s... for later. Clothes aren’t a priority.” I sniffed, running a hand under my nose. A glance into the vault showed that they seemed ready to move. “Right, let’s do this. Give me two of those Fox guns, and that Trench Maker.” I decided.

New Purchase: Foxtooth Model D
Points reduced from... 52 to... 47
New Purchase: Foxtooth Model D
Points reduced from... 47 to... 42
New Purchase: Trench Maker
Points reduced from... 42 to... 27


Three boxes appeared at my feet. Two were relatively small, the third was rather larger, maybe a handspan and a half long. I flicked one of the smaller boxes opened and stared at the gun within.

It was... a gun. Square, boxy, gun-like. I pulled it out of its case and twisted it this way and that. There was a switch on one side labelled safety, and another labelled sights. I flicked the latter and a pair of arms snapped out of the top. A hologram of three little red circles appeared in its centre. I hefted it. It was light, which felt about right for the quality of the thing.

Flicking the sights switch again folded them away. “Simple enough, I guess,” I muttered as I pushed the gun back into its case.

The other gun was a work of art. Seven inches of chrome, with a barrel as thick around as my wrist that swept into an angular grip with a guard that would cover the user’s entire hand. I carefully pulled the gun out of its box. It was hefty. Not heavy, exactly, but not light either. It fit into my hand like it was meant to be there.

The gun is preloaded with 9x19 parabellums.

My eyegear filled with a loading screen, and then a small element appeared in my HUD, the profile of a gun’s magazine, each round with a label next to it. A hovering circle appeared wherever I pointed the Trench Maker, the word ‘safety on’ next to the reticule.

“Okay, yeah, worth it,” I said.

“Cat?” I turned to see Daniel rolling out of the room. “You okay?” he asked. Then his eyes landed on the gun in my hand, and the two before me. “Oh, shit, it’s true?” he asked.

“What’s true?” I asked right back.

“Well, you’ve either been smuggling guns around without anyone noticing, or you’re a samurai.” He grinned. “This is pretty awesome, you know. ‘Cept for the whole apocalypse thing. Could do without that. Hey, can I get one of those.”

“I’m giving them to mature people,” I said as I slipped the Trench Maker in the back of my pants. The extra magazine in its box went into a pocket. “That means anyone but you.”

“You wound me Cat,” he said. “Uh... is it Miss Cat now? Lady Cat? Catmurai?”

“Try that last one again and I’ll be testing my new toys on you,” I growled. I was putting on a show, but I was kind of glad that Daniel was still himself.

“You know I’m always up for testing toys, but, ah, maybe I’ll pass on those.”

“C’mon, dumbass,” I joked past my grin. I plopped the two Foxteeth onto his lap. “You can help me hand those out to useful people.”


Chapter Eleven

Like Santa, but With Guns

People say that money can’t solve every problem.

...Poor people. Poor people say that.

Golden Platinum Diamond, 
interview with Samulife Magazine, June 2034


“Hey, Baldy,” I said.

The man turned, a frown on his face that disappeared the moment he recognized me. “Yes?” he asked. He had a group of students behind him, all of them the preppy sort. At least most had put away their phones and had stopped fiddling with their eye-gear.

“You know how to shoot a gun?” I asked as I pulled Daniel to a stop.

He nodded. “I go to the range once a month,” he said.

I blinked. I had been expecting him to say no, or to brush me off. “Oh, uh, in that case.” I poked Daniel in the back and he handed a box to Baldy. “Have fun,” he said.

He eyed the box, then snapped it open and took the handgun out. “Do you know how much these are worth?” he asked.

“Uh. Five points?” I replied. We’d stalled long enough, the time for chit-chat was kind of drawing to an end.

“This is a Foxtooth, right?” At my nod he continued, “Nearly two hundred thousand credits for one of these.”

I looked down at the gun. Killing one Model Three allowed me to buy two. With two hundred thousand credits I could... buy a whole lot of toys with that kind of money. That was... I huffed and tried to refocus. Knowing how many cans of soda I could buy with one of those guns wasn’t as useful as knowing that someone had my back.

“Cool, cool. Just, hit the aliens, not someone else, yeah?”

He snorted and stuffed the gun into the back of his waistband. It didn’t fit his sweater-vest and slacks look. “I’m no fool,” he said.

I nodded and pushed Daniel further along. The little church group was gathering in neat rows by age, with Marie at their head. “Hey, Nun Girl,” I said.

She turned and gave me a quick shallow bow. “Yes?”

“Know how to handle a gun?” I asked.

“I do,” she said. “We train to be of better service to the saints who need our assistance.”

Creepy, I decided. One more mark on her tally. “Well, here’s a gift. Nail any fucks that try to hurt the kids, alright?”

Daniel grinned as he handed her the last box. “Hey, maybe later you and I can uh, talk about religious epiphanies and conversion.” He waggled his eyebrows.

The poor girl looked stuck between disgust and gratitude as she took the box with the gun and snapped it open. “Thank you,” she finally said while pretending that Daniel didn’t exist. I didn’t blame her.

“Alright casanova,” I said as I pushed Daniel to the back of the room where Lucy and the kittens were waiting. “Enough with the flirting, or I won’t give you your own toys later.”

“How’d you know my screen name?” he asked. I stared down at him until his face twisted into a shit-eating grin.

“Cat!” Lucy said as I got closer. “We’re all ready to leave.” She gestured to the kittens who all seemed okay. A few eyes were red-rimmed, and some of them looked a little shell shocked, but they were whole and in one piece. I was... pretty sure the orphanage’s insurance didn’t cover psychiatric help, but I was apparently on the fast track to being loaded, so that was a problem for some other time.

“Let’s get moving then. We’re going two, uh, maybe three, levels down. There’s a parking garage.” I made sure the kittens still looking my way met my eye. “If you get lost, find a corner to hole up in and listen for my voice, alright? I’ll come for you, promise.”

“Is it true?” Nose asked. “You’re a samurai?”

“Who the hell knows,” I said. “Now, you listen to Lucy or you’ll have to deal with me, got it?” I got some nods, which was enough for me. I was turning back to Lucy when someone tugged at my sleeve.

Junior was glaring at me, but it was without her usual heat. “I want my knife back,” she said.

“Ah,” I said. I patted my pocket and found it empty. I couldn’t even remember where I’d lost that. “Right, shit. I might have misplaced that.”

“Seriously, Cat? Just pop me a new one then.”

I’m afraid that creating a knife would require the Basic Melee Weaponry Class I tier, and a few points besides.

“I’ll get you a knife later, promise.”

She grinned, mean and ferocious. “Yeah, I trust ya. Better be a fucking cool one too.”

I ruffled her hair. “Idiot,” I muttered. “Lucy, you and the kittens take the middle, okay?”

“Right!” Lucy said. She pushed her crutches onto Daniel’s lap and hung onto the back of his chair. “We’ll be right behind you.”

“Thanks,” I said.

Rushing back to the entrance of the room, I got things organized as quickly as I could. The normal-looking school kids in the front, the kittens behind them, then the preppy kids and Marie and her lot at the back. There was a lot of people to cover with just three guns.

“Okay, let’s move,” I said. I took five steps before realizing that I needed Marie for directions. A bit of red-faced reshuffling later and the church group was at the front, the kittens behind them and the rest trailed the rear.

We started down the corridor, away from the route leading back into the museum. I pulled my Trench Maker from behind my back and started walking with the gun pointing to the ground before me. I felt damned stupid, leading a bunch of too-quiet kids like some sort of B-rated action hero.

We made decent time arriving at a stairwell that was unlocked; the flashing fire-exit sign above marking the path.

The building rumbled a little, and even from where we were, deep within, I could make out faint explosions from outside. The aliens? The army? Some PMC coming around to save the day?

The stairwell was clear, but it only led down one floor. “Damn,” I swore.

“You need to take a different staircase at every floor,” Marie explained. “The building is oddly shaped.”

“And if this place was legit on fire? How would they expect people to get out in a panic?”

Marie shrugged. “I don’t know.” She licked her lips. “I don’t want to be a bother, Saint Ca— Cat. But the kids. They’ll need to take a break at some point. Do you think we can afford it?”

“Like for the bathroom and for food?” I asked. I had to weigh the danger to the kids against making them comfortable while also getting everyone out in a timely fashion.

Speed was important, but running into an ambush would fuck us all over.

In the end, the opportunity to scout ahead won out. “Yeah, alright,” I said. “As soon as we find a safe place to stop.”


Chapter Twelve

Vending Machines

Our only goals are to help our Vanguard, and in doing so, help humanity!

Bleriot, Three Swipes’ AI companion,
in an interview with Cyberstar, January 2022


I glared at the vending machine. “Are you serious?” I asked.

Lucy shrugged. She had a crutch in one hand and the other was pressed against the machine before her. “Look,” she said as she poked the screen next to the machine. She selected something from the top shelf, some sort of white-bread sandwich thing that was probably stale and stank of preservatives, and yet still tasted stupidly okay.

The screen flashed as soon as it finished connecting with her gear.

TRANSACTION ACCEPTED!

“Okay?” I asked.

TRANSACTION DENIED!

The machine stayed quiet. Lucy shook her fist, it looked as if she was about to punch the damned thing, but she held herself back. It was probably for the best. The more expensive vending machines had hidden tear gas sprayers to piss off vandals and the like.

“It even took my credits!” Lucy said.

I sighed. It was weird being more concerned about shitty sandwiches stuck in uncaring machines than the literal alien invasion going on, but there was little better to do. Marie had been right about the kids needing a break. It looked like every last one of them was lining up to take a piss while Marie, Baldy, and that jock-looking guy kept watch around the nearest corridors.

“Want me to try?” I asked.

“You got more credits than I do?” she replied.

I shrugged a shoulder. “I’ve got...” I frowned. “About a grand? A bit less than that, in my account. That’s enough for, uh.” I looked at the price of a sandwich and blanched. “That’s enough for one of those. Damn. You tried twice?”

“Three times,” Lucy said.

“Right,” I said. I stared at the ID logo set on the front of the machine and waited for my gear to finally clue in that I wanted something from it.

I believe I will make encouraging you to upgrade some of your equipment a priority.

“Why’s that?” I asked.

Lucy blinked at me. “Is it working?”

“Eventually,” I said. “I’m talking to Myalis. The, uh, samurai AI thing living in my head.”

Lucy beamed. “Say hi for me!”

Please return the greetings.

“She... it says hi,” I said. My eye gear finally pinged the vending machine. I poked at the floating images of buttons on the front plate, then watched the transaction connect on my end. The little counter I had for my credit account told me I’d dropped 800CR on some shitty grub.

TRANSACTION ACCEPTED!

“Hey, it wor—”

TRANSACTION DENIED!

I glared at the two words floating an inch off of a no-doubt expensive holographic display. “That is not cool,” I said.

I can help!

“You can help? How?”

“Myalis wants to help? Oh, and tell her that I think her name is pretty,” Lucy said.

I glared at her, but it bounced off the barrier of her enthusiasm and did nothing. She was more excited about the whole brain-AI thing than I was. It didn’t seem to be that big a deal. Samurai were... generally insane. Yeah, maybe I should have been a little more worried after all.

Tell Lucy that her name is in the top percentile of attractive names. Also, I can assist you by contacting the machine’s internals and liberating its contents. This is a free service!

“She said your name is ugly as sin,” I said.

“Aww, she’s nice!” Lucy said. Then she reached up and pinched my cheek. “But you’re not. Don’t lie for poor Myalis. She didn’t deserve to be stuck in your head.”

I batted her hand away. “Jerk,” I said.

“No you,” she shot right back.

Shaking my head, I nodded to the machine. “Have fun,” I said. “And, uh, is hacking into things always a free service?”

It is merely something I am capable of doing. Seeing as how my purpose is to assist you, it makes sense that I would help when I can. You can also not afford the far more nutritious foods available through my catalogues. Until then, this sort of sustenance will have to do.

“You’re a gem,” I said.

Technically, I’m more of a hyper-dense carbon wafer. But I am somewhat gem-like, so I’ll accept the compliment with the grace it was given.

The vending machine whirled to life and started disgorging its entire contents out of the shoot at the bottom. I raised an eyebrow as more and more food piled up in the out tray.

“Oh shoot, it’ll jam!” Lucy said before dropping to her knees to empty the machine. The other machines in the little nook, one filled with sodas, the other eighteen different flavours of tap water, all started vomiting bottles and cans. The kids that had finished up already rushed over with yells of delight.

I was about to praise Myalis when the screen of the machine before me flashed and the bored face of some thirty-something Asian man appeared. “Please place all items from the defective machine to the side until a ChillMaster representative can repair the machine. Taking any items from this device would be theft, and will be punished with the full power of ChillMaster’s legal and paralegal defence squad.”

“Is this thing live?” I asked.

“It is,” the man said. “Are you the perpetrator of this crime? Please identify yourself for the record.”

“Yeah, no. You won’t be getting any reps around here. Alien incursion and all. Should be on the news.”

“Even in times of great emergency, it is still a violation of our TOS to remove the contents of our machines without—”

I glared at the machine and pulled out my Trench Master. What they said about hammers and nails meant that hitting things with your hammer worked some of the time, I figured.

“Is there a discount for a pissed off samurai?” I asked. “Because I don’t know if anyone has invented a gun that can shoot people through cameras, but I’m willing to give it a try.”

The man stared for a moment, then looked off to the side. The ‘click clack’ of a tactile keyboard came through for a moment before his eyes widened. “Ah, please forgive ChillMaster corp, miss samurai. Your intrusion software didn’t announce itself as belonging to you. Please take the contents of this machine, and any other, as a free sample from ChillMaster, and please consider doing business with us in the future.”

The image winked out.

“What?” I asked.

“Did you just scare that guy into giving us free stuff?” Lucy asked. It came out garbled on account of the sandwich she was still chewing on.

I stared at my gun, then at the vending machine. “I guess?”

“We should go shopping,” Lucy said.

“There’s an apocalyptic alien invasion going on.”

“You just don’t like shopping,” Lucy shot back. “Ask Myalis if she likes shopping.”

I do.

“No,” I said. “I’m... you make sure the kids are fed and stuff. I’m going to go scout ahead. Like I should have been doing before someone asked for help getting a sandwich.”

Lucy actually had the good grace to look ashamed, then she ruined it by gesturing my way with her sandwich as if it was a peace offering. The puppy-dog-eyes didn’t help any.

“I’m going before Nun Girl tells me that I’m bad at my new job.” I said as I turned around. I snatched a can of soda out of the hands of one of the nearest brats and stomped off.

I cringed a few steps later. It was diet.


Chapter Thirteen

Talking To Yourself

The Protectors are doing humanity, and America, a favour. I’m a big fan of these guys, always have been. I think aliens are real cool. It goes without saying that, based on the weaponry easily given to these so-called Vanguard, these extra-terrestrials could easily wipe out humanity. Big threat.

Some people are going yap yap yap about it, but they’ve got no proof that that’s what these aliens want to do! It’s lies! Fake.

I think we should look at how many people they’re saving—and it’s a lot of people, and it bothers me that we didn’t save them ourselves—but we will because these aliens are our friends. These aliens are saving so many lives.

And with their help America is going to be so good.

Excerpt from a brief given by the then president of the former nation of the United States, January 2021


The sound my shoes made on the steps sounded loud, far too loud. Even my breathing, calm and shallow as it was, felt as if it was echoing down the stairwell.

There was no reason to be so nervous. I’d looked down between the rails already, the doors below were closed and I didn’t think there was anything waiting for me.

But I was alone, and in a building with some aliens that would like to do little more than eat me, and not in a fun way.

The kittens and the others I’d left behind, all of them were waiting near the entrance to the stairs until I returned or an hour passed. It slowed us down, a lot, but it also meant that we wouldn’t have an army of screaming kids to deal with if one alien rounded the corner.

I licked my lips. “Hey, you think you can do music or something?” I whispered.

I’m afraid not. I suppose I could hum? But I wasn’t built to be musically talented. Is music something that interests you?

“No. Not really. I’ll listen to a bit of everything, I mean, but I don’t play any instruments or love any bands.” I said. I wasn’t going to discuss teenaged band crushes with an AI riding piggy-back in my head. “So, uh, built, huh?”

Are you trying to learn more about me? You are not terribly subtle about it if so.

“Well yeah, you’re living in my head, right? Might as well.”

I reached the bottom of the stairwell and came up to the door. It had a little rectangular glass window covered by a mesh in it. I peeked through, taking in a quick glimpse of a grey-walled corridor with an exposed ceiling and cheap tile floors. No aliens, no humans, nothing of any real interest save for some posters on the walls and some hastily discarded trash on the floor.

I’m afraid there isn’t much to say. I am a custom-built support AI. One of many given to the Vanguards of humanity in order to assist you and prepare Earth for a full scale invasion of the Antithesis.

I paused while reaching for the handle. “Full scale? They’ve been hitting us since... shit, way before I was born.”

Those are scouting and probing attacks. Small, with the capability to become a full scale hive, but still relatively easy to excise. A single low-yield nuclear weapon could eliminate most of those sores. Humanity has done so before. A full-scale invasion would involve a force of Antithesis organisms outmassing your home world’s moon.

“They didn’t tell us that,” I said.

I am not affiliated with any Earthly governments. What they find necessary to censor does not concern me or my brother and sister AI.

I took a shallow breath. “Yeah, great,” I said. I pulled the door open, planted my foot in the jamb to keep it that way, then pulled my Trench Maker out from my back.

Nothing jumped out of the shadows.

I stepped in and started moving. The building had stairwells more or less behind each elevator bank, which meant crossing over half the floor to get to the next one. Fortunately, after this one was a maintenance floor where the parking garage was located. If there weren’t any aliens around, then we were home free.

My makers, the Protectors, can assist humanity in repelling an Antithesis incursion. But the cost to our infrastructure would be great. Hence uplift.

“You need soldiers,” I whispered.

No. The numbers are in our favour. We could, and probably would, win against even the largest Antithesis fleet. The issue is logistical. If Earth is invaded once a year, then stationing a defensive fleet would be a necessity. That same fleet could be used elsewhere. If humanity learns to defend itself, fewer resources will be spent in your defence. The policy regarding primitive races was always to observe and protect. The Antithesis changed this.

“Aren’t you just a bunch of saints,” I said.

I don’t think so. New cultures, ways of thinking, and even species are interesting, but that is all. Taking some humans and relocating them would be easier than protecting an underdeveloped world like Earth. But that would go against the moral code by which the Protectors live. That the weak must be protected.

“Weird code,” I said as I panned my vision over the ceiling. I didn’t like all those pipes and the shadows behind them.

It is that code that chose you. You placed yourself at great risk to protect someone else. You were rewarded with the opportunity to become a Vanguard. Now you’re better equipped to protect even more of your human brethren.

Myalis’ argument had some holes in it. If they could provide me with such good equipment, why weren’t they taking care of the incursions themselves? But that was for later. If the freaky all-powerful aliens just wanted to give us the toys to fix the problems ourselves that was their prerogative.

The corridor came to a four-way intersection up ahead. I slowed down, stepping lightly with my weight shifting from side to side to keep my footfalls quiet. I probably looked like an idiot, but I was an alive idiot.

I arrived at the intersection and stared. The corridor ahead led to more maintenance things, while to the left went towards some smaller, cheaper offices, and to the right was the fastest route to the next stairwell. It was also supposed to lead through a little area with shops and cafes and shit. Somewhere where the people working in this building could buy stuff and grab a bite to eat.

I moved rightward.

Soon I arrived at a pair of double doors, one of them slightly ajar. The fact that it was being held open by a boot didn’t go amiss, nor did the sounds of distant gunfire, screaming and explosions.

“Ah, shit,” I muttered.


Chapter Fourteen

Curiosity

The biggest problem with the Antithesis.... No, okay, not the biggest, the biggest is that they won’t bloody well leave us alone. The biggest problem with fighting them is that the damned things can’t stick to one form. One day you’re fighting a horde of quick-moving but weak Model Threes. The next day you’re getting swamped by Model Six’s that shrug off small arm’s fire as if your bullets are little more than flies.

I hate being deployed against aliens. Let me mow down a crowd of crying protestors any day.

Paul ‘Rod’ Roberick. First Lieutenant, 
The Rubbernecks, a North American PMC, late 2051


I edged closer to the doorway, then pulled it open with the tip of my foot. My hand was still firmly wrapped around my gun, barrel pointing down, but ready to snap up at a moment’s notice.

The body wasn’t fresh. At least, I didn’t think it was from the one glance I gave it before focusing elsewhere. The man might have been with the other group of students and kids, or he might have been some poor schmuck that was minding his own business when something decided to eat his face.

I wasn’t gonna poke around and try to find out.

The short passage just beyond the door led into a concourse, shops lined up one next to each other on the side I was on, and huge glass panes overlooking the city on the other. At least, they might have overlooked the city once, now they just gave a nice view of the dull off-grey building across the street.

“Gonna get lost around here,” I said.

I can guide you, though only with middling accuracy. I’d suggest a neural augmentation to assist you with pathfinding, but you are far too poor for that.

“Story of my life,” I muttered as I carefully stepped over the body.

Turn right ahead, then right again into the next junction like the one you are in now. That should lead you to the next stairwell down.

I should probably have been disgusted by it, but really, I had bigger shit to worry about than some poor dead guy.

A glance around showed the concourse empty, shitty asian-style pick-up-and-go restaurants were empty next to sub stores and a few little boutiques and tech shops. Not a person in sight. “Creepy,” I said as I started ahead.

I eyed some nice, nearly-glowing white sneakers on a rotating display in one store. I was tempted to get myself a fresh new pair. Anything was better than what I had on my feet just then, but I was on a mission. Shopping could come later.

I can supply clothing of a quality incomparable to those you’ll find in most human stores.

“Are you jealous?” I asked. “Afraid I might buy things with someone else?”

Nonsense. The equipment I can provide are orders of magnitude better than what you can obtain through traditional means. It’s just logical that you’ll prefer dealing with me over lesser suppliers.

I grinned. “You are jealous,” I said.

Teasing the crazy AI in my head might not have been clever, but it was a distraction when I needed it.

I was passing before the sub shop when, out of nowhere, something huge rushed at me. I froze, gun nowhere near ready to aim at the.... At the giant hologram of a sub sandwich. I slapped my hand over my heart. “God damn.”

I stomped ahead, happy that no one had been around to see me nearly shit myself because of some intrusive advertising. I held my Trench Maker a little higher, scanning it left and right as I moved towards a little side passage ahead, right where Myalis said I would find it.

Movement from outside had me turning to stare out into the city. A hovercar raced by, three large, bat-like critters speeding after it. I moved closer to the window, following the chase until the hover car sped around a corner.

The streets below were teeming with life, hundreds of model threes rushing along the sidewalks with bigger, nastier looking aliens ramming spikes into walls and doors to make room for them to enter. Fifty foot long worms were slithering along the middle of the road, some at a speed that was frankly worrisome, while others lumbered along, their forms bloated and bulging as if they’d eaten a car.

Strangely enough, the Antithesis were moving in the right directions for traffic, groups flowing together in bunches, but bunches that didn’t get in each other’s way. “So many of them,” I said.

The rattle of machine guns sounded out in the distance, a counterpoint to the eerie silence of so many monsters that didn’t so much as growl. The AA guns had gone silent. A look up showed one of them sticking out of a cache in the ceiling of a smaller building. It was half melted, a large flying model perched atop it.

Those are lesser models. They will scour the region for biological materials to bring back to any forming hive, scouting through buildings and marking them with pheromones to warn other models of the threat within.

“These all came in those ships?”

Calling them ships is perhaps something of a misnomer. But essentially yes. Soon these relatively harmless models will range out towards the unconquered parts of the city. Your time is running out.

A rumble from further down the corridor had me pausing. The concourse turned as it reached the corner of the building, the last shop in the line some aug-gear store with more floor space than items for sale.

I eyed the passage to the stairwell, then the end of the corridor.

If we were going to pass here with the kids, it was best to find out sooner than later.

Your curiosity is, pardon the pun, rather curious.

“Why’s that?” I whispered.

You initially seemed dead-set on accomplishing your goal, but now you’re going off track because you heard an interesting sound. I’m curious, is my Vanguard easily distracted?

“Don’t you have a profile on me?” I asked. I was pretty sure half the companies out there had one. It was pretty common to walk into a store and only have the kind of stuff you’d want shoved into your face. Or at least, what some algorithm suspected you wanted.

Profiles do not tell the full picture.

I wasn’t going to argue with that. Especially not now when, after crouching down to make myself harder to spot, I looked around the corner and saw a pair of Model Threes standing next to a black and green snake-thing the size of a bus.


Chapter Fifteen

Worm

Little is truly known about what happens in a hive. Not because of a lack of research, but because the means to destroy a hive leaves little left to research. What we do know is that the Antithesis are not a species made up of individuals or even a proper colony. Hive is a misnomer. We have spent too long thinking of extraterrestrial life in a way that is easy for us to understand.

The Antithesis are not ants, they are not termites, they are not insectile in nature, or mammalian. If anything they share more in common with plants. Ambulatory, devastating, violent plants.

Professor Heinlein, excerpt from a lecture on the knowledge gained from early Antithesis studies (thereafter called Alien Anthropology), 2028.


I pulled back and hid behind the corner not a moment before I felt all of my blood going cold. That had been, in my not-so-humble opinion, terrifying.

The lack of noise from the aliens was alarming. Alarming-ish. Or maybe not alarming, but it made them scarier, and harder, to deal with. I sort of wished they had the courtesy to announce their presence.

I tightened my grip around my Trench Maker, then flicked my thumb over the safety. The gun made a tiny humming noise and I felt things shifting within it. The reticule floating in my vision flashed orange.

	Trench Maker Primed for Fire
	Current Load-Out	9x19 Parabellum
	Ammo Count:	17



I looked down the other end of the corridor. I could still leave. They hadn’t heard me coming, which meant that maybe they wouldn’t see me going either.

And then, when we crossed over with all the kids, they would be right there waiting for us. I grit my teeth, and held back a swear. The last thing I needed was to be disemboweled because I couldn’t keep a lid on my dirty mouth.

I shifted so that I was in more of a crouch, then held my gun close to my side. It wasn’t how the heroes in the movies held their guns, but the heroes usually had an extra arm, and in the older movies they didn’t have a red circle telling them where their bullets would land.

I took one last breath, then moved.

The first Model Three never saw it coming. It was still staring off down the far end of the corridor when the red circle of my reticule lined up with the side of its head.

I yanked the trigger back, winced as that pulled my aim off, then winced even harder when the gun barked in my hand. The noise was nearly deafening, and if it wasn’t for the knowledge that there were more beasts I might have flinched hard enough to drop the Trench Maker.

Luck, or some poor half-rate equivalent, was on my side as my first shot punched a hole into the back of the Model Three’s head.

The second spun around and rushed towards me, huge paws thumping on the ground even as its jaw opened wide to take a chunk out of me.

I fired into it once, then for good measure twice more before jumping to the side.

The Model Three flopped by, its body ragdolling over the ground.

You only hit that one twice.

“Not now!” I said. Myalis’ snark was cute, welcome even, but this wasn’t the time.

I brought my gun around to point it right at the huge worm thing and... and it wasn’t really moving towards me.

That wasn’t entirely true. Its sides were undulating and moving about where it wasn’t covered in bands of scales. Tiny little legs, no longer than one of my fingers, poked out from the overlapping scales and scratched at the floor as the worm wiggled away.

I looked out ahead and spotted a few bodies laying on the ground, most in plain clothes, but a few looked like they worked in the nearby shops. And, at the far end of the corridor, a hole was blasted through one of the windows. The slime slick leading from the hole to the worm told me everything I needed to know about where it came from.

Most models numbers between Eight and Ten are considered utilitarian, or specialized. This is a Model Eight. They are harmless.

“Harmless my ass,” I said. The worm was moving over to some poor twenty-something that looked like he’d been mauled. The smell wafting over from him had me recoiling, but I’d been made to clean out the orphanage bathrooms enough times to be able to ignore it for a bit.

The worm, the Model Eight, opened its mouth wide and started to grab onto the man’s legs.

“Fuck,” I said as I raised my gun.

Three shots later I paused to let the ringing in my ears fade away. The worm was bleeding from three pinprick holes in its side, but didn’t seem to care one whit. Its jaw opened wider and a few little tentacles pulled out of it and grabbed onto the corpse.

I’m afraid that it’s rather useless. Killing that right now is possible, but you don’t have the ammunition on hand to destroy every one of its brains. Nor do you have the time to find a more creative way to kill it.

“Brains? Plural?” I asked.

One for every segment, yes. Albeit a very simple brain, as far as those go.

I counted the sections of the worm’s body, and gave up after twenty or so. “And it won’t attack me?” I asked.

No. Not even if provoked. Model Eights are used to transport biological elements from one part of an Antithesis hive to another. That is all they do. Aggression is beyond them. They are worth few points. Speaking of...

Targets Eliminated!
Reward: 20 points
New Total: 47 points


Well done, Catherine! Your current point total is resting at a comfortable forty-seven.

“I can’t just let that thing eat people!” I yelled.

I don’t wish to be the bearer of bad news, but if you do not begin to move soon, there will be a lot more people being eaten today.

I tightened my grip on my handgun. “Damn,” I said.

Looking past the Model Eight, I looked towards the hole in the far wall. It looked as if something big had rammed into the building, tearing apart one of the glass walls and the railings behind it before falling or flying off. One of the bigger flying aliens, or a hover car maybe. It didn’t matter.

I inched past the worm and towards the far end of the corridor. I assumed that any other nasty aliens would have run over at the sound of gunfire. The lack of them was comforting.

The hole in the glass revealed part of the city I couldn’t see from the other end of the building. Smoke rose up, obscuring large parts of the world, but it left enough visible for me to see that the incursion stretched out all across the lower parts of New Montreal, past the island proper, and into the suburbs beyond.

There had to be millions of people in the middle of it all.

A red flash across the sky was accompanied by three dozen tiny black specks falling back to earth. I could just barely make out the form of someone way off in the distance, hovering over the eviscerated form of one of the giant ship-worms that had come down to Earth.

Hundreds of tiny flying forms darted out towards the floating figure.

It waved an arm their way and a shower of red beams wiped the air clean.

I wondered how many xenos had died right there, how many points had been made.

It seems that other Vanguard are hard at work. No doubt the local armed forces are making a stand as we speak.

“You think they’ll be able to clean this up?” I asked. The city wasn’t in ruins, but I saw one skyscraper entirely on fire some five blocks down, and the air traffic that usually congested the sky was almost all alien.

I don’t doubt it. This is a small-to-medium sized incursion. It will take some weeks to clear it out entirely, but humanity is nothing if not tenacious. Soon this area will be repopulated and growing once more, the dead will be replaced by newly born humans and your species will continue to flourish.

“Hmm,” was all I could say.


Chapter Sixteen

Life Finds a Way

On average, you can expect to find that 70-80% of all people near ground zero of an incursion will survive past the first 24 hours. Given clear lanes of escape and basic medical aid, as well as timely intervention by military forces and local samurai, that number stays roughly the same in the next 24 to 72 hours.*

This merely stresses the need for a rapid intervention plan, ready access to troops and medical professionals capable of acting quickly, and the infrastructure to move all of these people to a safer location.

All this and more is, of course, what we offer.

*All stats verified by AdamStatistics!

AdamsCorp sales pitch to every major 
metropolitan city in North America.


I left the worm alone.

Given a few minutes I might have been able to figure out some way to toss it out the window or something, but Myalis was right, I didn’t have the time. Maybe, maybe soon, I would be one of those samurai able to wipe out anything in my path, but that wasn’t the case yet, so I just had to suck up and deal with it.

Returning to the corridor I’d passed earlier, I slid through the doorway and walked down yet another drab grey passageway. The few doors opened along its sides revealed little break rooms and janitorial closets where sweeper bots were hanging to charge.

No aliens, no signs that anything really bad had happened other than some things tossed to the floor and abandoned there. I stepped over a discarded purse and fought past the temptation to riffle through it.

Then I found the door leading to the stairwell; red light glowing above it and all.

A peek through the safety glass showed me a whole lot of nothing.

“So,” I asked the empty air. “Uh, that samurai, the one we kinda saw deeper in the city. They were flying.”

That seemed like a Class III Gravitic Negation System coupled with a Class II Ion Thruster System. I’m afraid that both are far outside your current means.

“But I could get that, right?” I asked.

Of course. Though I should explain how the class and tier system works at some point.

“No time like the present,” I said as I pushed the door open and looked around.

As you wish. Most early classes—that is, class one—catalogues offer simple items. Most of these are well within humanities capability of producing, given sufficient incentive and time. Class II materials and equipment are beyond humanity’s capability to produce, and will remain that way for some time. Class III and above would require such large time and research investments to achieve that they are nearly impossible to achieve by humanity for some millenia.

“You have them though,” I pointed out.

When humanity was still striking rocks together to start their first fires the Protectors had nominal control over a full two percent of the galaxy’s star systems. We had made contact with dozens of species and formed an interplanetary compact that has lasted until now.

That was... a lot? Maybe? I was never good with numbers like that. “Keep bragging, why don’t ya,” I said.

I could, for a very long time even, but my current task is educating you on how I can provide you with equipment. Class IV and beyond will be difficult for you to obtain for a long time, I think it’s safe to ignore those for now. Most second tier classes are merely evolutions of a primary tier. Your Class I Medical Utilities could become a Class II with a single payment of five hundred points.

“Five hundred?” I whispered.

Class III tiers require that certain previous tiers be purchased in order to unlock them. For example, if you wish to obtain Class III Electromagnetic Rail Anti-Ship Weaponry then you would need at least three Class II tiers in relevant subjects unlocked.

“You’re starting to sound a lot like some sort of gacha,” I said. “Are you going to tell me about dailies and special currencies next?”

No. The progression is not linear. Class III Anti-Ship Weaponry could devastated the planet’s ecology. It is merely sensible that they are priced according to their damage potential.

“And class four could blow up the moon?” I snarked.

Yes.

I paused halfway down a step. “What?”

The creak of a door opening below had me shifting forwards, Trench Maker rising towards the noise even though I couldn’t quite see the door from where I stood.

“Bark twice if you’re not an alien,” someone said from below.

I snorted despite myself. “Woof woof,” I deadpanned.

“Oh, thank fuck. C’mon hurry. We’re about to barricade this door,” the voice said.

Trusting strange voices wasn’t something I was usually keen on doing, but it had been working for me so far. I loosened my hold on my handgun and stomped down the stairs until I came to the bottom of the stairwell where a twenty-something guy was holding the door open.

“You’re one of the kids from upstairs?” he asked.

“Yeah, I guess so,” I said. I looked past him and into another drab corridor, though this one seemed a lot shorter. “There more of you?”

He grinned. “There’s only one of me,” he said. “I’m Brand. And yeah, there are a bunch of us holed up in the parking. C’mon, we’re going to lock this corridor off before the aliens come around.”

“You folks have a leader?” I asked.

He shrugged his shoulders and pulled the door closed behind me as soon as I passed. “What do you think we are, some sort of weird kingdom of the parking lot? Nah, we’ve got people from every floor almost. The vaults were all shit so we’re gathering here.”

I nodded along. It made some sense. A bit of weight was lifted off my back. People meant someone, or someones, in charge. I didn’t have to carry quite as much responsibility on my back.

Brand led me from the corridor and into a two-storey parking garage, hover cars clamped into berths above and below us and the far walls covered in heavy steel shutters. A few hoverbikes were tossed together to form a barricade just inside the room with a few wide-eyed M’all Cops and older guys hanging behind them.

I saw two more armed groups deeper in, and a whole lot of people gathering around in clumps.

Brand pointed to the far end of the room where there were a bunch of kids. “You might want to head over there. And ah, hand over your gun to one of the safety crew. They’re taking any weapon they can get their hands on for now.

“So there is someone in charge?” I asked.

He shrugged. “Sorta, but not really. Things aren’t that organized yet.”

I frowned, the weight I thought I’d gotten rid of resettling comfortably on my shoulders. “Great.”


Chapter Seventeen

Mall Cops

The last federal police force collapsed some weeks before the government proper did. In its place various states, new state-nation-alliances, and city-states hired private companies to take care of law enforcement. These came at a variety of rates, levels of professionalism, and levels of corruption.

Some argue that they’re still a better alternative. Others disagree and wish a return to government-controlled law enforcement. But with so much of the budgets of most new North American nations going into reconstruction and rearming efforts, that is unlikely to ever happen.

The Rise of the Mall Cop, published late 2037


I didn’t know what to do with myself, which was, unfortunately, something of a common occurrence.

What wasn’t so common was having so many things to do and also not knowing which one to focus on. I had to find out what all these people were planning on doing, then I had to check on the kids upstairs and escort them down, then... then we’d see.

There had to be two, maybe three hundred people in the parking garage. Most of them clumped up in little groups next to pillars and parked cars. Office drones, mostly, with some kids mixed in, and a few androids that seemed at a loss for what to do. I even saw Bitchbot spinning in circles off near the far end. It was a wonder that anyone had bothered to keep that bot active for so long.

One group off to the side looked important, a guy in a security officer’s uniform, knee pads and vest and all, was talking to a few others who looked like office drones and teachers. He was barking orders, the growl of his voice audible all the way over where I was.

I started walking over but was intercepted by what looked like two of the three stooges. Sue me, the orphanage only played movies and shows that were copyright free.

“Hey miss,” the fat one of the pair said. “That’s a fine gun, but I’m afraid you’ll need to hand it over.”

I eyed him up and down, from his self-assured little shit-eating grin to the frumpled jumpsuit with a logo over his shoulders. M’all Cops, Only The Nicest. He had a gun strapped to his hip, a fancy thing with a light, what looked like a laser pointer and a tiny scope atop it, all done up in matte black. It matched his little tacticool bulletproof vest.

His partner, taller and skinnier, had the same getup, but his vest failed to cover a good chunk of his abdomen.

“I don’t think so,” I said.

“It’s for your, and everyone else’s, safety,” he said. His grin turned ugly. “Wouldn’t want us to confiscate it.”

“Look, dipshit,” I whispered. I made sure not to reach for my gun, I wasn’t bulletproof... yet. “I need to talk to your boss over there, coordinate shit, then I’m off.”

“You can be off after you’ve given us that gun, and after we’ve frisked you. Don’t make our lives harder than they are.”

I licked my lips and cursed the little guy in the back of my head. “Myalis, is there a way to announce who I am?” I asked.

“My name’s not Maya, kid,” the man said.

Of course. Do you wish for me to ping the local servers and announce your presence? This cannot be undone I’m afraid, but it might help. Most human interest groups understand the value of assisting a Vanguard in a time of need.

“Go ahead,” I said.

The man ahead of me tilted his head and looked towards my ears. “You talking to some el—”

Everyone in the room paused, discussions cut out for a moment. I saw old school phones vibrating and eyes going glassy as people looked at screens I couldn’t see.

Then every eye in the room turned my way.

The stooges in front of me took a couple of steps back, both of them going rather pale.

“Myalis, what did you send them?” I hissed.

Your current profile and disposition.

“Can I see it?” I asked. The looks were unnerving.
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“Why is it fucking pink?!” I asked. Then I stared at the picture of myself with a big grin giving the viewer a thumbs up. It wasn’t even a proper photo but a looping gif. “And when did you get that?”

I created a simulation of your appearance based off of observed reflections, public profile images and local camera feeds. It was simple to make your model pose as desired.

“It’s cringey,” I said. The stares took on a whole new meaning. I think half of them thought it was some sort of prank. “Change it, please.”

Very well. I will try to create something more serious and befitting of your station.

Everyone winced again.

“For fuck’s sake,” I whispered. “Show me first next time.”

Oh. You only had to ask!
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“Do you get off on embarrassing me?” I wondered.

Yes!

I felt my eye twitching.

The security chief looking guy stomped over to me and saluted. “You’re Cat?” he asked.

“Guess so,” I said. It wasn’t time for fooling around. “You’re in charge here?”

“As in charge as I can be,” he said. “You have orders?”

“Honestly, no. Tell me what you need and I’ll try to provide. Can’t stay here forever. There’s a large group two floors up. I’m going to escort them down here. We were thinking we could grab a hover bus and fly out of here.”

“That...” He paused, licked his lips and generally didn’t seem to like the idea. “Our protocols are to stay and protect the building and its inhabitants and workers until we’re relieved.”

I snorted. “Did you catch a glimpse of the city? The only relief you’re getting is in a grave. If you make it to a grave and not some alien’s stomach.” I shook my head. “There’s no staying here.”

He frowned. “If you say so, ma’am.”

“Ma’am?” I asked.

He shrugged. “All samurai are granted the rank of Captain by default. You technically outrank me.”

I blinked. “Well shit, that’s handy. You guys need guns and such?”

“We’ve got hold-outs meant for crowd control. Rubber bullets don’t do much against xenos. We do have some actual guns, but not enough for the men I have here, less for those that are volunteering to help. We’re planning to sweep the building soon, get everyone onto this floor, but I can’t do that with pea-shooters.”

I bit my lip and considered that. “Can your rubber bullet guns handle normal rounds?” I asked. I wished I knew more about guns to be able to tell without asking. “Also, do you have a name?”

“Simmons, and... yes, we should be able to.” He pulled the gun at his hip out of its holster and yanked the magazine out and then did something to pull a bullet from the gun. He showed it to me, black tip over a copper casing. “These things are meant to hurt, not kill. Lower powder charge per bullet and all, but it’s in standard nine-millimeter. We could fire normal rounds but our slides might burst off. Our tasers are shit and I wouldn’t want to approach one of those beasts with a baton, regardless of how much they pay me.”

“Right,” I said as I took his magazine and twisted it around. “Myalis, got any ammo available, or would giving them new guns outright be better?”

A case of standard nine millimeter rounds, with slightly reduced powder charge would cost you one point.

I raised an eyebrow. “How many bullets is that?”

Five hundred. Their lethality would be reduced, but my projections suggest that they would still be effective against the lower ranked Antithesis.

“Shit,” I said. “At that price, uh, I’m at forty-seven?”

You are.

“Give me two cases and, uh, three of those Foxteeth.”

New Purchase: Foxtooth Model D x 3
Points reduced from... 47 to... 32
New Purchase: 9mm Reduced Charge Rounds - Case of 500 x2
Points reduced from... 32 to... 30


Boxes started to appear around my feet and I saw Simmons’ eyes light up with pure gun-nut joy. I didn’t like losing so many points, but it might pay to make a good impression.


Chapter Eighteen

Going Back Up

To say that the world changed after the first incursion would be... not a lie, but an exaggeration. The day the first Antithesis set foot in Ohio, people in Florida were still cursing the sun, farmers in Europe were complaining about the sudden shifts in weather, the Asian stock market saw another downswing that had forecasters worried and another brush fire was started in Australia.

The literal alien invasion took over six hours to make it to international news, and even then, people were claiming it was a hoax and going on with their lives. What was a South African shop clerk supposed to do about aliens in America?

The world changes at its own pace, but it always changes.

Excerpt from The Fall and Rise of Humanity


Simmons overlooked the distribution of ammo like a volunteer overlooking the handout of snacks. The analogy worked even better when I saw the eager looks on all the security guard’s faces.

As it turned out, the way to a man’s heart did involve bullets.

“Alright, what can you tell me?” I asked the chief. “What was your plan until now, other than to hold up here. Are the other shelters as great as the one above?”

Simmon huffed. “This building is meant to be brand-new and state of the art, but corners were cut. The shelters were meant to be operational months ago, but they kept stalling. The money went into some fancy AA system on the roof.”

“There’s a fancy AA system on the roof?” I asked. I imagine I would have heard something like that going off by then. “You sure? ’Cause I didn’t notice shit.”

He nodded, then shook his head. “It’s there, it’s just inactive. If I could turn it on remotely, then I’d have gathered up everyone here and prepped a few busses to leave already. Let it distract any xenos while we make a run for it.”

“I don’t like that look you’re giving me,” I told the man.

There was a cold calculating gleam in his eyes. “We’re stuck here, unless you can clear the path out from here to wherever the front line the military has set up is. But, no offence, you look a little green for that.”

I scrunched up my nose in distaste, but had to give it to him. “Alright. So that AA system?”

“Look, it’s a hunch, an idea. But if you can get to it and turn it on, then come back, we can activate it from here and leave. It’s supposed to be damned effective. Lasers and rail cannons and all. Made by some samurai down south.”

“It’s an option,” I said. I had other ideas in mind, but I wasn’t about to do a fetch quest for a rent-a-cop. “I’m going to get the kids from upstairs. One way or another we’ll be leaving this place, so, you know, get people ready for that.”

He nodded. “Fair enough. Want me to send some of my boys with you?”

“No,” I said. A glance at the way the two stooges from before were fawning over their guns had me almost trembling in revulsion. “I’ll manage on my own. I think most of the aliens will be coming from below, so we should be alright.”

He nodded. “Don’t die.”

“Likewise,” I said. I rolled my eye in response to his salute and walked back towards the door I’d come from.

A group of idiots were busy pushing a tipped-over hover car towards the door. A little sporty model, not too heavy, I guessed, but enough to make walking out a pain.

“Hey!” I called out. “I need that door.”

The group looked at each other, then elected a leader with their gazes, a familiar leader. Brand stepped up and gave me what he probably thought was a winning smile. “Sorry. Didn’t think you’d need it. Heading out again?” He didn’t do a good job of hiding his nerves.

“There’s a group of kids a few floors up. I’m going to bring them down here before we plot our escape,” I said.

“Ah, can’t they take care of themselves?” he asked.

I stared at him for a good long bit, wondering if he was a moron or just a heartless jackass.

In the end I decided it didn’t matter. “You guys keep that door open or I’ll make a new door when I come back and then no one will be happy.”

“Right, right,” he said. “Did you want anyone to go with you?”

“I’d love company, but not from you,” I said as I stepped past him.

The way he and the others backed up was... strange. No, not strange, I knew why they did it. For all the samurai were practically worshipped, they were also pretty terrifying to the average nobody. No laws to hold them in place, most governments were willing to overlook a few broken skulls from a useful samurai, and most corps, arguably more powerful than some governments, would bend over backwards just to lick the soles of a samurai’s shoe in case it was made from some proprietary alien rubber mix.

I worked my jaw as I stepped into the stairwell and started making my way up step-by-step.

I was one of those, sorta. At least, on the first steps to it. People were already acting as if I was a whole lot more than just Catherine Leblanc, Orphan number 0501. It was kind of heady, and weird, and frankly disturbing.

“Is it like this for every samurai?” I asked.

Perhaps. Most candidates are chosen because they have a temperament that would assist them through anything they might have to face as a Vanguard. If it helps any, know that you were chosen in part because we predicted that you would take well to the changes.

“What’s ‘take well’ mean?” I asked.

There are currently no Vanguard world rulers. Those corporations and companies run by a Vanguard are generally those acting for the benefit of humanity. Once a person is a Vanguard our interference is light, beyond providing information, no AI will act to harm their host. So, you can at least trust that so far our criteria have picked out those who don’t let the power take them too far.

I shifted my shoulders as I kept climbing. “That’s kind of reassuring, I guess.”

If that isn’t enough to assist you through your broody mood, I can suggest some stimulants.

I barked a laugh. “Fuck off Myalis.”


Chapter Nineteen

Future

Food!

Everyone needs it, everyone wants it. You run out, you’re boned!

That’s why you should buy the best!

And the best—and the rest—is all sold with the Estlen logo right on the box.

If you’re not buying Estlen, you’re a dead motherfucker!

Cancelled Estlen food promotion


“Lucy,” I said.

“Cat!” Lucy yelled right back. She clattered towards me, crutches clicking away until she slammed into me. “You didn’t die!”

I snorted and returned the hug before pulling back with a bit of a blush. We were sort of the centre of attention, all the brats, Marie and Baldy looking our way.

“We can put the apocalypse on pause if you two wanna go at it,” Junior said from where she stood near—but not with—the kittens.

“Shut up you,” I said before scanning the group. “Nothing bad happened while I was off?” I asked. They were still in the area with the vending machine and washrooms. There were two ways to access the area and each had a decently tough-looking door blocking it off. If some aliens showed up they could run the other way, or hold them off. It wasn’t exactly a chokepoint, but, well, we weren’t exactly military.

The amount of junk food wrappers haphazardly tossed next to an overfilled trash can attested to that much.

Marie shook her head. “No ma’am. Everyone behaved appropriately. How did your scouting go?”

I grinned back, especially when Lucy leaned into my side. “Ah, well enough. There’s a large group of people in the parking garage. Some security people, some normal folk. Most of the group that left the shelter earlier are already there.” I smiled harder. “Even Bitchbot.”

Marie raised an eyebrow, her expression turning confused, but the kittens groaned and muttered at the news.

“I, uh, cleared the way,” I said. They didn’t need to know that what I meant by that was that I had moved all the bodies I found to out of the way corners and stuffed them into offices and waiting rooms before shutting the door. I didn’t want the kittens seeing any more death than they’d already seen, and other than leaving me with the impression that my hand was dirty even after cleaning it twice, there wasn’t too much of a cost on my end. “Are you guys ready to move?”

Judging by how fast they were to get to their feet, they were as eager as I was to get out of there.

The group formed up, adults and older teens on the edges and at the front and back, littler ones in the middle and myself at the front leading the group through the same corridors and passages I had just taken.

As soon as we were moving, Lucy walked up by my side and kept pace with me. “How did it go?” she asked.

“Like a milk run back home,” I said.

Fetching things from the convenience store nearest the orphanage was an activity fraught with risk. The orphanage wasn’t in the nicest corner, and the sorts of vagrants that hung around there weren’t the nicest people.

It was still more fun than being stuck in the grungy old building though, so there were always fights to be the one let out to fetch whatever the kittens needed, despite the risk.

“How awful,” Lucy said. “Any monsters along the way?”

“A couple,” I said. “None on the way back. Saw a nasty worm thing that ate bodies too. Couldn’t actually do anything about that one though. But, yeah, we should be safe.”

Lucy was quiet for a bit. When we reached the first stairwell down, I held onto her crutches and allowed her to use my shoulder as a guide. It was kind of like being out on a normal day. Just the two of us and an unfortunate amount of kids making noise behind us.

“Where are we going? After, I mean,” Lucy asked.

I shrugged a shoulder. Thinking about the not-so-close future wasn’t on my list of priorities just then, not by a long shot. “I don’t know,” I said. “Back home?”

Lucy’s nose scrunched up, a sure sign she wasn’t happy. “Nah, the orphanage sucks, and we’re getting too old for that place.”

I rolled my eye and handed her back her crutches as we reached the bottom. “I suppose I can use the crazy money I make from being an awesome-cool samurai to buy us a mansion or something.”

“As long as I get my own room,” Lucy said.

We grinned at each other.

“What about the other kids?” Lucy wondered. “Will there be room for them in your mansion.”

“Our mansion,” I corrected. “And sure, as long as you take care of them and Junior bunks in your room.”

Lucy gasped. “You’re just trying to get me to spend time in someone else’s room,” she said. “You devious pervert.”

“I didn’t say it,” I said.

A cough from behind had me turning to stare up at a placid-faced Marie. “Pardon me, saint, but time is moving on.”

“Ah, right,” I said. “C’mon Lucy, you’re stalling all of us.”

“I am not!” Lucy protested.

We moved across another floor, encountering exactly nothing alien or awful, or keen on eating us, then went down the last stairwell to the parking garage.

The last door was clear, with the car they’d set to push into it off to the side and a few security types waiting nearby, chatting over coffee as if this was a normal Saturday and not the day the sky decided to open up and vomit aliens all over us.

Couldn’t blame them, really. In fact, the smell had me wanting a cup of my own.

“Captain Cat,” Simmons said as he jogged over.

I pretended not to hear Lucy’s snort and nodded to the security officer. “Yeah, I’m back,” I said.

“Good. We have trouble. And I think you’re the only one that can help.”

I sighed. “Right, cool. Is it urgent?” His look said something between ‘yes’ and ‘no shit.’ “Right, give me just a minute.”

Turning to Lucy, I placed my hand on her shoulder, then I nodded to Marie for her to come closer. “Right. Get all the kids set up in one of the buses. Make sure we have a way out of here in a hurry, then sit tight. I’ll figure out what’s going on, and then, ah, I guess I’ll figure out a way to leave this place.”

Lucy gave me a thumbs-up and Marie nodded.

And then I was after Simmons to figure out which fire needed quenching.


Chapter Twenty

Rescue Quest

For a while there was a real debate across just about every country, on the nature of self-defence. Should civilians be allowed to arm themselves for their own defence? What kind of weapon can a normal person carry that goes too far? How do you split the difference between acceptable arms and unacceptable?

And in the end, who gives a damn about what the government says when there are literally aliens coming down to eat you?

No, the age of questioning the hold-out weapon is long gone.

Which is why I have an important message from today’s sponsor... Blasto! Use my name as a coupon code and get 20% off your next holdout purchase!

Start of a Vidtube broadcast, late 2026


“Alright,” I said. “Lay it on me.”

Simmons and I had moved off to the side between the gantry mechanisms holding up a pair of hovercars. We had both crossed the yellow striped line on the ground that marked the area where it was or wasn’t safe to stand while hydraulic lifts held up the cars around us, but I don’t think either of us cared at all.

“Materson and Thundercrock have gone missing. At least, they’re not reporting in.” Simmons reached into one of the many, many pockets along his belt and pulled out a small radio, not bigger than his palm and made of that off-white plastic that all cheap shit seemed to be fond of. He tapped the front screen. “No signal from their mics.”

“Okay. And who’s Meterson and... Thundercrock... is that really their name?”

He nodded. “Jeff Materson and Storm Thundercrock, and yeah, it’s his name. Two of my agents. Not the brightest, but loyal and hardworking enough. Sent them to the third floor. I caught sight of a few survivors in that area. Pair of young women, some office workers from one of the accounting firms. They just showed up on the security feeds for a little bit then were gone, but I figured they were worth trying to save too.”

I couldn’t fault him for that. “Security feeds?”

He tapped the side of his neck, the universal sign for an augment. “Neural and optic implants connected to the building. I can see through any of the building’s cameras, and any of those that belong to a store that’s under our contract. That leaves a lot of blind spots though.”

“Can you see any aliens?”

He nodded somberly. “Yes. The first two floors are crawling with them. Models Three through Six, mostly. Nothing bigger yet.”

I felt an eyebrow perking up. “You know your way around the aliens?”

“I was military before signing up here. This won’t be my first incursion,” he said. “It’s why I don’t mind the idea of leaving, even if it’s a risk. It’s better than trying to pull a last stand. Those never work out against the xenos.”

“Right,” I said. “So Materson and Thundercock?”

“Thundercrock,” he corrected. “And they went MIA. I don’t think they’re dead though, just incommunicado. They’re not the sort to go AWOL, and if they were, where would they go? Take a stroll down main street? Nah, I need someone to go check on them.”

“And you want that to be me?”

“You’re a samurai. Your sort tend to like killing xenos by the lot. It’s why I don’t mind your green ass strutting around as if you own the place.”

I snorted. “So I need to earn my keep?” I asked.

“That’s the gist of it,” he said. He pushed the little radio into my hand. “Connect your gear to that. Standard ForkBeard nine point-oh. Bit old, but it works.”

Accepting strange gear from overly serious hardasses you didn’t know was somewhere in the top ten things a girl shouldn’t do, but I took it anyway. If it was bugged I was pretty sure Myalis could poke the virus dead. “Thanks. Yeah. I guess I should head down. How long until we’re ready to go?”

“Depends on a few things. Can’t get that AA to work without someone knocking it about. I’m tempted to send you, but I have some actual IT people from some of the offices. They’ll do a better job than you could. It’s mostly flicking a switch. Maybe an hour until we’re all ready to make a run for it? That’ll be... more or less two hours since the incursion began.”

“Is the time important?” I asked. “It’s my first incursion.”

“I figured,” he said. “And yes. The more time passes the worse the xenos get. Right now we’re dealing with single digits, low ones. In a few hours the nasty sorts will come out, then by tonight the double digit monsters. Those need special troops and equipment to put down. If we’re not gone by then, we’re boned.”

He is correct. Though I should add that eliminating a more difficult model of Antithesis gives a commensurate number of points.

“Right, so get down, find your two chumps, then race back up before things get worse. Maybe kill some aliens along the way.”

He nodded. “Stay in touch.”

With that he walked off, as if he had more important stuff to do, which... yeah, he probably did. It felt as if he wanted me out from underfoot, which might have been exactly what he wanted.

I stared out across the room and found Lucy chatting with Marie, the kittens and the religious kids mixing together like water and oil around them. I could have gone over to say goodbye again, but Lucy took those hard at the best of times and doing that to her again sat wrong.

So did just walking off. But maybe that hurt me less than having to go through goodbyes one more time, and at least this way I could justify it by telling myself that I was short on time as it was.

“Think you could crack the building’s security?” I asked Myalis. “It’d be nice to know what’s around the corner.”

I’m afraid not. There’s only so far that my reach can go. Both to limit my spread, and to prevent you from using me to abuse the technological rights of others. I could provide you with implants and software to easily crack into any system though. Class I CyberSecurity would let you override the building’s system and Class I Cyberwarfare would allow you to buy the tools to come to the same end.

“So you can’t do it, but you can give me the tools to do it?” I asked.

And I can provide instructions! Before purchasing any of those though, I’d suggest Class I Technological Utilities. Your current augmentations are inadequate.

“You’ll need to explain your logic on that one, not the aug-gear, I know mine’s junk.”

I can’t kill your enemies for you, but I can provide you with the tools to do so.

“That’s a weird hair to split.”

I have enough computing power to take over the world’s infrastructure, and even without the blueprints to automatons—which I have—I could engineer methods to turn the entire world into a fortress.

I snorted. “Then why don’t you?”

There would be no place for humans in such a world. And my goals align with my creators. I want to protect you, not coddle you. It is, as you said, a fine hair to split.

“Yeah, I guess,” I said. “Well, whatever. Let’s keep moving.”

Certainly! I predict a sharp increase in your points in the near future!


Chapter Twenty-One

Descent

The AI Accessibility Act started off as a law passing in New York state in early July 2027. Initially combated by multiple public groups who wanted to limit the power of artificial intelligences, and who feared their reach and capability, the act nonetheless passed with the aid and support of governor G. Clancy (sponsored by Nimbletainment and BlackCore Inc.).

This act allowed for the AI carried by Vanguard to legally access any computing device in times of great and obvious emergency without the direct permission of the owner.

In actuality, the law was a formality. There were—and this extends to the time of writing—no ways of stopping a Protector-made AI from doing as it pleases, save by killing the Vanguard associated with it, which is a task not lightly undertaken.

This period was called the ‘AI Summer’ and saw a surge in quasi-intelligent devices making their way onto the market. Many states soon adopted the same law.

The Rise and Rise of AI in North America, January 2039


I took the elevator.

It was a risk, yeah, but it was faster. And I figured that getting out of the elevator if things went screwy was doable. I had some points set aside, and Myalis assured me that the elevator worked before I got in.

So I found myself tapping my foot, reconsidering all the mistakes I had made in my life, and listening to some auto-generated music, the sort entirely composed by some automated AI that pinged off of a person’s media feeds and tried to make the perfect song for them.

I hated the music.

“Can you turn off that noise?” I asked Myalis.

Sure, why not?

The music cut off mid-note and I relaxed a little easier. “Thanks,” I said. “One listen to some polka a few years back, and ever since my profile thinks that I adore the stuff.”

Humanity’s love for music is rather strange. Not unique, there are other races that appreciate artistically arranged sounds, but it’s less common than artistic enjoyment of sculpture or poetry or motion.

“You know a lot of races?” I asked. I wasn’t a sci-fi nerd or anything, but hearing about real live aliens was kind of neat.

Of course. I could tell you about some of them. There are some special catalogues that are dedicated to the technology from any given race as well. Most Vanguard avoid these, but I find them interesting and diverse, if limiting.

“What are they like?”

One that I think might interest you are the Sun Watchers. Their race is quite proud and regal, with a technological base not entirely dissimilar to humanity’s. That is, they use a lot of electronic systems. They produce some very robust prosthetics and some sensory systems that are quite advanced. Class I Sun Watcher Technology costs one hundred and twenty points, but unlocks a diverse catalogue which includes a variety of items you might find useful.

“How’d they get that name?” I asked.

It’s a rough translation of their actual name. Their culture has a lot of reverence for their local suns and spend a lot of time resting while outdoors. Sunbathing, as it were.

I snorted. “Cute.”

They joined the local conglomerate some seven thousand human years ago when the Protectors moved to protect their homeworld from a solar flare. Their own space-based capabilities were insufficient at the time to negate the damage their world would have suffered. They are not terribly expansionist, and are a rather peaceful if prideful member of the greater galactic community.

“I guess picking a race’s... catalogue thing is a better pick than some other class?” I asked.

Every class and catalogue is unique, though there will be some overlap. A significant portion of the Class I Sun Watcher Technology will be found in Class I Prosthetics, for example. Therefore, I cannot say which would be best until you know what you wish or we enter a situation where a specific tool or utility would be of use.

“How many catalogues are there?” I asked.

Eight million Class I’s.

“Damn,” I said.

The elevator slowed to a stop, the display above the door reading ‘6th floor’ for a moment before switching back to an ad for canned coffee.

The doors opened.

My heart froze.

I stared at the dozen or so Model Threes and a single large beast that looked like a six-limbed tiger with quills for fur. It locked three eyes on me and opened its mouth wide in a toothy smile.

I tore my Trench Maker from my back, almost fumbled the gun, and pulled the trigger.

A lot of nothing happened.

You forgot the safety, Catherine.

“Shit,” I said as I flicked the safety off. My HUD lit up with a crosshair and the gun’s ammo counter.

The first Model Three started moving my way. I set the crosshair over its face and fired. Then I moved onto the next.

The entire group started to move in earnest while I backed up until my back hit the wall. I fired five more times into the mass of black-green monsters rushing at me.

OUT OF AMMUNITION

I stared at the large red letters hovering before my vision, ears ringing and breath coming in gasps.

I was so fucked.

Then the elevator doors shut with a snap and the aliens thudded into the other side of it. I stared at my reflection in the polished stainless and wondered if I should be laughing or crying.

You might want to reload your gun.

I swallowed. “Yeah,” I said. “Yeah that’s... yeah.” Claws scraped against the opposite side of the door while I fumbled the magazine out of my Trench Maker. I had to squeeze it between my thighs, ignoring the warmth of the barrel against my polyester pants until I got the magazine out and could shove my last one in. “Was that you, with the doors?”

It was. You are not equipped or prepared for a melee against such a number of foes. By the way, congratulations on the kills.

Targets Eliminated!
Reward: 30 points
New Total: 60 points


“Just thirty?” I asked.

You only killed three. Ten opponents remain.

“I shot a lot more than three bullets,” I said.

You can shoot any number of bullets at a target, as long as they fail to hit they don’t count for much. Do you want to purchase high explosive rounds? They could alleviate some of the issues you have with aiming under pressure. You’re currently at sixty points. You could afford them.

“Oh, piss off,” I said. “Think you can open and close that door in a hurry?” I slapped in the bonus magazine my Trench Maker had come with and then waited for a second as the HUD updated.

	Trench Maker Primed for Fire
	Current Load-Out	.45 Incendiary,
armour piercing

	Ammo count:	10



I raised an eyebrow. “What kind of bullet is that?” The little display at the corner of my vision showed ten bullets with red and black tips. They looked bigger than the 9mm.

I can do that with the door. And those are specialty rounds that come free with the Trench Maker. One fresh magazine would cost you two points. They should be effective against your current foes. Provided that you hit them.

“We’ll see.” I flicked the safety off on the gun and watched as the barrel resized itself, growing a little wider to accommodate the new rounds. “Open the door a crack, let me empty this, then close it again. We’ll see how many points we can cheese.”

That’s the spirit!


Chapter Twenty-Two

Cheesing it

That’s stupid.

Yeah, alright, we’re called samurai, which comes with this mental image, right? The Bushido code, lots of honour in battle, some formality and respect. Maybe sharing tea with some idiot before you swipe his head off.

And yeah, some of us go deep into that. Personally I think running around in an oni-mask is tasteless, but whatever.

Truth is, when there are aliens around, you’re at war, and in a war, there’s no place for honour.

Off the street interview with Three Strikes
by Teen Lyfe Mag!, Aug 2045


The doors opened slightly, making a gap of just three or four inches wide; enough to show off the half-dozen already dead and partially burning bodies of the Antithesis I’d already shot at. I aimed at those still moving, and after locking my arm in place as best I could, and fired.

I was growing to really love incendiary rounds. Something about seeing a red-hot hole punch into an alien’s side, then a gout of flames pouring out of it...

Yeah, if Lucy was in the room she would have made a comment about me getting hot and bothered, and she wouldn’t even have been entirely wrong.

My Trench Maker clicked empty, the elevator doors slammed shut.

“How many?” I asked.

Five! You’re getting better!

Targets Eliminated!
Reward: 50 points
New Total: 110 points


“Nice,” I said as I slumped back against the elevator’s far wall. The doorway was a mess of splattered green blood that smelled a bit like a mix between mold and freshly cut grass. Some of the Model Threes had gotten close to slipping in, but Myalis was faster than them with the doors.

Not that I figured the doors would last all that much longer. They had a nasty dent in them already, and there was a bit of a squeal when they opened and closed now.

“One more try, then we’ll have to clear things out for real,” I said.

Getting the empty magazine out of my gun was just as tricky as it had been the first time, especially with the much warmer barrel. There was no way I was tucking that under my armpit. I ended up holding the gun between my sneakers to empty it, then shoving another magazine in.

You have reached just over one hundred points.

“You’re saying I should get to buying things?” I asked.

An auto-loader would be useful. Or perhaps a replacement for your missing arm. There are also some utilities that would not go amiss, things such as clothes or armour, additional perception systems, scanners, and of course, more optimal weaponry.

I picked up my Trench Maker, the gun now feeling a lot more comfortable in my hands than it did even an hour ago. “I don’t know. Where do you think I should start?”

That depends entirely on you. How you approach combat, how you decide to live, what you find more important. I have a profile of you as a Vanguard, but it is not complete enough for me to say with certainty which purchases would please—and suit—you the most.

I shifted into a stance that felt comfortable for handling my gun and got ready. “What does your profile say so far?” I asked.

That you are not averse to taking risks, that despite your enjoyment of being with others, you dislike working with them. This isn’t too uncommon among the chosen Vanguard. You like being close to your adversaries, but shy away from physical confrontations, and you appreciate going unseen. You also like big explosions and when your adversaries die in interesting ways.

“Uh,” I said. “Fair enough, I guess.”

If I were to make a suggestion now, I would push you towards heavy body modifications to shore up your current weaknesses. As these tend to be expensive, I would also encourage a focus on stealth-based weaponry and equipment. Most Vanguard are rather loud, but there is always a need for those who can move undetected, unseen, and undisturbed. Also, I would encourage you towards various explosive technologies. Single-use items are somewhat inexpensive compared to others. It would allow you to, essentially, punch above your weight class.

I lowered my Trench Maker. I didn’t want to admit I was tempted, but I was really tempted. “How many points do I have?” I asked.

One hundred and ten.

“How much would a grenade cost?” I asked.

Assuming you want one that won’t kill you with the short range you have. Fifty points for Class I Esoteric Single-Use Explosive Devices. And five to ten points for something to clear the room on the other side of the door.

I blinked. There were about six aliens left over there, maybe a bit more. Also, I wanted to try blowing things up.

“Shoot, why not?” I said.

Class I Esoteric Single-Use Explosive Devices unlocked!
Points reduced from... 110 to... 60


Congratulations! Do you want me to highlight some of the devices in the catalogue?

The elevator door boomed as something big rammed into it. “How about you give me something that can clear our little mess, then we can talk shop?”

Wonderful idea! Might I suggest the Mark I-D Resonator? It uses resonant frequencies to melt organic materials in its surroundings.

“Like... noise?” I asked. That sounded awesome.

Indeed. One unit costs five points. It is non-reusable, as you can imagine. Also, quite loud, though you should be fine within the confines of the elevator.

“Let me try one, at least,” I said.

New Purchase: Class I Resonator Mark I-D
Points reduced from... 60 to... 55


A small boxy item appeared by my feet. Just about big enough that I would have a hard time wrapping my hand around it, and shaped like a cylinder. A plastic tab sat at the top passed through a hole in a big thumb-switch.

I stuffed my Trench Maker down the back of my pants—with the safety on— and picked up the device to twist it this way and that. Mostly grey metal, with a few silver disks around it that looked like the little bits inside a speaker. The tap had ‘PULL TO PRIME’ written on it in big letters.

There was a little dial next to the button above it, currently set at five, but it looked like it could go up or down with a flick of the thumb.

Pull the tab to free the trigger and prime the grenade. The dial allows you to set the time. The second dial below allows you to pick the targeted material. It is set to Antithesis flesh by default. The large red button... well, I suppose I don’t need to explain that one.

“Neat,” I said. I tore the tab out with my teeth, spat it to the side, then moved to the side of the door. “When I say go, can you pop the door open?” I asked.

On your mark!

I grinned, pressed my thumb down on the grenade’s trigger, and shouted. “Go!”

The door slid open a crack. A pair of long black claws raked into the elevator, like a cat questing for a mouse in a hole.

I flung the explosive over the claws and heard it clunk somewhere in the room beyond.

Please cover your ears. This will be quite loud.

I stuffed a hand over my left ear, then pressed myself against the wall.

The world filled with an anguished wail, one that grew, then cut off like painful waves. I pressed my hand harder against one of my ears and squatted down to escape the noise. Maybe playing with weird bombs wasn’t my finest idea.


Chapter Twenty-Three

Sludge

In an ideal world, the samurai’s task would be to fight the alien threat and to provide humanity with the tools to do the same.

This is not an ideal world.

Professor Asimov, Lectures on the Antithesis Threat, New Oxford University 2027


“You could have warned me it would be that loud!” I shouted.

I did warn you.

“No, you said it would be loud, not that loud.” I rubbed the butt of my hand against my uncovered ear, my other was blocked with my shoulder, It didn’t stop me from wincing at the still-constant ringing. Forget firing my gun in an enclosed space, that bomb had been impossibly loud. At least the gunfire was one loud noise that ended quickly. The grenade I’d flung, on the other hand, kept wailing and wailing like a demented siren.

At least nothing was bashing at the door anymore.

The aliens were probably just as stunned as I was. If they had better hearing than a human that... well, then that wasn’t the case anymore.

I dabbed at both ears to make sure they were blood-free, then worked my jaw a little until my ears popped. Had there been a difference in pressure too? Besides the sound thing? Whatever, it didn’t matter. I had been having a bit of fun gunning aliens down from the relative safety of the elevator, but I still had to get a move on. The idiots wouldn’t save themselves.

I shook my head and tried to ignore the fading ring in my ears as I pulled out my gun and held it poised before me. “Alright Myalis, open her up.”

The doors squealed open. A torrent of green and black sludge seeped in past the door and into the tiny crack between the elevator and the floor proper. There was enough gunk that some of it flowed in.

“What the shit?” I stepped back then got onto the tip of my toes as the sludge rolled closer. “What is that?” I asked. The doors were still only opened a crack but I couldn’t see anything alive on the other side, just a floor covered in a few centimeters of liquid gunk.

Those are the remains of the Antithesis adversaries that had been waiting for you.

“They were gooped?” I asked.

Don’t you know what a resonant frequency does?

“Yeah, it’s not this,” I said as I gestured at all the blood and flesh and other bits that looked like they’d been passed in a blender. The doors finished opening, revealing a hall with a dozen skeletons strewn across the room with little more than tattered muscles still attached to them. Some had holes in their skulls and bodies, those that I’d shot before, but the rest were fresh and new.

I wrinkled my nose and stepped in the goop so that I could stick my head out of the elevator. Nothing. At least, nothing alive.

“God, that did a number on them,” I said.

Indeed. Do you want your new point total?

“Yeah, whatever,” I said.

Targets Eliminated!
Reward: 80 points
New Total: 135 points


“Was that all of them?” I asked as I moved over to one skeleton with too-loud splish-splashes. My shoes were basically fucked if the goop didn’t wash off. My pants too, while I was at it.

Doubtful. There are probably dozens of them on this floor alone. The Antithesis tend to be fairly thorough with their scouting.

“Why?” I asked. “The scouting I mean.” Leaving little pockets of survivors here and there didn’t exactly harm them, I didn’t think.

Biomass. Each kill is marked with a pheromone. Each large gathering of plantlife, patch of fertile soil, source of food and so on as well.

“Hungry, aren’t they?”

Interminably.

I moved out of the little lobby area, careful not to make too much noise as I moved. A plaque on the wall named six or so companies that had sections of the floor, with arrows pointing off in the right directions to get to their offices. The plaque tried to connect to my aug-gear but I turned away.

“Now, if I was an idiot, where would I be?” I muttered.

Shrugging, I found a corner to pause at where I had a decent line of sight, and pulled out the little radio Simmons had handed me. It took some fiddling to get the thing to work, but soon enough I had a lock and Simmon’s voice came pouring out of it.

“Samurai?” he asked.

“I’ve got a name, you know,” I said.

“And you never gave it to me and I don’t have time to quiz people about it. Are you done?”

I stared at the device. He was a lot more bold when I wasn’t around. “No. Just got to the right floor.” I hoped it was the right floor. “Ran into a dozen or so critters that needed a send off. So I was a bit busy too. Do you know where your idiots are?”

“Northern side, close to the Finan-Tek offices. Come back quick whether you find them or not. We have a developing situation that could use some resolving.”

“Got it. Was that all?” I asked.

“It was. Simmons out.”

“A developing situation?” I asked the empty air. “That sounds fun.”

The Vanguard are often called upon for things beyond their original remit.

“Story of my life,” I said. “Come on, let’s go.”

I am literally in your head. You don’t need to tell me to go with you. I’m along for the ride already.

The Finan-Tek offices were, according to the signs hanging from the ceiling, way off on the other corner of the building, which meant that I had a bit of a walk to get there. A walk past other offices that all had glass walls and lots of that sort of useless ‘cool’ furniture that start-ups love. Who needs seven couches in an accounting office?

I felt myself growing nervous as I moved with only the distant cracks and booms of a small war outside and the squelch of my wet shoes to accompany me.

“Hey Myalis. That alien juice isn’t bad for me, right?”

It is somewhat toxic. But the drugs still in your system should negate the worst of it, and I suspect that by the time the toxins have time to settle you will have replaced a few of the organs they put at risk.

“What if I’m not keen on replacing my body bits?”

I didn’t peg you as a body purist.

I snorted. “Fuck no. Give me all the cool cyber parts. I’m just wondering, there have to be a few samurai who aren’t into that.”

There are all sorts of methods to improve yourself. It would be difficult to fail to find one suitable to any given person.

I heard the twin cracks of a gun going off ahead. “Let’s shelve that one,” I said.


Chapter Twenty-Four

Dumb and Dumber

One through Ten are deadly but manageable. Some aren’t even that bad. The body eating worms are a pain to kill, but they’ll just sit there and let you wail at them, and the surveillance birds, the ones that look like god damn pigeons? They make for good target practice.

Some though? God, they’re nightmares made flesh.

Extract from Memoirs of a Front Line Man, 
by Stephan Clancy


I started running at about the same time as I heard the first call of ‘shit shit’ coming from somewhere out ahead.

Stealth took a backseat to speed, and I fought to stay on my feet as my still-squelching shoes tried to find purchase on the sleek floor.

I came around the corner to find a scene out of a horror movie.

A pair of Model Threes were clawing at a makeshift wall made of a few desks stacked atop each other with a couple of office chairs jammed in the cracks. Behind them, standing on six bulky legs, was a lumpy monster whose upper body was entirely covered in tentacles which were whipping forwards and grabbing at the bits and pieces making up the wall.

A handgun appeared in one of the holes in the barrier. I ducked back around the corner just as it opened fire. Seven shots. Eight... nine... then a long pause before someone swore. Three more came right after.

I looked around the corner to see one of the Model Threes bleeding out and the large tentacle thing was slumping to the side. It wasn’t dead though, not yet.

Biting my lip, I brought up my Trench Maker and tried to steady my aim. My first round caught one of the smaller Model Three’s in the side, just a tiny pinprick that soon began to glow from within as the incendiary round went to work.

I don’t know what was packed in the incendiaries I bought, but seeing a Model Three start to writhe and twist as its insides flickered and burned was cathartic as hell. I turned and fired three rounds at the tentacle thing. The first hit its centre of mass, the second hit the Model Three that was nearly dead next to it, and the third disappeared somewhere at the far end of the corridor.

Close enough.

Targets Eliminated!
Reward: 35 points
New Total: 170 points


I know that ammunition is rather inexpensive, but your aim could still use some work.

“You’re supposed to hold this with two hands, aren’t you?” I asked.

There are ways to improve your musculature. Or perhaps we can replace that missing eye with a proper targeting system?

“Can you put off trying to sell me things for just an hour?” I asked.

As you wish! The timer is on.

I couldn’t even tell if the AI living in my brain was being sarcastic or not. What was my life turning into?

Stepping out from around the corner, I held my gun low to my side and jogged over to the barricaded door while eyeing the corpses strewn about. “Back off! Back the fuck off you alien scum!”

I stopped moving and stared at the crazed eyes of some idiot waving a gun at me through the hole in the barricade. “Hey, hey, I’m a human!” I shouted right back.

“That’s what an alien would say!”

I blinked. “Are you stupid?” I asked.

“C’mon Jeff,” another voice said, deeper, a whole lot calmer. I saw a hand land on the arm holding the gun and pushing it down. “No alien would call you stupid. That’s a damned human thing to do.”

“Could be one of those sevens!”

I grit my teeth. “Are you Jeff... Matersomething and Storm Thundercrock?” I asked.

The gun came back up. “How do you know my name?”

I rolled my eye. “Simmons sent me to save your dumb asses.”

A head appeared in the hole and I saw a pair of eyes widen. “You’re the samurai!”

“And you’re the idiots. Now are you going to talk or are we going to be shooting at each other, cause dick jokes aside, mine’s bigger.” I waved my Trench Maker around and saw the head disappear.

“We’ll move things over so you can come in,” Storm said.

“No no,” I said. “We’re leaving. I’m here to fetch and run, not fetch and sit around for a drink.”

The scraping of stuff being moved stopped. “We’ve got injured,” Storm said. His voice was lower, pitched so that only I could hear. “If you want to leave without them, then go ahead. Wouldn’t blame ya.”

I rolled my eye again to really make the point. “Fine. Let me see. I might be able to do something. What kind of injuries? Did one of you shoot yourself in the foot? Was it Jeff?”

“We have three girls from the accounting place a few offices over who were caught between one of those dog-aliens and a hard place. One’s pretty rough,” Storm said.

That poked a hole in my levity.

“Shit. Hurry it up,” I said.

The wall of desks shifted aside and left a hole just big enough that I could squeeze through. I wasn’t exactly the most flexible girl, and maybe my face went a little red as I huffed and puffed my way past the barricade, but I made it with all three limbs intact.

Their set-up was a bit rough. Just a pile of furniture against the double-door-sized entrance and some more against the walls. The office beyond was a mess. Papers tossed all over, posters torn up, office crap all over the floor.

I counted six people in the area, office drone sorts, with button-up shirts and confused expressions.

“Over there,” Storm said as he pointed towards the far end where a sign for a pair of washrooms hung from the ceiling. “That’s where we thought they’d be safest.”

“More of them tentacle xenos coming,” Jeff said. He’d gone quiet when I squeezed through, probably embarrassed, but more aliens coming did a lot to wake him up.

“You guys good on ammo and stuff?” I asked.

“Could use better guns, ma’am,” Storm said. “Ours keep jamming on the bullets you gave us.”

I nodded. “Any of them able to shoot?” I asked as I pointed to the office guys.

“Wouldn’t trust them to.”

“Myalis, two of those Foxteeth,” I said.

New Purchase: Foxtooth Model D x 2
Points reduced from... 170 to... 160


Two boxes appeared by my feet, the same cheap plastic as last time. “Have fun. I’m going to check on the girls. Then we’re leaving.”


Chapter Twenty-Five

A Pad on the Wound

Owo? What’s this? Someone that needs saving?

The goal of every samurai is to be a hero! Come on chat, say it with me!

Uwu! Hyper Cutie to the rescue!

Now let’s kill some xenos!

Beatrice “Hyper Cutie Zoom Ranger Sparkle Girl Bubble-chan!” Smith, during her Twitch livestream
of the 2039 Alaskan Incursion.


The bathrooms smelled about how I expected. The moment I shouldered open the door a little perfumer spritzed some crap into the air that smelled like what someone who’d never been out of a city thought flowers smelled like.

Any perfume-related thoughts were set aside as I took in the grisly scene before me.

Three women, all in their twenties if I had to guess, all near the sinks and fussing over a fourth. She was a mess. Blood staining an off-white pencil skirt, her arms weakly batting aside the helpful fretting of the others.

“Damn,” I said as I took in her wounds at a glance. Some sort of bite mark over her thigh, deep, if I had to guess. She had dark skin, but right then it was sickly pale-grey around her face and her hair was plastered to her head by sweat.

“Who are you?” one of the women asked as she turned. She took one glance at my bloodied shirt and missing arm and eye and immediately rushed over. “Are you hurt too?”

“No, no I’m fine,” I said. I... was probably not that fine, but I’d taken a lot of drugs and Myalis wasn’t fussing so I figured I would live. “How’s she?” I asked.

“Nevermind her,” the woman said. “We need to get that shift off of you. Are you still bleeding?”

I raised a hand in a ‘one moment’ gesture. “I’m a samurai,” I said. “I’m fine.”

She didn’t believe me. I could tell right away. She had that look people did when one of the brats at the orphanage made up a tall tale about missing parents coming back or whatever. I shook my head and shouldered my way past her.

I wasn’t exactly keen on seeing wounds and the like, but it would take more than a bit of blood to make me squick. The wounds were pretty ugly from up close. They had slapped some pads over the worse of it, and it did seem to help with the bleeding a bit. Still, the counter she was laying on was soaked.

“You look like crap,” I muttered.

“Kid,” one of the other women said. “If you’re just here to gawk you can piss off.”

I raised my hands in surrender. “No, I’m here to help. Myalis? Anything we can do?”

Can you ask for the woman’s permission to view her file? I can look anyway, but the formality is merely polite.

“Uh. Sure,” I said. “Hey, what’s her name?” I asked.

“It’s Elisa,” the woman that had been at the door said. “Why?”

“Hey, Elisa,” I said. “Can my AI friend take a peek at your profile? It might help,” I said.

“Kid, get out,” the woman standing over Elisa said. She straightened, levelling a glare at me that had me backing up a step.

“Fuck it, have fun,” Elisa said.

That is more than good enough for me. Let’s see... no diabetes, a history of high blood pressure... nothing that truly matters. The wound should be cleaned, then treated with something like WoundStop. How many points are you willing to spend?

“The fuck kind of question is that? However many it takes!”

Now I was getting weird looks.

Based on the amount of blood... Hemo-Restore. A Nano-Regenerative Suite to close the wound, and an Electroactive Polymer Bandage to prevent possible infections. A total cost of Twenty-Two points.

I moved over to the end of the counter. “Do it,” I said.

New Purchase: Nano-Regenerative Suite
Points reduced from... 160 to... 145
New Purchase: Hemo-Restore
Points reduced from... 145 to... 140
New Purchase: Electroactive Polymer Bandage - Box of Three
Points reduced from... 140 to... 138


Three boxes appeared on the table next to me. I saw eyes widening from the corner of my vision. “Which order do I give these in?”

The Nano-Regenerative Suite first. Then the Hemo-Restore applied near the wound. The wound should be covered last.

Nodding, I picked up the first box, flicked it open and pulled out the inhaler from within. “Here Elisa,” I said as I moved over to the woman. “Open wide and when I say so, take a deep breath.”

She did as I asked and the inhaler emptied itself with a gush of pressurized air escaping.

I fumbled for the Hemo-Restore, then pressed it to her thigh next to some torn pantyhose. “Can one of you grab the last box? There should be bandages. I think you’ll need two hands for that part,” I said.

“You’re a samurai,” the bitchy one said.

“Ain’t it great?” I deadpanned. “Elisa here should be right as rain. At least, I hope.” I tossed the empty syringe of Hemo-Restore to the side where it landed in a sink, then I moved over to it and waved my hand under the tap to wash my hand.

The woman’s skin was already turning a more healthy shade, which was a good sign, I figured.

That was a noble thing to do. Good work Catherine!

I rolled my eye.

I saw that.

“Yeah, yeah,” I said as I wiped my hand on the side of my pants. “Can you girls take care of her while we move? She might still be weak.”

“Move?” Bitchy asked.

“We’re not staying here to become alien chow,” I said. “We need to move, and soon. There’ are a few floors between us and where we’re going. It’ll be good cardio, but it might be hard on Elisa here.”

“Can’t we take the elevators?” the woman that had been quiet so far asked.

“I... we’ll see. I want to move everyone as a big unit.” I shook my head. “Just get ready to move, alright?”

And with my good deed for the hour done, I slipped out of the room just as a notification popped up in my vision.

Humans saved: 1
Points added
New total: 139



Chapter Twenty-Six

Masks On

In ANY combat scenario all units are OBLIGATED to wear their TYPE 70 MASKS.

A unit who fails to wear their full protective gear will have their PAY REDUCED.

Page 127, Red Warriors PMC Combat Manual, 
fourth edition


“We ready to go?” I asked the stooges.

The two of them had their new guns in hand and were standing near the barricade. It seemed as if they’d recruited some of the office drones to clear out some of the desks, leaving a slit-like passage that someone might be able to squeeze through with some effort.

“Yeah, nearly. Give the accountants three minutes,” Storm said. “That girl okay?”

“She’ll be fine. Might need some help moving about, but I think the others will be there for her. If we’re slow we should make it, no problem.”

Storm nodded. “Great, cool. Um, awesome.” He shifted and gestured out the door. “Do you want to go first?”

I raised an eyebrow at that. “Okay?”

Did he want me to be the one that triggered any waiting xeno traps, or was he just nervous about being the first one out?

It didn’t matter either way. I moved over to the opening, pulled out my Trench Maker and leaned against the wall to see outside of the offices.

Other than the corpses of a few Antithesis there wasn’t anything worth fussing over. “It’s clear,” I said over my shoulder. “Start moving people out, but tell them to be quiet about it. They’re all adults, they should be able to keep their mouths shut, yeah?”

“Yes ma’am,” Storm said.

I slipped out and into the corridor. If I was going to wait I’d at least try to be productive with it. “Myalis, what kind is that?” I asked as I nudged the tentacle alien with the tip of a foot.

That is a Model Four. One of the more versatile Models of Antithesis. Even after an incursion has grown quite large, these will still be produced. They are generally ambush predators and occasionally front-line fighters when their foe is lightly armed and armoured. Their tentacles are quite strong, and some are sharpened at the end. Their more dangerous feature for humans is behind their neck though.

I stepped around the monster and looked behind its head. Not that it had much of a head to speak of, the upper part of its body swept up, kind of like a small, ugly giraffe, but without the head and super-long neck. I guessed that its eyes and mouth were under the pile of tentacles.

I wasn’t going to go poking my hand in there to check.

There were gills along the back of its torso and where its head sort of was. Little pinkish flaps that stood out against the black-green of its skin. “What’s with those?” I asked. “Does it breathe from there?”

Not quite. Those are connected to sacks in its chest. The Model Four produces a gas that has been described as smelling faintly like flowers. To humans this gas produced psychotic episodes, hysteria, and paranoia. Though the amount a human needs to ingest is quite large.

I backed the fuck away from the Model Four. “Are you serious?” I asked.

I wouldn’t lie about the adversary. Your vitals suggest that you only ingested a very small quantity, not enough to have a noticeable effect. It will wear off. The agent is far from perfect against humans.

I frowned as I put two and two together and came up with a number that wasn’t four. “What does it work well on, then?”

The—

Wincing, I looked around and then shook my head. Myalis had made a noise, one that wasn’t in my ears, just like her voice, but it was high-pitched and painful, like glass rubbing across chalk. “The fuck?”

Forgive me, the original name of the species doesn’t translate well to any human speech. Unfortunately, the name they have for their own species is not descriptive, just as ‘human’ doesn’t truly describe a human. Other Vanguard have nicknamed them Screechers, or Twasks on account of the sound they make while swimming.

“Wait, some samurai have seen other aliens?”

No, just recordings. The Twasks’ homeworld had a predatory animal similar to the Model Four. It is the basis for the Model. The Antithesis consumed the predatory species and re-engineered it for their own use. The Twask homeworld was cored by a Protector taskforce some three hundred years ago after evacuating the remainder of the species.

I swallowed. “So these models, are they all...?”

Every model is based on a life form that the Antithesis have found interesting. But I can go over the history of the antagonist some other time.

I looked over to see that there were a few people gathering out of the offices already. “Yeah. Alright. Hey, that tiger-looking Model earlier, the one we gooped. What was that?”

An Earth-based modification of the Model Three. Currently called the Model Three B. It began to appear after the North-China Incursion of 2035.

“Shit,” was all I had to say on that subject. “Anything I can do to not get fucked up by alien gases?”

It was a good thing none of the kittens were around, they would have been giggling at my word choice right there.

You can purchase a disposable mask with your Class I Medical Utilities catalogue. One point for a box of five units. They are not exactly strong, but they will suffice to stop most biological agents.

I did a quick headcount of the people moving out of the offices. “Give me five boxes,” I said.

New Purchase: Disposable Mask, Box of Five, Five Units
Points reduced from... 139 to... 134


Five shitty plastic boxes appeared by my feet. Now I just had to convince everyone to wear one.

“We should go over how to spend the rest of my points,” I said. “They’re not helpful just sitting there.”

Wonderful! I have so many ideas on how you could improve yourself with a few well-spent points.

I snorted. “When we get back to the parking lot. Who knows, we might accumulate a few more between here and there.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Stairs

Samurai are still human under the armour and the gear. Break enough artificial organs, crush enough of their mechanical interiors, pulp their brains, and blow up their backups, and you’ll find that they are still mortal. Less so than others, but they can still be killed.

It’s something to keep in mind.

Deathbed confession of Timothy “Ronin-Killer” Hachette. Accused of killing three Tier One samurai. Apprehended by Tier Two Samurai ‘Blood Magnet.’ 2048


When we finally set out, it wasn’t with any sort of formation in mind. We kind of just took off. The only one that was kept close to the centre was Elisa and one of the girls helping her along. She was limping pretty badly, and her leg looked rough even with the bandages on it, but she was able to hold her weight and we didn’t have the luxury of waiting around to find a better way to carry her.

Some of the folks with us had some things with them. Little bags or suitcases with stuff they thought was important.

I was a lot more impressed by those carrying table legs like clubs.

Jeff and Storm took the left flank, I took the right. A pair of older guys were at the rear with the guns the security guys discarded. They apparently jammed after one or two shots, but that still meant one or two shots towards any threat.

I.... should probably have started handing out proper guns. But I wasn’t sure if they’d be needed and I wanted to save my remaining points.

I had never really paid attention to just how much noise people make when they moved, but now that it was important and I was listening for it, it was almost insulting. Some of the office sorts were more than well fed, and just walking down a corridor had them huffing and puffing. They walked on their heels and some of them coughed every few minutes.

“This way,” I whispered as I led them into one of the little passages that lead to the stairwells. The building had twelve floors and we were on the third. That is, if I didn’t count the basement. That meant that to get to the parking lot on the ninth floor we would need to climb up three stairwells.

I wasn’t sure if some of them would make it that far. Maybe they would be lucky and their hearts would give out. It was better than getting eaten.

The first climb up the stairs was an exercise in repressing frustration. The group was slow, sweating after just one flight, then creeping up the second. The entire place started to smell of sweat.

So I gestured to Jeff and Storm—who for all their chubbiness were in decent enough shape—to stay behind for a bit while I moved ahead.

Getting some fresh air was wonderful.

“You might be right,” I said as I scouted the route we would take. The fourth floor was more of a maintenance area, or maybe it was just incomplete like much of the rest of the building. Either way, it was clear of aliens.

Statistically speaking, I am right an overwhelming amount of time. What, exactly am I right about now?

I snorted. “Did they program the snark into you?”

I adopted it to better complement you, actually. I can be dull and informative if you want.

“It’s fine,” I said. “And you’re right about the way I like to do things. Helping people is nice and all, it’s just the people part that I disagree with.”

You seem to get along well with your kittens, and Lucy.

“The kittens are my responsibility, and I know them besides. And Lucy... she’s different.”

Oh?

“Don’t pry,” I warned.

As you wish. But I do live in your head, I’m afraid that privacy, and intimacy, might be difficult.

I scowled. “But you can’t read my mind, right?”

Not without certain augmentations, no.

“Seriously?” I asked.

Each human brain is entirely unique, but they rely on the same systems to function. It still takes hours of scanning and compiling data to build a proper simulation of a human mind in order to read it. If you’re worried about other humans being able to read your thoughts, don’t be. The technology is far beyond your capabilities.

“Are you being creepy on purpose?” I asked.

Is it working?

“Bitch,” I said with a laugh.

By the time I made it back, the whole group had made it up the stairs. “Is it clear?” Storm asked.

“As glass,” I said. “Let’s get moving. We should get to the top and then get ready to leave this death-trap.”

We walked around the centre of the building, then to the stairwell on the opposite end. The office drones were getting a little more comfortable, complaining and moaning about their feet and about the state of the buildings.

I wasn’t going to disagree—I could have used a sit too—but their noisiness was irritating.

The next stairwell we arrived at was dark. None of the lights beyond the door were on and even pressing my face close to the window in its door showed more than shadows. “Damn it, did they just not install any lights?”

“The building is only six months old,” one of the drones said.

I gave him a flat look. “I don’t particularly care. Do any of you have lights? Phones?”

“Aren’t you a samurai, can’t you summon one?” someone asked.

“I didn’t ask if you had an opinion, as I asked if you had a light,” I said.

A few of them pulled out smart phones and turned on their lights. A couple had keychain lights which did shit to illuminate anything, but were barely better than nothing. One of the lot though had the gall to frown at his phone before looking up at me. “The flashlight app costs ten credits. Will you be refunding us?”

“Turn on the fucking light or you can explain to the xenos that you stayed behind because ten credits was too much for you,” I snapped. “I swear, people.”

I yanked the door open, and when nothing jumped out to eat anyone’s face I gestured Jeff and Storm into the passage first. They had little lights on their tactical vests that shone a whole two feet ahead of them but looked cool.

I was at the back of the group this time, following all the bobbing lights as everyone made their way up.

My shoes crunched on glass and I looked down.

Off to the side, barely bright enough to be seen, was a glass tube. A neon light, broken in its middle. A glance around showed a few more tossed around.

I looked up to where the lights should have been in the ceiling above and saw the barest hint of motion in the shadows.

“Oh, fuck.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Speared

People forget that samurai are human.

In fact, they forget that they’re usually young. The average age someone becomes a Vanguard is seventeen. That’s... that’s very young. I was thirteen.

Too young to drink in most places, and given the ability to buy near anything from an uncontrollable source. Governments stop taxing you, but also expect you to work for them. Corporations weasel their way closer, ready to try and lock you into a contract.

And the worse part of it all. You’re only worth as much as you can kill.

Killing xenos is easy. It’s clean even. They’re just monsters. It becomes a sort of game. It’s fun.

It’s the humans you need to deal with that make things hard.

Neon Girl Happy-Chan, Live interview 
on the Colby-Colbert Show, Jun 2029


I don’t know what gave it away. Maybe it was my exclamation, or the way I moved to bring my gun up to point it towards the ceiling. Maybe they’d noticed me noticing them.

It didn’t really matter.

One moment the group of office drones were climbing up the stairs, grumbling between pants.

The next a foot-long boney spike was through the head of two of those in the middle of the pack and a dozen more tentacles were dropping from above to grab necks and arms.

Lights were dropped, others were raised towards the ceiling to reveal the two... no, three Model Fours tucked up near the top of the stairs. Screams followed.

I saw Jeff raising his pistol to the air and emptying the magazine into one of the Model Fours. Storm started firing a moment later.

The noise was unbelievable in the tight confines of the stairwell, with nothing but maddened screaming to accompany it.

One of the aliens fell from above, crashing into those below it.

The stairs here followed along the walls, with little platforms at every corner. That’s more or less where the Model Fours were hiding. Two of them couldn’t even reach anyone at first, not until they dropped down with heavy bangs and started whipping out their many limbs at everyone.

I raised my gun, aiming it towards the nearest monster. The reticule paused over its writhing form when someone pushed into my and my aim was thrown off.

The back of my shoe slipped off the step I was on, and I cartwheeled to stay up. When another idiot bumped into my I tripped backwards, my gun flying off as I grabbed onto the nearest railing for support.

Someone stepped on me, another fell down the stairs and rolled over my back before crashing down below.

I couldn’t find my gun, not in the near-total darkness with only lights that were waving around wildly to illuminate things. “Gun!” I said.

Do you need anything in particular or...?

I rolled onto my back and looked up as a dark form lumbed down the stairs towards me. One of the Model Fours, with one of the women I’d seen in the bathroom in its grasp. It was smashing her head into the walls as it stumbled down the stairs on all fours.

“Gun!” I screamed.

Something heavy and cold filled my hand. I raised it, saw a large circle of light before me, coming from just below a thick barrel. I squeezed my finger over the trigger again and again while hoping there wasn’t a damned safety on the thing.

The gun roared.

I winced as it was almost wrenched out of my hand while a spray of bullets leapt forwards and stitched a line of holes into the Model Four.

It flopped forwards, twitching tentacles pressing me down onto the steps before I shoved it off as hard as I could. The woman, or rather, her body, fell next to me. I recoiled from it, but I didn’t have time for freaking out. There were more of the monsters in the room. Storm was holding onto a blade-tipped tentacle in each hand while kicking out with one foot.

Another of the Model Fours was in the middle of flinging someone down the middle of the stairwell.

I aimed at that one first, grip tight over the new gun. It screamed as dozens of rounds were spat out of it.

My aim was a little off, and only half the rounds splattered into the alien’s centre of mass. More than enough that it died.

I turned to the next and pulled the trigger. Two, maybe three rounds shot out, and the gun clicked empty.

Drop it!

I did, the gun’s light spinning around until it crashed to the floor below.

A moment later a new gun, smaller, was in my hand and a new reticule was flashing red as it locked onto the last Model Four.

Two bursts of four micro missiles raced across the space between me and the monster.

I heard eight satisfying pops and saw the beast tremble. It slid off to the side, dead.

Storm stumbled back. He was breathing hard, sweat plastering his hair to his head. He flung the tentacles he was still holding onto to the side with disgust. “Fuck.”

That summed it up.

I moved past him, past the bodies of four or five of the people we’d been with, and then up the stairs. The door at the top was opened into a corridor. This one was complete, at least, but the lights along the ceiling were all broken. There was light coming in from the window in the door at the far end of the corridor.

I looked up, then along the ceiling and floors and peered into every shadow.

It seemed clear.

I didn’t take any chances and shut the door.

“Jeff! Jeff you stupid stupid—get up, come on bro.”

I clenched my jaw and kept staring at the closed door.

“Please Jeff.”

I swallowed and turned around. A glance at Jeff was enough to know he was dead. A spike through the skull would do that.

The others though...

“Myalis, I need medical shit, just give me whatever, fuck the points.”

I understand. The sooner we begin, the more lives we are likely to save.

“Yeah, yeah.”

I stumbled over to the first, got on my knees, ignored the way my everything ached, and got to work.

I wasn’t equipped for this shit, but there was no one else around, was there?


Chapter Twenty-Nine

A Crying Shame

Nightmares? Stress? Are you suffering from PTSD or anxiety over the constantly looming threat of human extinction brought on by the aliens above?

Then come to Theracore for a free psychological analysis. Our team of expert psychiatric interns will do their best to help you work past your fears and worries.

Seven out of ten Theracore clients come out of the experience feeling revitalized and more confident in themselves. And our services are entirely free!

Theracore; we’re here to help!

*All information and recordings of therapy sessions belong to Theracore. On entering a Theracore clinique you waive the rights to any information you disclose to our expert psychologists, staff, and interns.

Theracore ad, 2055


I’d been embarrassed before.

I can vividly remember some of the brats catching Lucy and I in a closet then running off to go tell everyone. I’d spent an entire week feeling as if my face was aflame.

As for shame, I’d done some pretty stupid shit sometimes.

But right then, standing next to a row of four bodies laid out next to the entrance to the stairwell... I didn’t know how to describe the churning in the pit of my stomach. I kept going over all the shit I could have done to keep them from dying, and the stupid crap I’d thought about them.

They were slow and fat. They were dumb. They were annoying.

And now they were dead and it was my fault.

A hand touched my shoulder.

Turning, I looked into Elisa’s deep eyes. She was teary, but there was determination over that. “It’s okay,” she said.

I worked my jaw. A glance to the side showed one of the women crying into another’s shoulder. Some of the guys didn’t look much better. One or two were glaring at the alien corpses we’d kicked to the side. Others were glaring at me.

“Is it really?” I asked. “I should have—”

She shook her head. “It’s not on you. It’s on the aliens. You’re... what, sixteen?”

“Seventeen,” I said. “I’ll be eighteen in a few days.” A few days from getting booted out of the orphanage. Lucy was a couple of days older than me. We both agreed that the day she left, I’d leave too. It didn’t matter, not anymore.

“Right. These folks, they’d have died when the aliens continued to swarm us below. Hell, I would be dead by now if it wasn’t for you,” she said.

“And I could have kept them alive for longer,” I said.

She shook her head. “It’s not on you. Did you know there was an ambush?”

I swallowed. “No. I know what you’re trying to do.”

“If you know it, then you know it’s not your fault either.”

I snorted. “You’re a real optimist,” I said.

She smiled back. “I’ve been accused of worse. Now come on, we need our samurai.”

I nodded, wiped my hand over my eye to clear them of dust, then stepped back towards the rest of the group. “Do we have everything?” I asked.

Storm was staring at the ground, but at the sound of my voice he looked up and nodded. “Yeah, we do,” he said. He tossed something my way and I almost fumbled as I caught it out of the air.

It was a gun, the one Myalis had given me in a hurry at the start of the fight. It was big and bulky, with a cylindrical magazine built under the barrel that had a light in its middle. “This one’s empty,” I said. I shook my head. “I’m going to scout ahead. You guys follow in a minute, alright?”

“Yeah, no problem. Only one more floor, right?” he asked.

“Yeah.”

I moved away from them and towards the stairwell again, pausing as I got closer. Something nasty coiled in my stomach as I looked at the door, but I pushed past that and stepped past the damned threshold.

Are you feeling better?

Myalis’ tone was softer than I was used to, more concerned. “I’m fine,” I said. ”What are my points like?”

You’re down to one hundred twenty-six

I held back a wince. That was a chunk gone. I couldn’t really complain though. Most of those had gone into medicine and the like to keep the others alive. As good a use as any.

“How much for a fresh magazine for this glorified flashlight?” I asked.

The Sparrow is more than just a flashlight. It fires .22 copper-coated iridium rounds at 1,200 rounds per minute. Unfortunately the magazine only holds 60 rounds.

“It’s noisy and heavy,” I said. “But it has a light.”

I can’t dispute that. A fresh magazine for your flashlight would cost you two points.

I had my Trench Maker tucked into the back of my pants already, but a second gun wouldn’t hurt. “Yeah, might as well.”

A minute passed as I finagled and cursed my lack of a second hand, but I did eventually get the gun ready to fire.

The anxiety was fading, just a little, replaced moment by moment by a growing, festering anger. Elisa was right. All of this shit was the Antithesis’ fault.

The only way to really protect anyone was to make damned sure that every last one of the bugs were dead.

And if I could get a few points for my efforts, then that was for the best.

I took the steps two at a time, eyes fixing on every shadow and corner, and breathing coming quick even through my disposable mask. Getting caught off-guard again was just unacceptable.

“I’m going to need something that shows me where the bastards are,” I said. “Something like a... radar.”

There are systems like that available. I’m afraid that most are beyond your current budget.

“Let’s hope that budget grows a little, then,” I said.

I got to the top of the stairs, looked through the window, then flicked the light on my new gun off. I didn’t know how good the vision most Antithesis models had, but I didn’t want to announce my presence quite that brightly.

“Let’s find some aliens.”


Chapter Thirty

Model Six

“—this will mean a decrease of one to two percent on next term tertiary stocks.”

“That’s barely acceptable. Can we lay off some chaff, cut that corner a little tighter? I want to break even at least.”

“I’ll see what we can do, sir. Our next issue is the New Montreal Incursion. It’s landed close to some of our properties. The initial damage assessments don’t look good.”

“Weren’t those buildings still under construction?”

“Yes sir.”

“Then toss it to the insurance division. Tell me about the upcoming holiday season. It’s going to be Christmas soon.”

“Of course, sir.”

Dickson Tech Enterprises. Owners of 2517 Trudeau Avenue. Current time minus one hour.


I tried being quiet as I moved.

Tried was the wrong word. I was quiet. Years of sneaking out from my shared room at the orphanage, days spent trying not to be noticed until I grew a backbone.

I was damned good at moving silently.

It’s why I think none of the aliens spotted me as I hid behind a counter.

The entire floor, or at least a chunk of it, was dedicated to a food court. There were about ten or so restaurants lined circling the middle of the floor, with tables and chairs laid out all around next to the windows.

That, on its own, wasn’t too special. I’d been in my share of places like this in malls and such.

Automatic pizza places, traditional tofu shops that had the traditional acne-faced teen employees.

Then there were all the usual chains. McDonalds and Burger King and such.

Unfortunately they were all closed just then.

The two dozen Model Threes and the half dozen Model Fours dragging dead fry cooks across the floor gave away the reason.

They were gathering all the bodies over to one side, where a bridge connected the building over to the next one over.

There was an entire network of passages connecting buildings together. That wasn’t anything new. Those connections being used to yeet the dead to the streets below, on the other hand, that was different.

“Shit,” I muttered as I pulled back behind the counter I was using as cover. I’d initially moved to use the main paths around the edges of the building, like I’d done on every other floor, but seeing so damned many aliens had encouraged me to find another way around.

As it turned out, all the maintenance corridors linked to the back of the various restaurants, probably so that they could stock their fridges and shit without bothering their clients. I’d picked a nice hiding spot next to the till of a Noodle Zen shop to do my snooping after coming in from the back.

“We can’t possibly pass by here if there’s so damned many,” I whispered. I reached up and scratched my nose through one of the disposable masks I’d bought earlier. No point in getting fucked over by all the Model Fours around.

You could go down and back up through the elevators.

“And when all of these xenos decide to race upstairs? I don’t think a little barricade will do anything to stop these numbers,” I said. “Not if they can get more from other buildings.”

There was another thing I was considering. The number of aliens around meant a whole load of points. I was down to one hundred twenty-four. That wasn’t going to get me far.

Sure, if everything went exactly according to plan, then I’d be out of here, and out of the worst part of the city with the kittens before nightfall.

Things didn’t have a habit of going off without a hitch for me.

You have one hundred twenty-four points. There might be a way to spend them in such a way that eliminating the remaining Antithesis in the area would be possible.

I bit the inside of my cheek and slowly poked my head out again. There were a lot of aliens around, but one or two well-placed grenades could take out a number of them.

Then my attention was drawn to one of the bridges spanning the distance between this building and another, wider one across the street. The bridge itself was built like a sort of glass-roofed atrium. With twin rows of—now empty—planters inside it acting as rails of a sort except where a car-sized hole had been torn out. It was maybe twenty meters long, five wide, and jam-packed with aliens.

Model Threes were sniffing about, Model Fours were stomping to the edge of the hole, each carrying one or two bodies, and sometimes crates of food or in one case an entire rack of chips. The thing worrying me was the lumbering beast standing near to the entrance.

“What’s that one?” I asked.

A Model Six. They are uncommon this early in an incursion, but they will begin appearing with more regularity by nightfall. I would suggest avoiding direct confrontation. While your current weapons could injure it, it would require a great deal of luck to actually kill the model.

I could see why. The thing had six legs, set around a long, thick body covered in nearly angular plates. It moved over a little to get out of the path of a pair of Model Fours carrying an entire vending machine. The vending machine gave me a sense of much-needed scale. The Model Six was nearly a meter and a half tall, easy.

Its face was a boxy thing, two sets of eyes on either side and a squarish jaw that was filled with flat-tipped teeth like some sort of camel.

“What’s its gimmick?” I asked as I slid back down.

The Model Six serves as a heavier Antithesis combat unit. They are also far more intelligent than most other models in the one to ten ranges and will act as a sort of command unit. Listen carefully and you’ll hear it issuing very basic orders.

I frowned, but did as she asked, tending an ear over to try and make out any unique sounds.

There was the hum of wind pushing into the building, the sizzle of a frier someone had left on, and the shuffle of aliens. Then I heard it, a faint, but distinct whistle that warbled and shifted in pitch.

I nodded. “Got it. So it’ll need to be taken down along with the rest.”

It does give more points.

“Great.” I sighed as I pressed myself against the counter. I had to come up with a plan of some sort, but the only thing that came to mind was to fling explosives around and hope for the best, and that wasn’t a plan.

Or was it?

“How tough do you think that bridge over there is, and can I afford a bomb big enough to take it out?”


Chapter Thirty-One

The Bigger They Are

They say they want to uplift humanity. Yeah, okay. Sure. That’s nice. And how do they go about this? Give randos some space guns?

Yeah, no, that’s not uplift.

Sure, they’ve got other things going. Every so often a samurai will ‘buy’ a blueprint and sell it to some corp or another. Usually it’s the highest bidder.

And then everyone gets expensive hover cars.

It’s all connecting, can’t you see? They don’t want to uplift us, they want to see what we do with their toys! And then they’re gonna steal our memes!

4Chan comment on the /gET/ board, 2021


There was no time like the present, but there was also something to say about being ready.

I made sure my Trench Maker was tucked up tight in the back of my pants, that the bulkier Sparrow was ready and had its safety off, and that the four grenades I’d bought for five points each, and also flinging my point count down to a hundred and four, were bulging out of my pocket.

When I’d asked for something that could break the bridge off the side of the building, Myalis had suggested something called a Spatially-Locked Graphene Garrote. It looked like a little cylinder with a thick black band around it, and, according to my AI friend, it would absolutely fuck up the local architecture without actually exploding.

I had other toys. One was a little two-point thing that looked like a ping-pong ball designed by Salvador Dali. It had a pretty red button on top, the sort that screamed ‘press me’ without needing any labels.

My thumb squeezed the top of the ball and it started to vibrate in little bursts, once a second, then twice, and shaking faster. A silent countdown.

I flung the ball as hard as I could towards the far end of the cafeteria.

It bounced off the ground once, then skid across the floor under it stopped next to one of those wooden boxes used to hide trash cans.

The ball glowed a deep red, then began to hiss. “Oh no, Sally, your leg!—It’s okay! We can make it! Help me up.—You’re bleeding out. What if they come?”

I blinked as I listened to the terribly scripted discussion coming from the ball.

“What?” I asked as I dipped back down.

The Mark I Audio-Scent Lure is meant to attract all sorts of Antithesis, including those intelligent enough to parse basic human speech.

Well, that was fucking terrifying.

A Model Three rushed over to the trash can and started sniffing around, then a few more joined it. One of the Model Fours carrying a body dropped it and came closer too.

It was working. Not perfectly. Some of the models were coming closer but didn’t join the huddle; others just eyed things from afar.

That was good enough for me. I just needed them distracted for a moment.

Reaching into a back pocket, I pulled out a grenade. It was small, just a ball with a tab above it. Myalis called it a Directed Chemical Laser Grenade, It was silent, which is what mattered to me.

The grenade bounced and rolled, then slid off to the side when one of the Model Threes stepped next to it.

I ducked down and waited. The room lit up as if someone had just turned on the edgiest disco ball ever for a couple of seconds. No sound came, but the floor bounced and the faint scent of burning Antithesis flesh wafted by.

Now I just needed to finish the rest off. The Sparrow landed atop the counter with a clunk. One of the nearest Model Threes turned to stare my way.

Four, maybe five of the aliens were on the ground, their sides sliced open and still smoking, others had straight line burns as well, but were still standing. I’d fix that in a moment.

“Die, bitch,” I said.

I would need to work on my one-liners later.

The bulky SMG spat out a dozen rounds that stitched their way into a Model Three.

I didn’t stop to watch it die, instead turning the gun over to the next lone Model. Another bark from the gun and a Model Four was torn to shreds.

The large group around the lure started to turn my way. I greeted them by emptying my mag in a line that cut through the entire group. Some of them were missed outright, and others only got a glancing blow, but I saw a couple flinch back as two or three rounds punched through them.

The Sparrow clicked empty, so I pushed it aside, spun around on one heel, and ran into the backstore of the restaurant; the door into the employee-only section slamming shut behind me.

My plan was fairly simple. I figured that that was the best way to carry out a plan without it blowing up in my face.

I raced through the tight corridors behind the shops while pulling out my Trench Maker. When I saw a familiar double-arched logo on one door, I pressed into it shoulder-first and barged into a room filled with the scent of burning oil and processed mock-chicken.

The moment I was behind the till, I glanced over to the side where I’d been killing xenos. A few of them were missing. Back in the Thai place I’d been in already? It didn’t matter.

I lunged over the counter and sprinted towards the open bridge. There were more aliens there, some of them turning my way, distracted away from their work flinging bodies down onto the streets below.

I tucked my gun under my stump and held it in place with my armpit, then I pulled out the first of my three garrote grenades. Yanking the pin out with my teeth, I flung it as hard and far as I could, and watched it sail over the heads of a dozen aliens.

I’d always had a good arm.

The next came out just as the large Model Six whistled and every alien in the area started to move back towards me.

I flicked the second grenade underhand. It bounced to a stop just a meter or so past the entrance of the bridge.

Perfect.

The grenade froze in midair a foot off the ground. The black band around it popped off, sending two metal bits skittering across the floor a moment before the device started to make a whining noise.

A thin black circle appeared around it, first only a few centimeters wide, then larger and larger.

One of the passing xenos set its leg through the blackened circle. Its leg was chopped into a hundred wafer-thin layers, sending the rest of its body crashing through the spinning blender of a monomolecular razor-ribbon.

The circle expanded more until it was eating through the walls and ceiling in the bridge, turning them into faint dust.

Through the haze I saw a piece of the bridge at the far end fall to the ground.

That would do.

My last garrote grenade was flung over to a group of xenos running over to me. It would give them something to play with while I ran.

The entire building creaked as the far end of the bridge gave out. The sudden stress on the closer end, coupled with the torn up section and my old pal gravity, did the rest.

Just as everything went down, a huge black form leapt into the cafeteria.

The Model Six was missing most of a leg, and it was covered in scrapes and cuts, but its four beady eyes still fixed onto me.

I found myself with a strong urge to get the hell away.


Chapter Thirty-Two

Fried

Newbie samurai are the best. They’re still fresh and a little gullible. You can sign them up for all sorts of contracts no problem!

A salesman’s last words during a live interview moments before being executed by Emeraude, June 2022


The Model Six was a big, mean motherfucker.

I vaulted over the counter of a burger joint, skidded along across a greasy floor with shoes that had no grip, and swung around while whipping my Trench Maker out.

A quick count showed six, maybe seven, aliens with the Model Six ahead of them. I had ten rounds in my gun, and maybe a five second head start.

The first shot took a Model Three in the chest, the next buried itself in the mess of tentacles before a Model Four. Every shot had me turning a little, placing the red dot of the reticule over the next monster in line.

Not all of them died, but the incendiary rounds did some nasty shit to their insides even when they were hit in some meaty bit.

I didn’t get to enjoy seeing the aliens burn up.

Putting two rounds more or less centre-mass on the Model Six was easy. It was a big bastard and it was getting close. Seeing those two rounds sputter and burn in its chest, like matches in a windstorm, was a lot harder.

“Shit, shit, shit,” I said as I turned on a heel and ran deeper into the back of the burger joint. “Myalis, grenade!”

I shoved my Trench Maker in a pocket where it stuck out halfway and thumped against my side with every step.

Resonator, Mark I-D. You should still be familiar with this one.

Something cold and hard appeared in my hand. I reached up, bit the tab off, and slammed my thumb over the trigger before flinging the grenade over my shoulder as hard as I could.

Then, just as I was coming around the back, something heavy punched me in the kidneys and I went tumbling forwards to land on my knees and side.

I grunted as my back bumped into a counter and a bag full of burger buns came raining down on top of me.

The Model Six was squeezing into the backstore, its wide body too large to fit properly, but it was still shoving its way in, machines shoved aside with every step.

I grit my teeth, tried to pretend I couldn’t feel the ache in my back, and jumped to my feet.

The Resonator went off, filling the cafeteria with a chilling scream that had me wincing and that made the alien before me shiver. It didn’t kill it though, not with the first blast. The damned thing was still coming.

I looked around in a hurry, picked up a pan, then decided that banging it on the monster’s head would do a whole lot of nothing. Then I saw a frier.

I dipped the pan into the hot oil, took it out, and flung the oil at the Model Six’s face.

The Model Six twitched back, head beating from side to side as its eyes and skin sizzled and started to smell like fries. The Resonator rang again, then again, and the Model Six’s twitching turned into writhing and, even though my head was ringing, I still made sure to stare as the monster melted.

When I started to see bones sticking out of the creature’s sloughing skin I stepped back, then dipped to one knee to fish my Trench Maker out from under a counter.

“Any left?” I asked.

None that I’ve noticed. Do you want to see your point gains?

I backed up into one of the corridors behind the burger place, then slumped against the nearest wall while my heart calmed down. I passed my hand over my lower back. It wasn’t bleeding or anything, or even painful. Were the drugs I’d taken still acting?

“Sure,” I said.

Targets Eliminated!
Reward: 265 points
New Total: 362 points


I blinked at the number. “Damn,” I said.

A respectable amount. I would suggest spending them sooner rather than later. Waiting until you are safe might mean never getting to safety.

I huffed in surprise. “Damn. I can probably buy a couple of nice things with that,” I said.

I would suggest immediately buying a few select medical utilities. A second Nano-Regenerative Suite, just to ensure that you’re in better health. A Nutri Pack to keep you going, as well as a Cleanse to rid yourself of the remains of the Mind Krank Ultra you’ve taken. It’s reached the point where it’s acting as something of an impairment.

I nodded. “Sounds like a start, let’s get it done before going to meet the others.” I coughed to clear my throat, then wiggled my pinkie in my ear. “I need a few things. Something to reload my gun, and a holster for it. And I need... uh... more firepower, I guess.”

That Model Six had taken a lot to kill. It was probably worth more points for it, but the level of danger compared to a Three or Four was too damned much.

I suspect that you need many things. If you want to continue fighting as you have; that is, by laying out plans, setting up traps and then taking down opponents in large groups, then perhaps you’ll want to split your investments a few ways. Additional firepower, more mobility, better sensor capabilities, and finally more advanced stealth systems. You won’t be a Vanguard who charges in the front lines, but you may well be one of those rescuing the people caught in the crossfires.

“That... sounds nice, yeah.” It did sound kind of cool.

Perhaps we should begin with Auxiliary Weapon Utilities Class I? You could purchase auto-loaders, targeting computers, basic mounted weaponry and a few other utilities besides. Fifty Points for the entire catalogue!


Chapter Thirty-Three

The Perfect Fit

Fashion amongst samurai is a quick-moving and vicious thing. Most lower-tiered samurai will change outfits and styles at the drop of a hat, sometimes literally. Their mass market appeal requires that they stand out, at least a little, from those that came before.

That’s why you’ll see such wild styles being adopted by some. The rise of entire sites dedicated to judging the fashion sense of some samurai (and the shaming of ‘shamurai,’ or those samurai who go too far with their style), the tabloids around them, and the way that clothing companies are quick to copy any interesting fashion on display has led to a strange sort of competition.

Most of the established samurai, strangely enough, don’t seem to care as much about it. By the time they’ve gotten that far into their careers they’ve usually figured out the look and style they want to adopt.

Edith Rockwell, lead clothing designer, Nimbletainment Inc. 2032

New Purchase: Under Shoulder Autoloading Holster Mark I
Points reduced from... 341 to... 271


I stared at the box waiting for me on the ground, right next to a couple of other boxes that I’d kicked around. Myalis had convinced me to get healed up properly before moving on. Then she got me to buy a juice box.

I sucked at the little straw sticking out of the one-point drink until my cheeks caved in.

It was, hand down, the best drink I’d ever had. Both sweet and savoury, with a bit of a citrusy tang to it, and it left me with an after-taste as if I’d just bitten into one of those really expensive organic apples Lucy and I had once stolen from the better part of the city.

Point was, alien food was the best and worth every point.

“I can never give any of this to Lucy,” I said as I yoinked the straw out of the box, then tipped it over for one last drop.

I can’t see how it would be bad for her.

“It would be bad for me. She’d never stop nagging me for more. And then she’d go full puppy-dog on me and fake cry and I’d fold like a stack of cards. She’d drain away my points in an afternoon.”

Learning that my Vanguard is susceptible to attractive young women looking pitiful is rather distressing.

I snorted. “I didn’t ask you to get jammed in my head,” I said. “Now, let’s see this thing.”

I could get used to opening up boxes only to find new toys in them. It beat the hell out of... literally any Christmas ever. The best we ever got were some really nice school supplies from a samurai-run charity one year, and as cool as they had been, they’d still been school supplies.

The lid came off with a dull ‘thwap’ and I flung it aside without a care to reveal... a sort of jacket... thing.

I pulled the auto loader out of the case and held it up. There were two holes for arms with elbow-length sleeves, and a zipper at the front. The entire thing only reached down to the lower ribs though. More like half a jacket than a proper jacket.

Shrugging, I set it aside, tore off my own shitty grey coat, and left it on the ground. The thing had a fist-sized hole in it already, it was finished one way or another.

Putting on the auto-loader was a little tricky. It had pockets on the back and two boxes tucked just under the arms and over pouch-like openings. It looked pretty sleek though, like a custom made leather coat.

Place your gun in one of the holsters.

I did as Myalis asked and brought my Trench Maker into the right-side holster. The entire thing squeezed around the gun like a vacuum seal in less time than it took to blink. I had to tug at it a little to pull it out. “Cool,” I said. “What about the loading?”

Touch an empty magazine to the box below your arm. I would suggest buying a few.

“Sure, give me, uh...” The gun was empty as it was, and there were four pockets at the back of the auto-loader. I imagined they would seal up the same way. “Five magazines. All incendiary.”

You really do like those rounds. Perhaps you should try something else? The Trench Maker can use micro-missiles, sabot rounds, explosives, and many other load-outs.

“Just incendiaries for now,” I said. Though some of those had sounded damned tempting.

New Purchase: .45 Armour Piercing Incendiary Magazine. Five Units
Points reduced from... 271 to... 261


Five fresh magazines appeared next to the empty box before me. I took one and tapped it to the slim little box under my armpit.

A trio of little arms unfolded themselves from the box, grabbed the magazine in little pinchers, then rotated around and behind me where I couldn’t see them even looking over my shoulder. They slotted the magazine into one of the back pockets and then slid back into place.

“Cool,” I said. I watched the little arms slot away three more magazines, then I stuffed my Trench Maker into place. The little arms got to work right away, tossing the empty magazine to the ground and fitting in a new one in under two seconds. “Nice.” I looked down at myself, then nodded. “It even kinda looks cool. Does it come in colours that aren’t black?”

It does. You may pick next time. I didn’t think it would matter.

I perked an eyebrow. “Which colours can I pick from?”

Which hex code is your favourite?

“I... nevermind, just curious.”

I have your measurements, so it should fit quite comfortably.

I blinked, then felt the inside of the auto-loader. It was nice and padded. A quick zip, then some bouncing up and down revealed a few important things. “When you said measurements, you weren’t kidding.”

If I gained any weight the damned thing wouldn’t fit, but it didn’t encumber my breathing or anything.

Is there anything else you need?

“I... think this will do for now,” I said. How much time had I just wasted playing dress-up with cool guns? I shook my head, considered putting on my torn up jacket, then gave up on that. I probably looked like a mess with my black half-jacket and torn up and bloody clothes, but I looked like a dangerous mess, and that was a fashionable enough statement for me.

I considered tossing everything in the trash, then gave up on that idea. The whole building was filled with dead aliens, it probably didn’t matter all that much that I’d left some junk on the ground.

“Time to go see if the others are still alive,” I said.


Chapter Thirty-Four

Rule

If you look at a bird’s eye view of the first forty-eight hours of an incursion, you’ll be surprised to see how they spread. We imagine the spread as a sort of flood stemming from the centre and going out, but in reality, just like the plants they almost are, the Antithesis move a little more organically.

The initial incursion and spread is relatively contained, but concentrated in a few areas. Five, six square kilometers of highly concentrated hive mass for the first dozen hours. Then they push out in a ring, a huge burst of expansion starting, usually, a day after the initial landing.

That circle of expansion stops, new ground is consolidated, then a third wave moves out.

Some people compare it to breathing, and they wouldn’t be entirely wrong. The process ebbs and flows, but it isn’t constant. The amount of resistance they meet will often dictate the speed of the spread.

Professor Heinlein, excerpt from a lecture on the knowledge gained from early Antithesis studies (thereafter called Alien Anthropology), 2028.


I came down to find the dozen or so office drones, Elisa, and Storm all just waiting around. There was a listlessness to them, like how I imagined people that knew they were dead would see the world.

They turned towards me when I pushed the door open with a shoulder.

I got a lot of stares, which wasn’t entirely new. I was a one-armed cyclops with a few strange scars and a tiny bit of an attitude problem. Getting stared at was pretty damned routine. “You’re all still kicking?” I asked.

Storm pushed off the pillar he was leaning against. “We are,” he said. “How did things go above?”

“There were a whole fuckload of aliens. Were being the important bit there. If we hurry we should be able to make it up without any trouble.” I pointed my thumb towards the ceiling. “Are you guys up for a bit of a jog?”

I got that they weren’t into the whole physical exercise thing, and who could blame them, but they didn’t need to look like I’d just asked them to take part in a puppy kicking contest.

“Come on, you can either get moving, or stay here and turn to alien chow.”

That got them moving with a bit more alacrity. As one big group, we trudged up the stairs, then spilled out into the backroom for the next floor up.

I had to admit, I enjoyed the wide-eyed looks they gave to the dozens of pulped, melted and torn up aliens dotting the cafeteria. What was less enjoyable was seeing knee-high birds pecking at some of the corpses and occasionally taking bites with razor-lined beaks.

“What are those?” I muttered.

Model Ones. They become quite common a few hours after the start of an incursion and will no doubt soon be the most populous Antithesis variant in the region. Their threat is negligible, though they can still be dangerous in large quantities.

“Can I shoot them?” I asked.

Certainly. It might serve to scare them off.

I pulled my Trench Maker out of its holster and paused to aim. I knew there was this whole thing with placing your feet just-so, and aiming down the sights, and I did try a little, but I figured doing what felt comfortable was better.

Or maybe I was crippling my ability to actually hit anything.

I squinted, lined the reticule over one of the bigger crow-like birds, then bit the tip of my tongue before squeezing the trigger.

The Model One exploded in a bust of guts, strange feathers, and fire.

“Oh yeah,” I said.

The others had flinched back, but they didn’t seem ready to protest, especially not when all the other Model Ones took to the air and flew off in a hurry.

Target Eliminated!
Reward: 1 point
New Total: 262 points


“That’s kind of pathetic,” I said.

Model Ones can be killed by the hundreds, and quite easily at that. Giving more than one point each would encourage bad habits amongst the Vanguard.

“Hrm,” I said before looking to the survivors. “Whelp, let’s keep moving.”

Storm nodded from his spot at the head, and soon the group was off again and circling around any bodies along the way.

The next stairwell up was meant to bring up to the parking lot. It was the home stretch. And none of those with me seemed ready to step in. A peek through the glass in the door showed working security lights that bathed everything in red. Opening the door and aiming around revealed a far load of nothing.

“I’ll head up first,” I said.

The climb was... anti-climatic. Just a few stairs up to the landing at the top. No aliens, no bodies.

“It’s clear!” I called down before moving to the door into the next floor. There was a barricade just beyond it, boxes stacked atop each other, with chairs and desks behind that.

I swung the door open then waited next to it, out of the line of fire. “Who’s there?” someone called.

I felt my shoulders slumping in relief. “I’m Cat,” I said as I brought my hand around to wave. “Cute, one-armed. Samurai. You should know me, I hope.”

I poked my head around and found a nervous twenty-something in the M’all Cop security uniform looking through a hole in the wall of junk. “Oh, yeah, okay. Uh, we can move some things.”

“Cool,” I said. “We’ve got a dozen others here. And that Storm guy.”

“Storm and Jeff made it?” he asked. “Yeah, great. I’ll tell Simmons and get some help for this wall. Just give us a minute!”

I sighed. Really though, I couldn’t complain too much. I was so close to seeing the Kittens, and Lucy, again. Then we’d figure a way to get the hell out of the centre of the incursion.

Simmons showed up on the other side of the barricade just as the others started to come up. Some of them had pulled some chairs out of the stack to sit on, others were quick to complain about not being able to get past.

“Captain,” Simmons said. “You got my men back.”

I winced a bit. ”I got one of them back,” I said.

Simmons met my eye. “Better than none. Come on in, we’ve got a few things to discuss.”

“I’m sure I’ll enjoy the conversation,” I deadpanned.

Humans saved: 11
Points added
New total: 273



Chapter Thirty-Five

Death Flags

Samurai die. Just got to pick the most dramatic moment.

The late Silverhound’s final words before the detonation of a low-yield nuclear charge in the centre of the Syrian Level Four incursion of 2034


“We need you to help with the AA system,” Simmons said.

I raised an eyebrow at him, but the man didn’t so much as blink. In the end, I broke eye contact first and looked over to where some of his security guys were rebuilding the barricade I’d just passed.

“Didn’t you have some IT guys that could get the anti-air back on?” I asked.

“I did. We sent two of them up. They’re dead.”

I felt my nose scrunching in distaste. “Are there more xenos on the upper floors?” I asked.

“There are more xenos period. Model Ones have started to flock around. If we leave now, we won’t just be dealing with a few larger fliers, but entire flocks of those little shits,” he said. “If we can get the AA to work, it’ll at least serve as a distraction.” He placed a hand on my shoulder and pulled me to the side just as a few survivors moved past with some wheels that looked like they’d been torn off the undercarriage of a hovercar.

The older man reached into one of the pockets of his vest and pulled out a small phone, one of the fancy sorts with a holoprojector. He fiddled with it for a moment, then projected a 3D map of New Montreal.

He pointed to one building, a bit shorter than those around it, but still respectably tall. “That’s us,” he said. Then he pointed to something about ten blocks down, where the buildings started to lose some of their height. “I sent some of my boys up with rangefinders. This is more or less where the front lines are set up. If we move straight South we’ll be moving over the army in about fifteen blocks. It’s not too far, a kilometer, maybe one and a half.”

“How big is the incursion?” I asked.

Based on the time since its start, the landing point of the main Antithesis bodies and the position of the armed forces on that map, my simulation suggests a five kilometer wide circle.

I touched my ear with my hand. “So, five klicks in diameter, that’s, uh, thirty kilometers square?”

... My Vanguard is bad at math. This is rather shameful. The surface of a circle can be calculated by taking pi, and multiplying it by the radius squared.

“I don’t need to know how to do the math,” I said. “I need the answer.”

The AI sighed in my head.

It’s approximately twenty kilometers square. Since you don’t seem to care about the math, I suppose big round numbers will have to do. Would you accept multiples of five, or should I stick to multiples of ten for you?

I rolled my eye. “Okay, so it’s pretty big, but not that huge yet, and we’re not in the dead centre.” I rubbed at my neck. “We get the AA on, we distract the local beasties, then we make a run for it, and hope that we can cover a couple of klicks without turning into xeno chow.”

“The terrain complicates things a little,” Simmons said. “We can’t make a straight-line dash to the nearest military position. But we can probably make it there in under two, maybe three minutes of flight time. There’s little traffic out there.”

So far, the plan was okay. There was just one very big, very glaring problem with it. “So when I turn on the AA, they’re on for good, right?”

“That’s right.”

“Which means we’ll have to leave then and there.”

Simmons nodded.

“Then how in the fuck will I get out?” I asked.

The man shifted, and for once didn’t meet my eye. “You’re a clever girl, you’ll figure it out, I’m certain.”

“You’re sending me to die?” I asked.

“I’m sending you to save all those people,” he said while pointing into the parking garage. A glance over showed kids being loaded onto busses, adults tossing things out of hovercars to lighten them and a few passing out what might be makeshift weapons in the form of clubs and metal bars.

My eye caught on Lucy’s familiar form way off at the back. She was smiling, big and proud while she made wild gestures through the air around her that always ended with her hands snapping back down to make sure her crutches didn’t fall.

Marie was just before her, listening intently, but also blushing furiously. Lucy was no doubt pushing the boundaries of what the girl thought of as acceptable.

“Are you sending me alone?” I asked.

“Can you manage alone?” he asked. “The last three I sent, as a group, they got to the top floor but didn’t make it to the platform before one of them said something about birds. They went MIA right after.”

I glared at nothing. “I’m going to go say bye to the kittens,” I said.

I brushed past Simmons only for the man to grab me by the stump. “Are you going to do it?” he asked.

“Yeah, I’ll do it. Touch me again and I’ll... I don’t know, shoot you or something.”

He let go. “Thank you. Contact me when you set out, I’ll make sure everyone is ready to go.”

“Yeah,” I said. My steps felt a little weird as I moved over towards Lucy and the others.

There’s no need to worry so much. The plan you’ve concocted has a higher-than-average chance of succeeding. And you’re my Vanguard. I’ll make sure you’re equipped for combat out in the open. I’m certain you’ll survive.

“Your confidence is inspiring,” I told Myalis.

I do try.

I reached Lucy, cutting her off in the middle of a story that I recognized as one of the times we’d been caught doing things we shouldn’t have. “Cat?” she asked. “I like your jacke—”

I pulled her into a one-armed hug and tucked my head into the crook of her neck. “Just give me a minute,” I said.

Lucy, being Lucy, hugged back.


Chapter Thirty-Six

A Matter of Trust

There are people, real weirdos, who are actual fans of the Antithesis. They make costumes and symbols, they argue over facts about them online. They’ve got bug-sonas.

Those really deep in those circles worship the aliens. They see them as a sort of divine punishment, or some sort of underdog alien. It doesn’t usually make sense.

We’re happy to leave them to their own beliefs, most of the time. They’re rather harmless.

Sergeant O’malley, New New York NNYPD, a week before the pro-Antithesis bombing campaign
that took his life. January 2049


“I’m really starting to hate stairs,” I said.

Then kill enough Antithesis and save enough people that you can afford a flight system.

I rolled my eye. “Is that your solution to everything?” I asked.

Of course not. It’s a solution to most things.

“Uh-huh,” I said. “What’s the retirement plan for samurai anyway?”

A Vanguard can stop assisting against the Antithesis at any time, though you’d need to survive with your monthly allowance of points, which is a negligible amount.

I hummed as I started taking the steps two at a time. The faster I could get to the roof, the faster Lucy and the Kittens would be out of here. And then... and then I’d figure something out.

“I’ve got two questions,” I said.

I’m always listening.

“Creepy. First, should I be getting something. I don’t know, armour or better gear. And second, the AA installation, will I need anything for it?”

It’s quite possible that you’ll need some sort of interfacing tool to connect to a Vanguard-designed system. As for your equipment. Yes. Yes you definitely need better equipment. So far every tool you’ve purchased has been, in a word, lacklustre and of low quality. A proper handgun would cost hundreds of points, armour the same. The issue is that your point total is quite low. Spending it all now on mediocre equipment would make obtaining better equipment later difficult.

I scratched at my chin as I reached the top of the stairwell. “I get what you’re saying, yeah. But I don’t mind taking things slow if it means living.” Actually, I did kind of mind. I’d grown to hate the subpar crap we were always given at the orphanage, I wanted some of the nicer things right off the bat, but I also wanted to live.

Setting aside my preferences in favour of not getting gored was totally alright in my book.

Then again, not picking a fight was the best way to win a fight, in my experience.

“I need stealth shit,” I said. “And something to compensate for my terrible aim.”

Purchasing stealth equipment is an excellent idea! Although I’m afraid that most of it will be beyond you for the moment. Basic Stealth Systems Class I costs one hundred points. From there you could purchase something like a Stealth Overcoat, which would serve as a decent disguise, for fifty points.

“Alright,” I said. “But that doesn’t help my aim much,” I said.

True. I would then suggest two more utilities. You are in dire need of a better augmentation system, but seeing as how that isn’t available at the moment, not without spending points on things that aren’t immediately useful, perhaps a Basic Targeting System Mark I from you Auxiliary Weapon Utilities Class I for twenty points, then a Hydra Autonomous Targeting Mount for one hundred points.

“What’s that last thing?” I asked.

It’s a mounted mechanical system that, essentially, holds onto a firearm of your choice. It can aim and fire it using either line of sight targeting, or a more complex targeting computer.

“And then I’d need to buy the gun on top of that,” I said.

Indeed.

Maybe I should have retrieved that sparrow I’d tossed earlier. It could be saving me a few points now. “I’m willing to give it a try,” I said as I pushed past the door at the top of the stairwell and slid into a long corridor. I was getting way too used to the damned building. “Let’s start with the additional firepower.”

Being harder to see and hit was nice and all, but I wanted to be able to hit back.

Just to confirm, you want the Basic Targeting System Mark I and the Hydra Autonomous Targeting Mount?

I nodded. “Yeah, they both sound useful. They’ll help, right?”

Most things in the catalogues are meant to help in one way or another. I am merely trying to hint that perhaps you should spend more time perusing your options before accepting the first thing I offer.

I dropped my voice to a low whisper. I didn’t want to alert everything around me that I was there. “Aren’t you supposed to be picking out the best things for me anyway?” I asked.

Always. Your profile didn’t suggest that you were this trusting of authority.

I stopped near an intersection and looked around the corner before answering. That answer came in the form of a shrug. “I dunno. You don’t feel like some corpo drone, or one of the volunteers at the orphanage, you feel... like you?”

Had the AI been doing something to ingratiate herself? Itself? I guessed so. She even said that she was talking and joking with me to get me to lower my guard. I guess it had worked.

I appreciate it. Truly. And yes, while I am trying to guide your development with an eye towards long-term gains, I also want to see you doing well in the short term.

“Very sappy,” I said. “Did my profile tell you how much I hate sappy shit?”

There is a note that your behaviour during the filming of some commercials and PR events centered around the more... disabled members of your orphanage was sub-par. I could infer from there.

I snorted. “Give me my new toys, and let’s keep moving.”

New Purchase: Basic Targeting System Mark I
Points reduced from... 273 to... 253
New Purchase: Hydra Autonomous Targeting Mount
Points Reduced from... 253 to... 153


I took in the two boxes below me, one small enough to fit on my palm, the other longer than my arm and nearly a foot thick and tall. I opened the smaller one first to find a small device, L-shaped, with intricate little projectors and some bits that I didn’t recognize.

Press the longer section over your temple, the round ball at the end of the other bar should touch the bridge of your nose.

I caught on soon enough. It was basically a sort of square, half-rim monocle that stuck to my skin as if glued on. The moment it was in place the projectors fired up and I now had a HUD over my HUD. “That’s going to be annoying,” I said.

You’ll get used to it, I suspect. It’s mostly there to track your eye’s motion and its hardware will do a lot of the work that your current gear can’t. It will make more sense once you equip your other new piece of gear.

I shrugged and tried to ignore the impression that I had a lock of hair tickling my nose where the targeting system was pressed.

The second, bigger, box had a much cooler toy.

“Oh,” I said. Then I started grinning.


Chapter Thirty-Seven

Armed and ready

The human form is far from perfect, especially against something like the Antithesis who take biological weaponry to an entirely new level with each iteration.

Now, keeping that in mind, you might wonder how the Vanguard, the ones who are accountable for the most Antithesis kills, manage against such large numbers.

The truth is, for them, the form to which they’re born isn’t the end. Additional limbs, cybernetic upgrades, or even just exoskeletal augmentations. The variations are innumerable, but the essence of it all is that the Vanguard quickly learn that being human isn’t enough. So, they become more.

Essay by Professor Vernes of the French Académie des Sciences Extra-Terrestre, May 2032


I had to strip down from my jacket, shirt and bra to put on my newest piece of gear. Even then, it was a little bulky and cumbersome to put on, but, on twisting around to see the reflection of my back in a glass, it was totally worth it.

The Hydra Autonomous Targeting Mount was a long, sleek piece of blue metal with overlapping plates that ran all the way from the small of my back to the base of my neck, with two little arms fitting over my collar. It even had faint pinkish lights glowing from between each plate. The biggest part over it were two curved bits over my shoulder plates.

It stuck to my back, warm and not-quite-wet, each articulated joint pressed close to me and moving with the shifting of my spine and hips. It would make wearing a shirt a pinch awkward, so I left the tattered remains of my t-shirt on the floor and slid my auto-loader jacket on instead.

The Hydra raised the two boxy parts up as I put my jacket on, then lowered them back down over the jacket, two little arms sneaking out from just behind my neck to hold everything in place.

“Right, how does this work?” I asked.

It has already synced with your targeting software. Bring a weapon to a point five centimeters above your shoulder.

I zipped up my jacket, then pulled out my Trench Maker and held it over my shoulder. The box over my right shoulder blade unfolded a little arm reached up and grabbed the gun’s grip in a pair of clamps while a smaller, more articulate tendril gripped onto the trigger. There was a little camera set up tied to the arms, no doubt meant to aim.

“Cool,” I said.

I looked around, and the Trench Maker moved with the motions. Aiming where I was looking.

The software has a target designation system that allows it to pick targets based on a priority system. I would suggest buying a pair of guns specifically made for the articulated system. While it can use standard arms, it isn’t as efficient or as accurate.

“Alright,” I said as I reached up. The arm deposited the Trench Marker in my hand, then folded itself away in less time than it took to blink. It was really fucking cool. “What kind of guns do you have for these babies?” I was really digging having three arms. It was better than my usual one.

Seeing as how you still have a decent number of points. Two Model I Lancejets would cost you forty points. They fire gyroscopically stabilized micro-rockets, which means little recoil and decent accuracy. They use drum magazines with sixty rounds each that can be magnetically attached to your mounting along your back for rapid reloading.

“Do they explode or light things on fire?” I asked.

...That could cost you more per magazine, but it can be arranged.

I nodded, a stupid grin pulling at my lips. “Nice. We’ve been kind of wasting time. Let’s buy the toys and hurry off.”

How many extra magazines?

“How many can I fit?” I asked as I ran my hand over my back. Feeling cold metal there was a bit strange. “Is this thing armoured?”

A little. And you can fit eight. They’ll cost three points each.

“Do it.”

New Purchase: Lancejet Model I, Two units
Points reduced from... 153 to... 113
New Purchase: Magazine of High Explosive Flechettes, Eight Units
Points reduced from... 113 to... 89


A case appeared at my feet instead of the usual cheap box.

For a moment I wondered if I’d gotten the wrong package, but opening the case revealed two boxy gun-like things, and eight cylindrical magazines with flattened sides next to them.

I picked one of the magazines up, then tried bringing it over my shoulder. The mounting behind my back unfolded and snapped the magazine away, then slotted it against one of the plates over my back. “Alright,” I said as I started passing the device all of the magazines one-by-one. Then I handed over the gun.

The little boxy arms slid into the bottom of the gun, then locked in place with the zip of a drill spinning up. The gun twisted this way and that, then came to a hover over my shoulder. I was grinning as I picked up the second one and moved it over my other shoulder.

“They can reload themselves?” I asked.

Of course.

I could get used to getting all of these toys. “Right, let’s move on,” I said as I pushed the case aside. Having two guns the size of one of those energy-drink cans twitching next to my head was a little strange, it kept making me look to the side whenever it slipped into my vision, but it was also damned cool, so I wasn’t going to complain.

I moved on, feeling a little more confident in my step. I still had some points to spend, but not all that much time to spend them in.

I set that thought aside. That little burning kernel of betrayal I felt was entirely misplaced.

The next stairwell up had me reaching the museum proper. It was a little strange stepping back into the same corridor where we’d hidden in the vault.

Less strange was seeing well over a dozen Model Ones pecking at the bodies we’d left behind, Antithesis or human. I pulled back around a corner and grit my teeth.

“How do I fire these things?” I asked.

Use your new sensor. Look to the corner with the targeting reticule, then let the system pick out its targets. Saying ‘fire’ will do the obvious. I can also control parts of it for you, if you’re otherwise too busy.

I looked around until I spotted the symbol in a corner of my vision. Looking at it for just a moment made the projected screen before me glow a faint pinkish colour. The moment I poked my head around the corner little red dots appeared on all of the Model Ones.

I stepped out from cover. “Fire.”


Chapter Thirty-Eight

Flesh Melter

Are you a true blue American?

Are you a red-blooded patriot?

Do you want to see those roach bastards take over this fine country, steal your children and enslave humanity?

If you want to help real Americans, then buy Samurai Bonds today! A certain percentage of every bond purchased will go directly into the pockets of America’s heroes!

Propaganda from the United States of Kentucky, Texas and Oklahoma, Late 2035


I pulled out my Trench Maker, just in case.

It wasn’t needed in the end.

The two guns hovering close to my head both twitched, each picking out a target at the far end of the flock of black-green birds. Two flechettes flew out of the guns with shots that sounded more like a pneumatic hose being disconnected than an actual gunshot.

The birds exploded in a mess of feathers and gore.

Just as the Model Ones started to react, the guns twitched, picked out new targets and fired again. There was nearly half a second between picking out a new target and firing. It wasn’t a big enough delay for the Model Ones to do anything.

I watched the pile of black bodies on the ground, some of the smoking where the explosive flechettes had burned fist-sized holes into their little bodies.

“Damn,” I said.

I trust the display is satisfactory enough?

“Best hundred-odd points I’ve ever spent,” I said. And it was. If that was the kind of firepower I could get for just shy of a hundred points, I couldn’t imagine what kind of stuff old samurai got to play with after a year or two.

Targets Eliminated!
Reward: 14 points
New Total: 103 points


I shrugged. It was something. I wouldn’t refuse them. “Myalis, I need something to burn those bodies with,” I said.

It’s a fairly common practice with higher-tier Vanguard to attempt to starve out a fledgling hive. There are a few items in your Esoteric Single-Use Explosive Devices catalogue that would do the job. I would suggest a Mark I Flesh Melter. They cost three points. Very slow-acting, and more of a utility than a proper weapon.

“Sure, why not.”

New Purchase: Mark I Flesh Melter
Points reduced from... 103 to... 100


The Flesh Melter Mark I looked like a soda can. It had a pop tab at the top and the name and model number on the side in etched numbers. I popped the top and tossed it into the room, then ducked to the side where a wall would cover me.

A lot of nothing happened.

“Um?”

The Flesh Melter Mark I releases short-lived nanites that find any organic materials and break them apart. I would advise not stepping within ten meters of the deployment range of the grenade.

I shuddered and thanked the stars that I had ducked to the side I had to walk down and not the other, otherwise I would have had to cross the opening. “Myalis?”

Yes, Catherine?

“Next time you give me something so stupidly dangerous, please tell me.”

The majority of your purchases so far have been exceedingly lethal to anyone with a standard human physiology.

“Yeah, but they’re not flesh eating nanites,” I said. I shivered again and moved away from the vault.

The museum had turned into something of a mess in the hour or two since I’d left. Just thinking that it had only been a little bit since I’d been pinned under a pole in this room left me with a queasy feeling in my gut.

I shook my head and set that aside too. The room’s glass-lined ceiling was cracked and defaced in a few more spots. Water was dripping down from a dozen rents in the glass, and a deluge was pouring in from the hole where the pod had crashed at the far end.

The constant hum of rain pelting onto the roof warred with the jingles and announcements from three dozen interactive displays that had probably been looping this entire time.

I licked my lips and stayed near the entrance, eye panning this way and that while the guns at my sides scanned across the room. “So, big old AA gun on the roof,” I said. “Which means we need to get to the roof.”

I would advise finding the interior access. While climbing to the roof from the exterior is possible, you would present a rather obvious, and tantalizing, target to any flying Antithesis. While Model One A’s are easy to ward off, the larger specimen of the Model One can be a much larger threat.

“Right,” I said. “So if I were a roof-access... thing, where would I hide?”

I started to cross the room, aiming for the entrance where I could vaguely recall there being a room behind the greeter android.

Something shifted to the side.

I turned to look, a hand reaching up for my gun in the same moment that something big and black burst out from a display showing off a long black trench coat draped over a mannequin.

A Model Three, one of its rear legs crushed and crippled, its eyes locked onto me, its mouth opening wide.

I fumbled to grab my gun properly and find the trigger.

And then the guns hanging off my back opened fire, one from just behind me, the other from atop my head where it had stretched out to get a better angle.

The Model Three shook and trembled as a dozen projectiles burrowed into it. Then it burst apart and the alien slumped to the ground while bits of its flesh and blood rained down around me.

“Fuck.”

Are you well?

“Yeah, yeah I’m fine.” I said. “Just, nearly pissed myself is all.”

Please don’t do that, it would be embarrassing.

“Shut up,” I said with no energy behind it.

Target Eliminated
Rewards: 10 points
Now Total: 110 points


Well, at least there was that. I swallowed and continued making my way ahead, though this time at a much slower, more even pace. Every twitch and moving object in my periphery had me jumping until I took a moment to settle down.

The android at the front, the one that had pissed me off so much, wasn’t in the best shape. Something had plucked out its eyes and nipped at its plastic-y skin until it peeled off to reveal the hard-plastic shell beneath.

I scrunched up my nose and vaulted over the counter, and with a final glance over my shoulder, moved into the bowels of the museum.


Chapter Thirty-Nine

Long Odds

There are all sorts of systems to determine the worth of a samurai. The internet has many of these, from ranks based on popularity, to scales of theoretical power.

The governments of the world have their own. These generally go from Tier One to Five, with a Tier One being a samurai that can be used by the government, and a Tier Five being one capable of demolishing that same group.

Most corporations have adopted a much simpler ‘Phase’ system that goes from A to C, with the occasional ‘D.’

Excerpt from Understanding the Unknowable,
a 2049 textbook.


The door had a great big ‘Employees Only’ sign across it. That part was easy to ignore. What wasn’t was the heavy lock holding the door shut. I sighed and pulled my Trench Maker out from its holster, then backed up a couple of steps.

I pinched my tongue between my lips and aimed down the sights atop the gun until it was nice and lined up. The .45 round tore a dollar-coin sized hole in the lock, a hole that glowed red and started to melt around the edges.

A quick kick shoved the door open. “Man, I love these bullets,” I said as I looked into the next room over.

There are plenty of interesting types of ammunition that might interest you. I’ll earmark a few for future testing.

“Cool,” I said. I was actually looking forward to it. “And maybe... maybe I could use an arm.”

I’m surprised it took you this long to ask. Your missing arm and eye are something of a hindrance.

“Yeah well, whatever,” I said.

We’ll find you a good one. Though I think that, in this case, you might want to invest in something of decently high quality. Perhaps a Class II prosthetic once you obtain the points and tokens to unlock that kind of catalogue.

“Tokens?” That was new.

Unlocking a Class I catalogue is simple, and a Vanguard can go very far just by unlocking a number of these. But Class II and onwards have technologies that are beyond humanity’s current capability to reproduce. They are commensurately more expensive, and each catalogue requires a number of tokens to be unlocked. Think of them as signs that you’ve saved enough humans to earn technologies that could potentially endanger your entire race.

That sounded like a shitty gimmick, and at the same time made some sense. Giving the crazies nukes was never a good idea. “Class I is good for smaller things, right?”

It’s more than sufficient, I think, for most of the challenges you’ll face. I would suggest aiming for Class II equipment in any field you truly want to specialize in. A new arm, for example, will not need to be replaced as frequently if the first one you purchase is of high enough quality.

“Right, right,” I said. The ‘employee only’ area was a bit of a crapshoot. There were boxes lining the sides of the corridor, probably with stuff for the museum, and I passed a little warehouse area with large industrial shelves packed with crap that I didn’t think was terribly important.

And then I found another locked door. This one was thicker, with a whole lot more warning signs on it. And in its centre, next to a symbol that warned that anyone passing the door without authorization would be fined, was a large logo.

“Longbow Industrial Weapons Technologies,” I read. “That sounds promising.”

The security around the door is Vanguard built.

I looked to the side where a flat stainless-steel panel rested next to the door. “Think you can break in for me?”

I’m afraid not. But I can knock.

“Knock?” I asked.

The system is linked to a distant server, which is in turn linked to one of my siblings. I cannot ask them to open the door, but I can establish a connection to their Vanguard. If they want it.

“Alright?” I said.

Establishing! And done!

“Now what?” I asked before looking around. “Can I shoot the door off its hinges yet?”

“That’d be a bit rude.”

I snapped around to stare at where the voice came from. The panel next to the door had shifted, revealing an image of a man sitting in a darkened room filled with yellow-orange lights that shone down on a mixture of huge computers and shelves with little figurines.

The man himself was, without a doubt, a samurai. Every part of his face from the nose up was hidden behind a visor that looked like a flat steel plate with inset lights. He was leaning back into one of those ‘gamer’ seats, one hand out of the screen, but the other was fiddling with a lit cigarette.

“The fuck are you?” I asked.

The man grinned. “Calm your tits, sis, I’m big bro Longbow.” He gestured in my direction with his cigarette. “You’re the one who knocked. What’s up? I don’t recognize you. Also, what happened to your face?”

“I’m.. Cat,” I said. Then I glared for good measure. “And my face got blown up a bit. Took my eye and arm.”

“Nah. There’s like, three cats already” he said. “Sorry little sis, that one’s taken.” He pulled something from the side and a large keyboard slid into view atop a sort of gantry. He stuffed his cigarette in his mouth, then his hands burst apart into a panoply of smaller mechanized fingers that stabbed into the board faster than I could see. “Hrm, middle of an incursion huh? Oh, you’re not a cat, you’re a kitten. That name’s not taken if you want. Also, check out class one bio sculpting. You’ll look better in no time.”

“Fuck no,” I said to both.

“Right, well, find something before the trolls give you a name is my advice. So, why’d you call? I am a bit busy you know?”

“I’m...” I shook my head. This was beyond strange. Samurai were supposed to be... big. Like celebrities. Above the normal masses. And this skinny guy sitting god knows where was just... chill. “I’m new. Really new,” I said. “I’m trying to get my friends out of this building, we wanted to turn on the AA on the roof, use it as a distraction to get out of here.”

“Huh,” Longbow said. “Right, right, I can see. You know, that AA system is like, thirty-kay points.”

My heart sank.

“You owe me a drink one of these days, alright.”

“What?”

He tilted his head a little. “What what?”

“You’ll turn it on?” I asked.

“I mean, it’s that or let ya die or whatever, so yeah. It’ll make a few points before the bugs get to it and munch it up, I’m sure. Damn thing has been a point sink anyway.”

I swallowed. That was... generous. “Thanks?” I tried.

“No problem sis. Oh, how about Stray Cat? It’s free.”

“What?”

“Your name. I mean, you could go with your birth name, but that’s uncool.”

“I guess?” I tried.

He grinned while a third arm moved from off screen and pulled his cigarette out of his mouth. “I’m running a quick diagnostic to mak— ah, fuck me sideways.” He shook his head, and I had the impression he would have been frowning if he could. “Right, bit of a problem, sis.”

“What?” I asked. Was this the other shoe? “You can’t turn it on?”

“Oh, sure I can. But the doors above it aren’t opening. Give me a sec, I’m looking for a camera around the city that has a view... and... there’s a hovercar parked on the roof? What a dipshit. There’s yellow-tape an’ all. For fuck’s sake.”

“Seriously?” I asked.

“Yeah. Lemme see if I can take remote control of it, move it off the top.” Longbow shifted to the side and a fourth arm brought a drink closer to his mouth, a fancy thing, with a little straw and a no-shit umbrella in it. “Hrm, car’s fucked.” He looked by towards the screen. “Think you can get up there and boot it out of the way?”

“And then you’ll activate it?” I asked.

“Sure thing, sis. Uh, you got a way to fly back down to your buddies?”

I shook my head.

“Well, looks like you’ll be stuck on the roof. No problem. I’m going to pop the door open. There’s a door to another roof access. You go over, chuck the car off the side, blow it up, whatever, and I’ll turn on the AA. Then you get your ass into cover and wait for the cavalry, alright?”

“And my friends?” I asked.

Longbow smiled. “Nothing to worry about, sis. Big bro Longbow will take care of everything.”


Chapter Forty

Rooftop

The samurai have developed a sort of community among themselves. At a first glance, this seems perfectly reasonable.

A more experienced samurai might have a lot to teach to one that’s new, and while they are competing for the same resources, those resources are the sorts to get out of hand if not taken care of in a timely manner. Older, more powerful samurai won’t usually begrudge the newer ones taking their share of the workload.

The truth though, is a lot more complicated than that, and quite a bit darker.

Professor Stephenson, Boston University, Late 2039


The room with the AA gun was... something else. I’d seen some high-tech looking places on my media feeds, of course. Who hadn’t? But stepping past the door next to Longbow’s screen was like walking into another world. The walls were covered in computers and gantries and little machines that were all hovering, literally, around a machine in the centre.

The thing in the centre had a large glass dome built into its front covering two dozen camera and sensor-looking things. Two long forked cannons pointed ahead next to it. Railguns, if I had to guess. Beneath those were a pair of gatling cannons with barrels as big around as my wrist. There were more guns around it, smaller ones mounted on arms that looked like they could point in any direction.

It was like looking at the physical manifestation of overkill.

And it was stuck here, completely useless.

I wondered how many aliens the thing could have killed if it had been deployed at the start of the incursion.

“When do I get to play with something like that?” I asked.

Most of the loading and repair systems are Class I. The railguns are Class II, the gatling guns are Class I. Longbow’s assertion that this cost approximately thirty-thousand points wasn’t wrong. There are a lot of smaller parts from a variety of catalogues here. I suspect it will take you some weeks to be able to afford something like this if you did nothing but focus on it to the detriment of all else.

Damn. “Right. I can salivate over Longbow’s toys later.”

“Can I keep a recording of you saying that?” Longbow’s voice said across the room.

I jumped about a foot in the air.

“And a recording of you jumping just there?” he replied with a laugh.

“Fucking hell,” I said as I looked around. “Where are you?”

“California, I have a nice penthouse here. But if you mean where in the room, there are a dozen speakers and some mics here and there.”

I shook my head. “I swear, if I find a vid online of my saying anything like that, I’ll find you, and then I’ll kick your ass.”

Longbow laughed. “Right, right. Fair enough. I wouldn’t wanna ruin your rep so soon anyway. Roof access is at the back. Do you have anything to move the car?”

“I’ve got bombs?” I said.

“That’ll do! Good luck, Stray Kitty!” The speakers shut off with a clunk before I had time to tell him off for being an ass.

He wasn’t all that bad a guy, which just made it harder to be pissed at him.

“Are all samurai like that?” I asked.

Of course not. All Vanguard are quite unique. Though the criteria by which a Vanguard is chosen does mean that they will usually be amicable towards others like them. There are entire communities of Vanguard who work closely together.

“Cute,” I said.

You don’t have to join any of those, of course. More than half of all Vanguard work on their own while still keeping in contact with others. The ‘lone wolf’ is rather common among the chosen.

I found the roof access at the back, just like Longbow had said I would. It was a heavy door, with a wheel in its centre that I had to press all of my weight against to turn.

The moment I opened it I was slapped in the face by a torrent of rainwater. I screwed my eye shut and barred my teeth for a moment before glaring outside. The door led right onto a little section of the roof with waist-high rails around it and what might have been a great view beyond that if I could see more than ten paces ahead.

“Do I have glasses available? Or a hat?” I asked.

Not in any of your current catalogues, no. Sorry.

“God damn,” I said. I yanked my hair back and tied it in a quick bun, which was always a pain to do one-handed, but it would keep it out of my face. I grit my teeth and jumped out, shoes splashing on the floor a moment before I pulled the door shut behind me. “All this stuff had better be waterproof,” I said.

No worries. All of your equipment should be fine in this weather. I would advise against catching a cold though.

I nodded, then tore my mask off. It was annoying already, but wet it just became a pain in the ass to deal with. The landing had access to a little parking lot, the sort where VIPs could park their Maserati for maximum visibility, and a little staircase that led up to another, higher section of the roof.

That’s where the AA gun’s platform was, so that’s where I went. The stainless-steel steps clunked underfoot as I moved up and onto the taller roof, then I kept low as I looked around. No aliens. At least, none on the roof directly. I could see flocks of them flying off in the distance, but they weren’t an immediate concern.

The car sitting on its side atop the slightly-raised lip of the gun position was.

I was expecting some sleek hovercar left behind by some douchebag, but the hovercar was more of a hover soccer-mom van, and one in bad need of a bit of fixing up. The front end was crumpled against a cement post poking out around the edges of the moving part of the platform. There had been some guardrails around it, but the hovervan had torn most of those off.

Still low, I moved around and towards the driver’s side. The airbag had gone off at some point, and someone managed to pry the door open. The bit of blood on the pleather seat didn’t hint at any good news for the driver.

The back of the van was filled with discarded toys and the kind of accumulated crap that kids tended to grow around them like some sort of fungal infection. “There’s no driving this thing off,” I said.

Do you know how to drive?

“Can’t be that complicated,” I said. “But it doesn’t matter. This one’s fucked.”

I looked around for an easy way to move the car out of the way, but there wasn’t a convenient crane or forklift just sitting there waiting for me.

“We’re going to need to get creative. Or explosive.”

A concussion grenade might push the vehicle off the top.

“Hrm. Sounds noisy though,” I said.

I moved to the back of the van. The bumper there was buckled out, and I could see one of the pipes that probably served as a frame or whatever where the plastic body was torn out. That... gave me an idea.

“Can I get some rope?” I asked.

Not with your current catalogues.

“That garrote grenade had some rope though,” I said.

You could buy one and undo the rope quite easily, yes. It’s more of a ribbon, but it’s not special, and the way it’s designed should allow you to unwind it without any danger. What are you thinking?

“I’ll need something heavy.” I eyeballed the distance between the van and the edge of the roof. Fifteen meters, give or take.

For five points you could purchase an Artificial Mass Ball. It’s a single use item from your Esoteric Single-Use Explosive Devices catalogue. It makes itself and the things around it extremely heavy for a moment before combusting. It’s rather niche.

“How strong is the, uh, strength of the rope bits? You know, when you pull it from both ends?”

Tensile is the word you’re looking for. And it’s a chain of interlocking graphene blades. It’s more than strong enough to do what you seem to be thinking.

“Cool. Well, give me one of each, and we’ll try and see how my idea works out.”

I’m certain there are better ways of moving the car.

“Yeah, but my way is fun!”


Chapter Forty-One

Anti-Air

Top 10 SUREFIRE Tricks To Stopping Any Aliens From Eating You!

Trick One! 
Eat lots of avocado and other greens. The Antithesis are actually plants (amazing, right!) and if you eat lots of plants, you’ll give off herbivore hormones that will scare off those nasty aliens!

Trick 2! 
Keep a lot of matches and candles in your home. If an incursion begins, light them all up. The fire will scare them away. I like using HapyyTM brand scented candles which leave my home smelling vanilla-fresh!

Trick 3! 
Subscribe to all the latest newsletters and media feeds about the Antithesis, especially the astrological incursion prediction feeds! If you think that there’s going to be one near you, maybe it’s time to use your yearly two-days of vacation time and visit some family elsewhere!

Trick four! 
Refuse any vaccines your doctor tries to push onto you. They have scent pheromones and chemicals like mercury that attract the Antithesis!

[...]

Except from a popular Vlog, 2027


“I’m sure it’ll work,” I said with the tone of someone who was very much not sure it would, in fact, work.

In one hand, I had a funky looking grenade that was meant to fuck with gravity, or mass, or whatever. In the other, I had no hand.

Your certainty is certainly novel. I do look forward to the results.

“That was the cuntiest way of saying ‘it’s not gonna work’ that I’ve ever heard,” I said.

The artificial mass grenade had a handy little dial on the side, with tick marks for the number of g’s you could add to it. I flicked the dial to max with my thumb, then wiggled the ribbon tied around it to make sure it was on tight. Fortunately, the grenade was a long cylinder, and was easy to tie to something.

The cord dropped to the ground and went all the way over to the car where it was wrapped around the rear bits of the frame.

I figured if it was good enough for Bugs Bunny, it was good enough for me. I flicked on the mass grenade and tossed it off the side of the roof. Then, because I wasn’t a brain-dead moron, I ran off to the side and hopped over the railing next to the stairs leading to the roof access.

The line went taut for a moment.

I knelt down and waited with baited breath.

If the grenade made any noise on activating, it was too far away for me to hear it, but the van jerked on the spot, its undercarriage, with its hover lifting bits and all, scraped across the corrugated steel cover.

It stopped for a moment.

“For fuc—”

The van rushed backwards a dozen feet, rammed against one of the poles lining the area around the hatch, then it started to strain, the rope pulling it hard enough that its front started to lift into the air.

“Alright!” I said.

Then the rear part of the van, bumper and all, flew off with a crack and took off over the edge.

I lowered my arm from where I had raised it to cheer, then winced as the front of the van crashed back down. “Fuck.”

INCOMING CALL FROM... BIG BROTHER LONGBOW

I jumped as the words flashed into my vision. It only took a bit for my heart to settle. “Answer,” I said.

My vision split, a box hovering to the side filled with a cackling Longbow who was clutching at his stomach. “You should have seen your face! No, wait, lemme show you.”

His image was replaced by one of me, crouching next to a railing, dark hair plastered to my scalp. My arm was raised in cheer, but my eye was wide in disappointed horror.

“Can I post this on the samurai subs? I’m posting this on the samurai subs.”

“I will fucking murder you,” I said.

Longbow laughed even harder. “Nah. Tell you what, I’ll only post it on the private channels. samurai-only.”

“Don’t you dare,” I said.

“Too late!” he said with a shit eating grin. “My little sister’s first meme! They grow up so fast! Now, think you can blast that thing off? I mean, what you tried was cute. A-plus for trying. But you can just blow it up. My guns can take a bit of a beating.”

I cursed the man’s stupid name, but maybe he had a point.

“Incoming, by the way,” he said.

“Huh?” I looked to the air and saw a flock of creatures flapping their way closer. I wasn’t a betting girl, but I would place good odds that they weren’t pigeons. My little tactical visor, which was working hard not to go too fuzzy when rain ran across its projectors, lit up the incoming birds with dozens of red points. “Fuck. Myalis, set my guns to fire at will. And I need a bomb!”

The two guns hovering behind me snapped around and, after giving the Model Ones a few seconds to get closer, opened up with a stream of whistling flechette rounds.

Might I suggest a Mark I Concussion Grenade? You might need to find cover before it goes off, but slipping back into the roof access area should be sufficient. They’re merely five points each.

“That’ll do,” I said.

I opened my hand before me and caught the grenade that fell into it. Of all the neat explosives I’d played with, this one was the most traditional-looking. I tugged the pin out, let the bar thing fly out, then tossed it under hand over to the van.

It rolled to a rest just within its shadow.

I turned and rushed down the stairs, mindful of the still-firing guns atop my shoulders, then dipped into the opening that led into Longbow’s AA gun’s storage area.

My guns stopped firing. Both of them twisted around and a pair of smoking magazines clunked to the ground next to me before the arms retracted and I felt a pair of fresh ones near my hips being pulled out.

I didn’t spend time marvelling at that. Instead I closed the door shut and prayed that one grenade wasn’t enough to collapse this entire shithole of a building.

A loud ‘whump’ sounded out from above, the floor trembled, and for just a moment, the rain ceased before it all came back down.

“Good job sis,” Longbow said. “Might wanna call your friends. And if you don’t mind, keep an eye on my AA gun, yeah? It’s got a few blind spots. Told the architects about it, but the owners of the building really wanted a VIP parking lot.”

Something deeper in the room moved. Poking my head around the corner showed the AA gun slowly rising, the ceiling above splitting apart to let in a deluge of rain that sloughed off the sides of the weapon’s platform.

“Right,” I said. “And then I’ll go back down, I guess.”

“Nah, I told you. Cavalry’s coming. You just hang on tight, okay?”

“Not in the habit of trusting weird guys who call me without me having given them my number,” I said.

“Ouch, you hurt me,” he said while tapping at the middle of his chest. “Right here in my primary cardiovascular sub-system.”

I rolled my eye and yanked the radio Simmons had given me out of my pocket just as the AA gun’s gatling guns started to spin up.

The noise a moment later was enough to have me wincing back, it was like having a pair of chainsaws chopping through sheets of tin. Bullet casings, each as long as my hand from wrist to middle-finger, thumped onto the floor in a rain of brass.

I yanked the door to the outside open, then stepped out and slammed it shut behind me. The gunfire was still loud, and now there was the drum of rain on the roof, but it wasn’t quite as loud as inside.

The radio connected to Simmons with a beep. “Samurai?” he asked.

“Yeah, it’s me. The gun works!” I screamed.

“I can tell. The doors are opening and the busses are heading out... thank you.”

“Yeah... yeah, you’re welcome old man. See you on the other side!”

“You too, ma’am.”

The line cut off. I pocketed the radio.

“That was cute. ETA for your evac is, like, five minutes or so? Depends on whether she believes me or not, really. Anyway, you keep the low-flying bastards off my rig, alright? Maybe get a few points while you’re at it so you can buy yourself a shirt.”

I glared ahead of me, then nodded. “Yeah, okay. Thanks Longbow.”

His grin widened. “No problem sis. Remember, you owe me a drink!”

The call went dead.

A peek over the edge of the roof showed the huge AA emplacement twisting this way and that, lines of displaced rain cutting through the sky and ending at whichever alien was dumb enough to poke its head out. The thing had to be firing hundreds of rounds a second, and its bigger cannons weren’t even going off yet.

I heard the tell-tale whine of hovercar traffic and jogged to the edge of the roof. A dozen busses, all of them gathered together in a big lump, were racing out of the museum’s lower floors and towards the far, and hopefully safer, end of the city.

They weren’t uncontested though. I saw flocks of Model Ones poking out and flying off towards them. They were too low for the AA gun to target.

“Myalis,” I said.

Targeting now. At these ranges, you’ll be wasting a lot of ammunition for every hit.

“Who the fuck cares!”

I didn’t think you would. Opening fire now. Oh, and if you would be so kind as to drop to a knee and stop fidgeting for a moment, that would help.


Chapter Forty-Two

Back Against the Wall

You want to see a samurai improve real fast and go from a non-threat to one scary motherfucker?

Put their back against a wall and place an entire army of enemies before them. If they’re not dead within the first few minutes, then whatever they’re up against is right fucked.

Extract from an interview with AussieMan,
August 2041


Seeing the tiny black forms of the Model Ones around the busses with all of my friends—with Lucy and the kittens aboard—fall out of the sky like autumn leaves was like lifting a weight off of my shoulder.

The busses soon passed out of my range of sight, still hounded by a few flyers, but they were hovering over the faint outline of a barricade built across a distant street, with brightly glowing red flares marking safety, and a pile of wayward Antithesis proving that the safety was real.

My guns went quiet.

You have a few moments to purchase some things, I think. The AA gun will be attracting a lot of attention. By the way, here’s your new point total...

Targets Eliminated!
Reward: 94 points
New Total: 109 points


That was a fair amount of points. I knew exactly what I wanted to buy. “Myalis. I need earmuffs.”

I see. Do you need literal earmuffs, or would any sound suppression system work?

“I want my ears to work tomorrow morning,” I said.

Forgive me, I didn’t think it was that big an issue. Combat Sonic Suppressors cost ten points for a pair. They should protect your hearing without impeding it.

“Please,” I asked while bringing my empty hand up. A box hit my palm with a satisfying smack. I was getting used to the whole teleporting boxes thing.

New Purchase: Combat Sonic Suppressors Mark I
Points reduced from... 199 to... 189


Popping the lid revealed two dark blue disks, the same colour as the armoured bits of my spinal mounting, with parts of the metal case cut away to allow a faint pinkish glow to escape. “What’s with the glowing?” I asked.

I changed the design somewhat to better match your other equipment. Vanguards tend to put a lot of stock in their gear looking like it is worth a lot, regardless of its actual value.

Now I felt as if admitting that they looked cool would make me sound vain. I placed the box down, took out one of the two padded disks out of it, and pressed it against my ear after moving a few loose strands of hair out of the way. It stuck on fast.

The other went on the opposite side. I turned this way and that and... couldn’t hear any difference.

They block all sound and absorb a fair amount of inaudible vibrations, then recreate those same sounds using an array of over two hundred micro-speakers inside the disk. Any sound at a level that could harm you is suppressed.

“Damn,” I said. It might have been because I was paying attention to my hearing, or it might have been dumb chance, but something had me turning around and looking down the side of the building. I had never had the good sense to develop a proper fear of heights, so hanging off the side of a sheer drop of twelve floors didn’t set my heart racing.

Seeing dozens of monsters crawling up the side of the building on the other hand, that had my heart jumping to my throat.

They were Model Fours, with long tentacles that grabbed at any crevice in the walls and whose wide, padded feet were clinging on like some sort of geckos. “Oh, shit,” I said as I whipped out my Trench Maker. The nearest was three or so floors down, but was climbing pretty damned fast.

I punched a burning hole into the mass of tentacles at its front.

They are probably attracted by the sound of the AA gun. They are rather out in the open though, and should be easy enough to eliminate. A point farming opportunity!

I was aiming at the third Model Four down when the guns on my back shifted around and sprayed flechettes at something next to me.

I jumped back from the edge and twisted around in time to see a trio of Model Ones flop onto the ground, very dead.

I suspect that some higher-tier Model has spotted the hole in the defences. You might have to prepare to fight off a number of Model Ones and potentially some Model Twos.

And that was on top of the clever fucks trying to scale the walls.

This day was a roller coaster of crappy twists and turns. I was moving towards the other corner of the building to see if there were more Model Fours coming up from there when a flock of Model Ones burst over the edge. Some flew too high and were immediately mowed apart by the AA gun’s twin gatling guns, but a few dipped low enough that they were able to skirt the edge of the roof. They flew past me, heading towards the gun emplacement.

I was pretty sure the smaller guns set on the AA gun were meant to act as some sort of point-defence, but there were only a few of those and a lot of Model Ones still.

My back-mounted guns opened up on the birds, tearing apart the flock in the time it took to blink.

Still, that was just one smaller group.

I rushed to the edge and looked down just as a couple of tentacles slapped onto the edge of the roof and started to pull up a Model Four.

I planted a pair of bullets centre of mass and watched it bump into another Model Four on the way down.

Setting my legs in a V, I aimed down the side of the building and emptied my magazine into the xenos crawling up the side. At the rate they were coming, I was going to run out of bullets before they ran out of bodies to throw at me.

“Tch,” I spat before pulling back and away from the edge. The last thing I needed was for an errant gust of wind of a shift in the rainfall to fling me off the side. Why the fuck weren’t there any rails?

I shoved my gun back into its holster to let it reload and moved back towards the AA gun. I couldn’t just run at the enemy all day, I’d need to let them come to me.

I made my stand next to the AA gun, back against a cement pillar that rose a few feet off the ground. Every minute that passed had more Model Fours crawling up onto the edge of the roof. Some stepped right into the range of the AA gun and were instantly pulped, but a few got lucky and came up behind AC units and from the lower sections of the roof.

There were more of them coming up too, they were clever, in their own suicidal lemming sort of way. Avoiding the spots where others had been torn up, and finding a path closer using the bodies of those that came before as a sort of guide on where not to stand.

Not that I made their life easy. Every flock of Model Ones coming in from a dead angle to the AA gun was met with a round of flechettes to the face, and the bigger bastards got to play with the inferno spat out of my Trench Maker.

“Myalis, Resonator!” I called out as a group of Model Fours took to hiding behind some sort of junction box. The bastards were picking up bits and pieces of dead aliens and flinging them my way. Most got torn out of the air by the AA gun, but that cost it a few rounds every time, and I doubted it had infinite bullets to spend.

I stuffed my Trench Maker away just in time to catch and activate a grenade that I caught out of thin air. With a press of the tab and an underhanded throw the Model Fours were melting out of their cover.

I felt at my back for the ammo I had left and winced. “Myallis, I’m going to need some refills.”

I’m on it. Do you think you can find cover?

“Yeah,” I said as I moved to one of the same AC the aliens had been using for cover.

One restock later and I was back at it. I was probably racking up points like mad, but it didn’t matter overmuch, not with the growing swarms of enemies coming at me. Soon the flechette guns on my shoulders were only pausing to reload and my Trench Maker was growing warm to the touch as I fired non-stop into a tide of enemies.

At the rate it was going I would either beat off the incursion from this roof all on my own, or I’d have enough points to just fuck off all on my own.

Or maybe the AA guns would stop firing at all between one moment and the next at the same time as my vision flashed.

INCOMING CALL FROM... BIG BROTHER LONGBOW

“Sis, you might want to find cover. My gun’s supply of cannon rounds was way lower than it should have been. Some fuckwit skimmed off the top. I’m going to need to start using the railguns, and you can’t be around when that happens.”


Chapter Forty-Three

Armed

You can tell how experienced any given samurai is by how human they look. If they could be any John or Jane Doe off the street, then they’re probably still green. If they’ve replaced a few bits, then they’ve been around for a bit.

When you can’t tell if they were ever human to begin with, then you need to start worrying, because it might not just be their appearance that’s changed.

Jim Harris, Journalist in Chief for BCB International, February 2037


I didn’t want to just abandon the AA gun. Not if I could still help it, even a little.

Keeping the thing firing, even for a minute, would mean that many more dead xenos.

Sure, they would come aground, collect all the alien goop, and just make more. But that would take time and resources, and maybe it would help others just a little.

There was also the more selfish reason for trying to help. I wanted those points.

I don’t think I was hooked to the system or anything, but I could really use a few hundred extra points. It’s why instead of running deeper into the building to find cover, I went back down to the door on the platform next to the AA emplacement and kept the entrance wide open. It overlooked the spot where the most aliens were sneaking up to the AA gun from.

What I did was something like hunting down a flock of ducks by opening fire into the whole lot of them with a gatling gun.

Model Ones would swoop up, Model Fours would pull themselves onto the roof, and I would greet them with a barrage of flechettes and incendiary .45s to the face.

“Myalis!” I called out as I emptied a second and third round into a Model Four that was being tenacious. “I’ve got points to spend.”

You do indeed! You’ve nearly accumulated a thousand points.

What. “Seriously?” I asked.

That was a frankly insane amount. What was I even supposed to buy with that many? I could probably buy enough guns with that amount to live a comfortable life for the next few years if I sold them all. That was, assuming I survived the next few minutes.

I... was probably not the best at handling money, or points. Christ, Lucy would have been a thousand times better than I was at this. “Myalis, I need stuff,” I said.

I can get you stuff. Where do you want to begin?

I looked out of the door, then grimaced as I emptied the last of my magazine into a cheeky Model Four that flung itself over the edge.

My shots echoed out into the open air, into a world that had gone quiet. The AA gun had been firing less and less over the last few minutes, conserving the last of its ammo while the smaller guns tied to it acted as point defence.

Now it was entirely silent.

I shoved my Trench Maker away and pulled the door shut with all of my weight before pressing my back against it.

“Myalis,” I said. “I need a hand.”

Do you mean a literal prosthetic or organic replacement for your missing arm, or do you require assistance. If it’s the arm you want, there are a few catalogues that have arms in them. If it’s assistance, then perhaps some remote stealth drones.

I blinked. “I meant an arm. I, I think I could handle having two again.”

Wonderful! I was worried that there might be some psychological reservations against replacing the missing limb. It’s good to see that that was unfounded.

It probably wasn’t. The entire day had felt weird, being flung from one disaster to another with only a bit of snark keeping me sane. Getting a new arm, that would be... big. I didn’t have the words for it. Maybe a sort of sign that it was all real? I shook that away, it wasn’t the time to get hung up on shit like that. “Get me a really cool arm,” I said.

I think you should consider my earlier suggestion that you try Class I Sun Watcher Technology. The catalogue costs one hundred and twenty points, and the arm that I think would suit you best costs two hundred points and requires a Sympathetic Neural Uplink Mark II, which costs an additional fifty points.

“God damn, you’re going for the expensive stuff,” I said.

All prices are carefully balanced for maximum value. Don’t worry, some very smart AI have made sure that everything is worth its stated value.

I swallowed.

The building shook, a noise like an electrical transformer blowing up zapping out from somewhere just outside.

It seems as if the AA system has begun to use its cannons. I suspect that they aren’t meant to take out smaller targets, but they should do so with little difficulty. We will have to hope that Longbow’s AI is clever enough to remind him not to aim in the general direction of any population centres.

“The arm, I’ll take it. Please, hurry.” I’d get it over with while I had a minute’s calm.

Class I Sun Watcher Technology unlocked!
Points reduced from... 952 to... 832
New Purchase: Leopard Mark IV Replacement Arm
Points reduced from... 832 to... 632
New Purchase: Sympathetic Neural Uplink Mark II
Points reduced from... 632 to... 582


Please close your eye for a moment.

I didn’t question the AI and screwed my eye shut. It was just in time too as a wave of vertigo hit me and I almost tripped even though I wasn’t moving. Something immediately felt off, as if I was moving my body through water, but it passed within a second or two. “The fuck?”

The neural uplink functioned! Now for the arm. Please press the base against your arm.

“How neural is that neural uplink?” I asked.

It’s smaller than I am, if that helps. It was dimensionally shifted directly into the folds of your brain above your cerebellum. Don’t worry, such shifts only cause issues in point oh-oh-oh-one percent of all transfers. It will assist you in manipulating your new arm. You might have to adjust for the changed balance, but that shouldn’t take more than a few hours.

“Myalis, didn’t I tell you to warn me about shit that fucks with my brain?”

Not in so many words, no.

“Please do so, next time,” I said.

There was a box by my feet, an arm-length one. I made sure the door was properly locked and bent down just as the building shook again. Popping the lid revealed an arm. But it was more than that, of course.

The arm was made of something that looked like brushed aluminum, with sections cut out of it to reveal a faintly glowing interior. There were a lot of openings and little cut-outs on there that looked like they were meant to do something.

I pulled it up and looked at the hole where my stump was meant to go. It wasn’t even padded, just a shaped cone that probably fit like a glove.

I slid the arm of my jacket off and stared at the burnt mess that was my right arm’s stump. I’d been right-handed, once upon a time. I wondered if it would all come back.

The arm slid on, the glowing sections brightened. My new fingers twitched, and I felt them moving. I closed my new hand, and reopened it.

A tug at my new metallic bicep pulled at my shoulder instead of popping the arm out like a suction cup. “Nice,” I finally decided.

The first test of the arm’s agility was putting my jacket back on. It bent far more than a real arm should have been able to, but it didn’t feel wrong.

There are a lot of features with the Leopard. It’s built of a high-grade titanium alloy, with incredibly strong servos operating every joint and has quite a few utilitarian features and built in weapons.

“I just need something to hold a second gun,” I said. I couldn’t keep the laugh out of my voice though. It probably wasn’t the time to be giddy but—

It has a built-in rocket launcher.

Fuck it, giddy it was.

I passed my flesh and blood hand over my new arm, taking in the overlapping plates of smooth steel and the small ridges that probably hid a bunch of goodies.

Your fingertips can act as deployable multitools, except for your index and middle finger which have built-in plasma casters for cutting through... anything, really.

I grinned. “I’m looking forward to giving someone the finger then.”

You are the model of hilarity.

I snorted at the deadpan delivery. “Right, right, this is fun, but there’s still a lot of xenos out there.” I held back a shit-eating grin. “Myalis. I need guns, lots of guns.”


Chapter Forty-Four

Machina

There’s an entire industry of trade where people, often scavengers working in some very specialized unions, will rush out to an incursion to pull the best, most juicy toys from the wreckage, often before the area is properly cleared.

As you can imagine, their mortality rate is high, but for some, it’s worth it.

Samurai tend to discard weapons at a moment’s notice. The trouble of selling something they won’t be using anymore is often not worth the effort for them. Some are more generous, and will give older gear to soldiers and the like in the field, but often the gear they’re using is incompatible with modern doctrine or requires ammunition and maintenance that’s beyond any civilian’s ability.

So the scavengers come, and when they find a samurai’s trail, they follow it like hyenas after an injured antelope.

Excerpt from 
After the Fall: A History of Post-Incursion Areas, 2040


I was down forty points.

I also had four sub machine guns hanging around me from a couple of straps hooked onto their short stocks. They were called Stingers, and while they were cheap as shit and a bit bulky, they also had 120 round magazines that could be emptied with exactly thirty seconds of continuous fire.

My Trench Maker was strapped in place, the pockets and holders on my back were full up, and my new arm’s rocket launcher was loaded up with three HE rockets that I could call up by thinking about it hard enough.

It was pretty cool.

I still had points to spend, but not the time to spend them in. At least, not if I wanted to protect the AA gun for even a moment more.

Hesitation gripped me just as I was opening the door back onto the roof. The kittens, Lucy, were probably safe by now. They were across the front line and were no doubt being pushed into some sort of shelter or an evacuation area.

I could just tuck away in some corner, maybe find a route towards the edges of the incursion myself. It would be safer, probably.

“Fuck me,” I said as I slammed the door open.

The roof was crawling with aliens. Model Fours, over a dozen, all huddled low and ready to move up towards the gun above us. Model Ones, an entire flock’s worth, sometimes flopping down dead if they poked their head up too much and got tagged by the point defence guns. And more. Large winged models that I had only seen in flashes when looking out were circling the building.

I saw hungry eyes turn my way.

They looked first into my eye, then down to the two guns I was holding like the star of some samurai flick.

I pulled back on the triggers and grit my teeth as the recoil had me stepping back. Twin lines of steel death washed over the nearest Antithesis.

My left hand stopped firing way before my right. “Myalis! Resonator!” I called as I let go of one gun. A grenade fell into my hand, and in a second was sailing above the heads of the xenos still in my path.

The familiar ring of the Resonator wasn’t nearly as irritating with my new earpieces. At least, it wasn’t as irritating to me. The aliens didn’t take kindly to it.

They rushed at me. “Fire!” I screamed just as my right-side gun clicked empty.

The guns over my back slid out into place, fully loaded and ready to tell the aliens, in no uncertain terms, that they could fuck right off.

My second Stinger clicked empty. I unclipped its sling, marvelling at how easy it was with two hands, flung it to the ground, then pulled up the other two waiting by my hips.

The next barrage was more about putting down tenacious aliens than really mowing them down. The Resonator had a decent range, but its effect diminished with distance. The fliers were still zipping about unmolested, that was, until my back-mounted guns turned them into so much meat.

I stepped out with a glance up for any surprises, then emptied the last of my bullets into a few aliens that were still writhing around while melting. I didn’t need a flailing tentacle to batter me down.

More were crawling up from the edges, and a look around revealed what had to be hundreds of Model Ones and some of those other fliers circling the roof like vultures around a corpse. They seemed content to circle though, without charging right at my exposed form.

I ran up the little stairs towards the AA gun and winced. The machine was tough, but it had taken a beating. Its sides were covered in gore and burnt bits of alien, and a few battered bodies hung onto it like Christmas tinsel.

I saw a Model Four lunge at it, only for the entire weapon platform to spin around so fast I felt the wind of its passing where I stood.

The end of a railgun slapped the Model Four so hard most of it flew off the roof.

INCOMING CALL FROM... BIG BROTHER LONGBOW

“C’mon Stray Cat, you should get to cover, not stand around like that.”

I pulled back. “Yeah, yeah alright,” I said.

“Why are all my cute little brothers and sisters so hungry for points?” he lamented. For a moment he sounded like he could have been any of the older kids at the orphanage talking shit about the brats. “Get back to cover. Only a minute or so until help arrives.”

I started back towards the entrance when I saw a shift in the flock of Model Ones.

I’d seen nature docs from before the incursions, when the world was still mostly green and vibrant. There used to be these huge flocks of birds that would fly so close together that they looked like one giant mass. And when they moved, they would twist about like a plastic bag caught in the wind.

They twisted, and it was with a sinking feeling in my gut that I realized that I hadn’t been ignored after all. “Oh shit.”

My back-mounted guns started to tear into the oncoming tide, but it was like trying to stop the rush of water from a hydrant by throwing darts at it. Model Ones fell out of the formation, but it was still coming.

“Rocket!” I screamed while pointing ahead.

The upper part of my new arm slid back, a blocky section popped up, and without so much as a whisper, a black form darted out of my arm and into the swarm.

The explosion knocked me on my ass.

A wave of heat, followed by a rain of xeno bits, rushed over me. I had a second to blink my eyes and collect myself before I looked up and took in the devastation the rocket had wrought to the swarm.

Broken Model Ones were all over, twitching and trying to get back to their feet. More were still in the air, but their tight formation was utterly lost.

Still, there were hundreds of them, and it only took a glance to see more coming from afar. I had, perhaps foolishly, attracted a whole lot of attention.

I heard a whistling-whine from above. The air began to taste like ozone.

I didn’t have time to wonder at that.

The sky became filled with red lines cutting down from a point somewhere above me and poking through every single Antithesis I could see.

The tableau held for just a moment, a thousand aliens, all skewered by red beams like hot-dog slices with spaghetti noodles through them.

The light had only been there for a second, but it burned itself into my retina. It did a lot worse to the aliens.

They began to tumble out of the sky, all of them very dead.

My neck craned back and I took in the radiant form of my savior.

She stood on empty air. Behind her floated a sleek thing that looked like someone had taken the latest Ferrari hover car and split it in half before sculpting it into some sort of weapon’s platform.

Her body was covered in a matte bodysuit, but her arms were grabbing onto little trigger mechanisms that lead to a pair of boxy cannon-things linked to the platform behind her. Her legs were both slotted into giant mechanical boots that had opened up to reveal hundreds of glowing emitters.

She dropped down with a low hum that sounded like something between the purr of a cat and the growl of an engine, but a whole lot more lethal. I couldn’t see any weapons around her other than the floating cannons by her sides, but that meant jack.

This woman was a bonafide samurai, the sort movies were made of, whose face probably showed up on cereal boxes and who could definitely fuck me up without a second thought. Even the rain was curving way around her, as if afraid of getting her wet.

Then she landed and I had to reassess that.

The girl was a samurai. She was a head and a bit shorter than me, and while her skintight suit was cool and all, it was definitely hinting at proportions that were imagined rather than real. When her mask split in three and folded away, it was to reveal the pouting face and chubby cheeks of a girl who had ducked under the puberty bat. Her flat blue eyes framed by long brown hair looked like they knew exactly what I was thinking and didn’t like it one bit.

“Heya, pipsqueak,” I said.

“I could fucking melt you and no one would blink an eye,” she warned.

I felt a very inappropriate grin tugging at my lips. “So, you’re the cavalry?”

She nodded. “I’m Deus Ex. Now get on, I’ve got better shit to do than babysit your green ass.”


Chapter Forty-Five

Air Superiority

The field of psychology has always been keen on studying samurai, not just because of their celebrity status, but because their entire way of life is so different from the norm. They’re normal humans until something triggers and they gain the ability to become more.

The most interesting cases, though, usually revolve around the younger samurai. Children, young teens at best, who gain powers and abilities that set them apart from the rest of humanity.

What’s a parent to say to a child to whom the law doesn’t apply? Can you force them to go to a normal school when they’re essentially celebrities? And when they reach the end of the second phase and their ties to humanity, as demonstrated by the Petra-Karpov effect, start to break down?

It’s a murky, and rather terrifying scene to behold.

Cynthia Eastwood, head psychologist,
New Burkely U. 2051


I stared at the sleek platform, then at the girl standing with hands on hips before it. “You want me to what?” I asked.

She flicked a thumb over at the hovering machine. “Sit your ass down on that, and hang on.”

“That doesn’t seem safe,” I countered. I’d just gotten a new limb, I didn’t want to have to replace the rest of them when Little Miss Pouts-a-lot crashed into the side of a skyscraper. “Do you even have a driver’s permit?”

She blinked. “No, no I don’t. I don’t have a permit for the anti-tank laser cannons either, but most cops are too busy shitting themselves to ask. I know you’re a total newb, but seriously, what gives?” Her eyes narrowed. “Are you afraid of heights?”

“Nah, I’m just, uh.” I looked at the platform she wanted me to sit on. It looked like the rear end of an old F1 racecar. All sleek, molded metal and not a handhold in sight. “How do I hold on?”

She sighed, then a few sections slid open on the back of the platform and a pair of wrist-thick tentacles slid out. “They’ll hold onto you,” she said.

“That is less reassuring, not more. How old are you to be going around with a tentacle machine?”

For a moment, Deus Ex’s expression shifted into the sort of juvenile disgust I was used to seeing on the kittens whenever Lucy and I did a bit of recreational tongue jousting. “Longbow said you were a newbie, not a fucking perv.”

“No worries, you’re not my type,” I said.

I think I reached the end of her patience because she stomped—cutely—over to me, tugged my wrist forwards, and bodily flung me onto the platform. There was no way a pipsqueak that small had that kind of strength, but Deus Ex seemed to give no shits about my expectations as she pushed me into the arms of a couple of mechanical tentacles. “I’ll make it easy on you,” she said. “So shut up, and you get to sit down and enjoy the flight back. You mouth off like some punk, and I’m delivering you to the FOB gift-wrapped. Your choice.”

“Fine, fine,” I said. I didn’t want to admit that the girl scared me, but, well, she scared me.

“Good.” She huffed, arms crossed over where her suit said her chest should have been. “I can’t stand folks who talk shit without being able to back it up.”

I wanted to point out that I could totally back it up, but a pair of tentacles grabbed my arms just above the elbow and then wrapped around my waist. In no time, I was pressed, sitting up, onto the hood of her platform thing. “Uh, I surrender?” I tried.

“Don’t try being cute,” she warned.

“That’s your corner of the market?” I asked.

She glared.

It had about as much effect as a Lucy glare.

Deus Ex decided to take the high ground of ignoring me. She glanced around, took in the few forms flitting about, then looked back at me. “How long have you been a samurai?” she asked.

“About... three hours? Four?”

She sighed. “Fuck me sideways. Look, I’m going to be the adult here—” She ignored my aborted snort. “—and try to help you, alright? That’s what we do?”

“Help people?” I asked, just to make sure.

“No. Fuck people. I mean we help each other. You’re a samurai now, which makes you, I don’t know, a cousin or something. Even if you’re an impolite burden that I had to fly ten minutes out of my way just to save from some Model Ones.”

“Hey, I would have been fine,” I said.

“Sure,” she said. She started running towards the edge of the roof, cannons lining up next to her.

“H-hey!” I was about to protest some more, but between one second and the next I was jerked forwards and found myself gripping onto the edge of the platform and holding back a cry. The building wasn’t under me anymore. In fact, there was a lot of nothing under me.

“You’re pretty low on points, right?” Deus Ex asked. She seemed perfectly okay with the idea that she was just hovering in the air and telling gravity to fuck right off.

I couldn’t answer because I left my heart somewhere on the roof she just casually ran off of.

“Please don’t piss yourself while sitting on my gear,” Deus Ex said. “If you do, you’re cleaning the entire thing off yourself.”

“You could give a girl a warning!” I shouted when my senses returned. I was a little busy burying my fear in a nice heavy layer of indignation.

She looked over her shoulder at me, and then we dropped.

Whatever was keeping us afloat clicked off and I screamed as the ground rushed up. Deus Ex’s long hair trailed up and I felt my stomach doing flips until we started to slow down and came to a hover some two dozen feet off the ground.

Deus Ex’s helmet slid shut and she looked out ahead. “Got any sort of AOE weapon?”

I swallowed and slowly loosened my grip from the edge. My flesh and blood fingers hurt they were so tight. “AOE? Yeah, yeah, I have bombs.”

“Good. Look at all the xenos.” she gestured to the hundreds of monsters on the street, many of whom had paused to stare at us. “That’s a lot of points. I’d kill them all myself on the way back, but I don’t see the harm in letting a newb make a few points. You’ll need them for later.”

“What do you want me to do?” I asked.

“Just bomb them. It’s not exactly rocket science. Just be fast about it.”

She turned back ahead and started to fly forwards at a leisurely pace.

“Myalis!” I said. I didn’t know why the pipsqueak was being so generous, but I wasn’t about to say no. Every dead alien was one less people had to deal with later. “I need grenades, and fast.”

Of course! Might I suggest Mark I Hyper Compressors? A little indiscriminate, but effective!

“Anything!” I said. We were already moving past a whole lot of them.

Deus Ex sighed, spun around, and brought her legs up to her chest. “Lock on—fire,” she said. Her clunky boots unfolded and a hundred-off beams of light flashed across the road we’d just flown down, frying every last alien there. “Hurry up,” she said.

Two grenades popped into existence in my hands just as we rounded the corner. Simple things, which only needed a flick of the thumb to activate. I flung both towards the biggest gathering of aliens, then, because I could, I let loose with my shoulder-mounted guns. They had ammo to spare still, so it wasn’t a loss.

The Hyper Compressor grenades beeped once before sucking everything around them into a ball the size of a melon. I’d seen vacuum seals at work before, and these seemed similar, if a whole order of magnitude more bloody when they caught a few aliens.

“Keep going, newbie,” Deus Ex said. She folded her hands at the small of her back and began sliding her legs back and forth as if she was figure skating over thin air. “So, pick out a specialty yet?”

“I, I don’t know?” I said. “Myalis... my AI said I should go for explosives and stealth?” I flung a few more bombs down and marvelled at the glory of having aerial superiority.

“Huh. Not something you see often.”

“A stealth bomber?” I asked.

“Stealth period.”

“If you saw it often, it would defeat the point,” I said.

She giggled, caught herself, then chuckled in a faux-mature fashion before looking over her shoulder at me again. I couldn’t see her face under the mask, but I swore she was glaring. “We don’t have a lot of stealth specialists in the region. You might fill a niche.”

“What’s the region?” I asked.

“Hrm? I’m part of The Family. We’re about five, maybe six hundred members. Not the biggest, but we’re up there in numbers. You should look into joining.”

“I’ll think about it,” I said. There was no way I was joining something called ‘The Family.’

She shook her head. “You’ll figure it out. Or die. Or get stuck with some corp that’ll hound you for years.”

“I just want to make sure me and mine are safe,” I said as I tossed out more grenades off the side. Myalis was giving them to me almost as quickly as I could fling them.

“You were protecting that caravan, right?” she asked.

My heart seized. “Yeah,” I said.

She nodded. “I’ll get Lynus to make sure they’re set up well. Least I can do, since you’ll be busy the rest of the day.”

“What?”

But instead of answering, the girl bolted ahead and took a corner so fast I was afraid I’d get whiplash.

Ahead of us, blocking off the entire road, was a barricade of soldiers and tanks, and a sea of dead aliens.

We were safe.


Chapter Forty-Six

A Call

There are a lot of people that show up when an incursion starts. You might wonder which idiot runs towards the unending aliens swarm, other than a dutiful samurai, that is.

You just need to look at the payouts to see. Insurance companies hire out PMCs, or have their own military branches that secure buildings, real estate, and VIPs. Medicare groups want to rescue as many injured as possible. Police forces, especially those who charge by-the-saving are always quick to act.

The big boys though, the ones who are always on the scene first? Those are the private PMCs. Every block they clear, every building they save, every alien dead, means a whole lot of credits changing hands.

Colonel Robert Oxford, September 2043


I’d gotten stared at before. I was a teen who was missing an eye, an arm and who had ugly burns across half her face. Worse, Lucy, the girl that I spent most of my day with, was the sort of pretty that could start problems.

I’d been the focus of attention that was unwelcome and ambivalent. I figured I was used to it.

The amount of stares directed my way when Deus Ex shot past the front barricades—and the rows of tanks and milling soldiers—and came to a hovering halt some ten meters off the ground above a sea of displaced civilians and rushing soldiers was so far off the scales that they were sending shivers down my spine.

She did something that had us dropping down only to stop the moment her heavy boots crashed into the pavement.

The teen looked around and ignored all the people that had backed off to get out of her path. She pointed off towards a row of tents going up alongside the road. There was a wooden barrier and a line of soldiers between us and the tents, pre-fabs, and army trucks. “See that van?” she asked.

“Yeah?” I said as I locked onto a row of semis.

The tentacles holding me in place let go. I jumped off in a hurry.

“There should be some gear in there you can take. Simple shit. Just take whatever and replace it as soon as you can with real gear. I’ll ping whoever’s in charge and tell them to add you to an S and R squad.”

“A what?” I asked.

She looked at me, my face’s reflection off the visor of her helmet looking down at me with a mirror of confusion. “Try not to die, alright?” She pivoted around, her mechanical contraptions displacing the air with a dull thrum and then began to hover an inch off the ground. “Oh, and don’t worry about those you saved. They’re probably fine.”

“Wait!” I called out.

She actually waited, which caught me flat-footed for a moment.

I wasn’t one to give much of a shit about social hierarchies and the like, but even my thick skull could get around the idea that a samurai was above a normie.

“The kittens. The orphans I was with. Where are they?”

Her shoulders drooped. “I’ll make sure they’re looked after. You just worry about the opportunity you have today.”

And with that, the girl twisted around—the back of her platform opening up to reveal a whole crapload of glowing thrusters—and shot off back towards the front line of the incursion.

“What opportunity?” I asked.

I think she’s speaking of the opportunity to obtain more points. Joining a Search and Rescue party wouldn’t be a bad idea.

I looked at all the faces taking me in. Some curious, some ambivalent, others hungry in a way that made me uncomfortable. I wanted to get out of there, but I didn’t know where to head to.

Was Lucy alright? Were the kittens? I had to...

I was an idiot.

With a few flicks of my eye, I opened up a messenger app and opened it to my most spoken-to contact.

Cat: Lucy, you ok?

I licked my lips as I waited for a reply.

Lulu the greatest: CAT! Yes we’re ok!

Cat: Where r u?

Lulu the greatest: At a hotel. We were going to a shelter. Some guys brought us to a hotel instead. Said it was because of a samurai. Did u do it? HBU? Are you okay? Kittens are fine too!

Cat: I’m fine. I was saved by a laser powered ankle biter. Talk later?

Lulu the greatest: stay safe! <3 U!

It felt like a weight was lifted off my shoulders. I just wanted to find Lucy now, maybe spend a few minutes hugging her.

The choice was made for me though as a group of soldiers ran my way. They were older, decked in padded armour and with heavy vests on, covered in tools whose use I could only guess at. The guns carefully held diagonally across their chests didn’t need any introducing though.

They wore the typical headgear of the men and women serving in a PMC. A full face mask, breathing tubes reaching over a shoulder and into a canvas backpack. Their matte visors didn’t reflect any light, but I could still make out the rough shape of their faces within.

The one in the lead had a couple of stripes on his shoulders that the others lacked. He stopped before me and fired off a salut. “Ma’am,” he said. “We were informed that you’d be coming.”

“You were?” I asked. “When? I mean, I just learned it myself.”

No point in telling G.I. Joe that I had no intention of sticking around if it didn’t suit me.

“News travels fast, ma’am. This sector only has one other Tier One Samurai. We didn’t know if we could maintain containment.”

I raised a hand. “I understood like half of that,” I said. “Use little girl words.”

I could tell he was reassessing me behind that mask of his. “Most of the High-Tier Samurai who have come to help have elected to wait until the evacuation of the Incursion Site is complete before they begin to clear the area. Low Tier Samurai from the region have begun to deploy all around the Main Incursion Site in order to assist in the civilian evacuation.”

I could hear the capitalization in what he was saying. Not that that mattered. They wanted me to... what, help murder more aliens, save some people I didn’t know?

It’s a great opportunity. With the frequency at which Incursions hit, it might be some time before you have another opportunity to gather points. The more you obtain now, the better your position will be if you ever join another incursion, and the better your chances of carving out a comfortable life for your companions. If you would rather not participate though, I would understand. It has been a long day for you.

I worked my jaw and looked over my shoulder back over the sea of gawkers, past the rows of medical tents and the milling crowds. My kittens were somewhere over there. They were probably worried. Or, well, Lucy and a few of the others would be.

And on the other side, a city crawling with aliens, but also people that needed saving. I was just the one girl though. The one girl armed with a ceaseless supply of guns and bombs that could probably stem the tide, at least a little.

“Fuck me,” I muttered. “Okay. Deus Ex mentioned that you guys had gear? I’m not dressed for a party.” I looked at my bloody and torn clothes. My jacket was fine, the rest not so much. “Not the kind of party I’d want to crash anyway.”

“Yes ma’am! Clenze Private Military Inc. are glad be of service you.” He nodded sharply and did an about-face. “Please follow me, ma’am.”

Feeling a bit out of place, I followed the soldier and pretended to be okay with all the others forming up around me like bodyguards around a VIP, or maybe cops around a suspect.

We beelined for the wooden barrier keeping the crowds away. A couple of soldiers wearing much simpler gear were quick to pull it out of the way and salute as we passed.

“What’s with all the civilians?” I asked. “Aren’t there shelters?”

The soldier ahead of me cleared his throat. “The free shelters have all been filled. Most of these people either can’t afford one of the available ones, or they were just displaced from the Incursion Zone.”

I arched an eyebrow at that. There were paid-for shelters out there? That was news to me. Not that I could have afforded one, probably. I took in the buildings around us. We were on the edge of downtown. The buildings around me were mostly ten or so floors up. The centre of the incursion seemed to have hit somewhere along the edges of the city. It would probably be spared if the local samurai shut the incursion down.

I licked my lips. I was one of those... shit.

“This is our armory, ma’am,” the soldier said as he gestured to a matte-black semi-trailer with a ramp leading into its back. “Take what you need. Free of charge.”

I wasn’t the sort to say no to free shit. At least, after I made sure there were no strings attached. “How do I sign things out? You need to know what I took, right?”

The soldier shook his head. “The items are all bar-coded. They’ll be marked as lost inventory the moment you take them.”

“And taking one won’t lock me into a contract?”

The soldier laughed, genuinely mirthful. Even the others around him joined in. “You don’t pull a fast one on a samurai, ma’am. Not if you expect to live a life free of vindictive orbital bombardments.”

What?

I decided to set that aside as I climbed up the first couple of steps into the truck. Then I remembered that I was a teenaged girl about to enter a strange unmarked car and my survival instinct kicked in.

“Myalis, this thing legit?” I asked.

I can’t see anything wrong with it. The equipment here is probably sub-par though. I suppose it could save you a few points spent on other things.

“Right,” I said as I took the last few steps into the truck.

It was, as soldier-boy had said, an armory. Racks, most of them empty, lined the walls next to metal crates and even more racks.

Guns, rifles and pistols, boxes of ammunition, neatly folded clothes. There was everything someone needed to start a party except for some hot headed idiots.

“Nice,” I said as I drew the door shut behind me.

Barely passable. For the record, your current point total is sitting at two-thousand two-hundred and seven. You have also obtained one token.

I blinked. Then I grinned.


Chapter Forty-Seven

Shopping Spree

When you have some select people who can buy anything, suddenly the market for anything starts to look really interesting. From exotic weapons, to hyper-advanced engines for preformance cars, to literal alien pornography.

There’s a market out there, and we’re just trying to meet its demands.

Interview with the CEO of Samazun, 2031


I had to sort things out one at a time. “Okay, okay,” I said. “First things... where did the token come from?”

You obtained your first token from saving over a hundred civilians. I thought it unwise to bother you with the announcement while you were in the midst of a battle.

“Cool? Next time just tell me.”

As you wish.

“Right.” I looked around the mobile armory and licked my lips. There was probably some good shit here. I needed a few things too. Pants, for one, and some boots that weren’t stained in alien goop. Maybe some socks too.

I started to search through the stacks as I thought. It was better to keep busy. I didn’t have forever to shop around here. It was only a few minutes into comparing pant sizes that I noticed that I wasn’t using my right arm at all. Weird.

“Let’s spend some points,” I said.

Wonderful! Might I start from the top?

“Uh, yeah, sure,” I said. “There aren’t any cameras in here, right?”

There are. I can blur out your form for privacy, if you want?

“Please?” I asked.

Consider it done!

I didn’t need anyone knowing the color of my intimates. Having two pairs of fingers make buttons so much easier to deal with. I had set aside a pair of thick cargo pants that had built-in kneepads.

From the top! Your current aug-gear is outdated, even by humanity’s standards. New gear would require that you unlock a catalogue and then purchase some equipment. Based on previous discussion, I’d suggest the Basic Cyberwarfare Class I catalogue.

“Alright. New aug-gear. Cool.” That could be handy. “Can we get something that’ll allow you to hack into stuff?”

Certainly. After that, I would advise that you improve your stealth-based capabilities. Even with your current points you don’t have enough to buy the kind of things needed to be a heavy-hitter.

I started to pull on a pair of nice boots, then paused. “Are there stealth clothes?” I asked.

Of course.

“Got any good boots?”

There are a few. Mark II Silent Runners would cost you two hundred points, but come with a lot of utility.

The same price as my arm? I tried to imagine boots that were that cool. “I’ll take them,” I said. “And something like a cloak... no, a trench coat. But stealthy.”

I... can find something like that as well.

I began to suspect that Myalis was either amused or confused by my sporadic purchasing.

“Awesome. And I need a gun. A bigger one.”

Perhaps a silent weapon? An overly loud gun would render a lot of your stealth capabilities null. A crossbow might do. You could purchase different sorts of bolts with unique payloads from your Esoteric Explosives catalogue.

That sounded hot as fuck. “Deal,” I said.

Very well. Do you want to go over your purchases one at a time? We still have some moments to...

I felt a bit of a headache at the thought. Numbers were... not my thing. “Nah, I trust you.”

... Thank you. I would also suggest replacing your missing eye with a proper sensor suite. There are some available in your Sun Watcher catalogue.

Class I Basic Cyberwarfare Utilities unlocked!
Points reduced from... 2207 to... 2107
Class I Stealth Technologies unlocked!
Points reduced from... 2107 to... 1907
Class I Silent Weapons unlocked!
Points reduced from 1907 to... 1857
Oh, my points were dropping fast.
New Purchase: Mark II Cyberwarfare Augmentation
Points reduced from... 1857 to... 1807
New Purchase: Mark I Decryption Protocol
Points reduced from... 1807 to... 1787
New Purchase: Mark II Silent Runners
Points reduced from... 1787 to... 1587
New Purchase: All Seeing Eye Mark I
Points reduced from... 1587 to... 1437
New Purchase: Optical Camouflage Coat Model G, Mark I
Points reduced from... 1437 to... 1237
New Purchase: Whisper Mark II
Points reduced from 1237 to... 1037


The notifications flashing before my eye stopped. I let out a breath. Still a lot of points left, that was good.

Then boxes started to appear all around me. I clapped my hands, because that was something I could do now, then tried to decide which one to open first.

The augments and the eye first. They’ll take some getting used to.

“Alright,” I said. I found the smallest box and opened it up to reveal a pair of disks that reminded me of those fancy watch batteries. They had handy instructions written on them. PLACE NEAR EYE, and PLACE AT BASE OF NECK.

I did as they instructed, placing one disk next to my eye, then leaving it there as I placed the other near the base of my neck. “Okay? How does this—ahhh!”

I gasped. It felt as if someone had just pushed a wrapped popsicle against the side of my face and the back of my neck. Wincing, I reached up and touched the disks, but they were lukewarm.

My vision went wild for a moment, HUD elements winking on and off before everything resettled.

The new augmentation gear has been installed. You can remove the disks now. There shouldn’t be a large quantity of blood.

“What?” I asked as I tore the disks off. As she said, there was a bit of blood on their underside. “The fuck?”

The system unleashed a swarm of construction nanites under your skin. Some took over and rebuilt parts of your old aug-gear, the rest replaced it wholesale. You should be passing the unnecessary elements the next time you visit the facilities.

I blinked and tried not to think too hard on that. The new gear... looked the same? I looked at a barcode on a rack across from me and a screen instantly popped open. No delay that I could see, and the resolution on the letters was incredible. No more pixelation.

“What about the cyberwarfare bit?”

That package is purely software. It’s been installed already. No boxes, I’m afraid. Unless you wanted the software delivered as solid media, which is an option.

“Like in a thumb-drive?” I asked. I’d seen those in text books before.

Or as another kind of drive, or a stack of CD Roms, DVDs, floppy disks or reels. I would advise against most of those unless you require ballast weight.

I moved onto the next small box.

It had an eye. I stared at it, and it, seemingly, stared back from within the confines of its styrofoam-like pad. Next to it was a tiny spray bottle, like one of those perfume samplers.

Spray that into your eyehole, then place the eye inside.

“Oh, hell no,” I said.

It’s a very advanced piece of technology. You’ll be able to see across a wide range of the colour and visual spectrum, with incredible accuracy over long distances. It will also interface with your aug-gear if you ever need it to. Placing the eye shouldn’t hurt.

I bit my lips and took the eye out with mechanical fingers that didn’t shake. I winced at the thought of shoving the ping-pong ball sized thing into my face, but, well, Myalis hadn’t fucked me over yet.

Opening my eyehole wide, I sprayed the spritzy stuff within and instantly lost all feeling on that side of my face. No wonder it wouldn’t hurt.

Shoving the eye in was an experience that I wasn’t keen on repeating, especially when it started to rotate around in my skull. And then, suddenly, I could see from both eyes again.

“Holy depth perception,” I said as I took everything in. My eyesight in my normal eye was fine. 20-20 or whatever, but now, when I closed it, it felt as if I was missing out on half the details available in the world around me. I could see the texture of cloth from across the room and motes of dust hovering in the air.

I would suggest the boots next.

Myalis snapped me out of my reverie. “Yeah, okay.”

The boots were... boots. They were neat, made of some sort of black material and reaching up to mid-shin, but they were just boots with some steel plates atop them and no obvious buckles or laces.

They’re auto-adjusting to fit, have an impact resist system, have self-adjusting friction, do not leave any footprints, can grip onto vertical surfaces, and don’t make noise when moving.

Well, that helped. I took off my dirty socks, winced at how messy my feet were, then used a t-shirt from a rack to wipe them clean before slipping them into the boots sock-less. “Oh, wow, that’s soft,” I said.

At the point-cost, comfort shouldn’t be negotiable. They are, of course, vacuum sealed once worn. Your feet will remain in an environment with optimal levels of humidity.

I stood up and bounced on the stop a few times. It... didn’t feel right. The lack of sound, the super light impact. That was going to take some getting used to.

The next box was the coat. It was, in a word, sexy. I was grinning like a loon as I tossed it on. There were slits in the back, covered by mag-strips keeping them shut, for the arms of my back-mounted weapons. The front had a tall collar that stopped just short of my nose, and a large, proper hood that could fit three of my heads.

The material was a flat black so dark it was almost fucking with my vision. Still, I could make out centimeter-wide hexagons all over it. It was stealth-bomber chic. The edges of it reached down to my knees, and the sleeves to mid-hand. It was a bit snug over my auto-loader, but not so much that it would be a problem.

Activating the coat now.

I didn’t have time to ask what she meant that half my body disappeared.

“Ohhh,” I cooed as I looked at my hand, and only my hand. My arm was just... gone. Wiggling it about showed the space where the room’s shadows hit the coat’s material just-so, but it was damned hard to make out. Looking down only revealed a few inches of leg and my new boots. “This is sweet,” I said.

It also interferes with electronic sensors and thermal vision, though some higher-tier Antithesis will still likely spot you, even with the coat.

A polite knock at the door had me looking up. “We should hurry this along,” I said.


Chapter Forty-Eight

Rail Shooter

Samurai are separated by Tiers which classify them as follows:

Tier 1: Capable of matching a Squadron-level deployment of modern soldiers.

Tier 2: Capable of matching a Main Battle Tank.

Tier 3: Capable of matching a UN-Standard Artillery Battalion.

Tier 4: Capable of matching a Navy Flotilla’s firepower.

Tier 5: Capable of matching a Mid-Yield Thermonuclear Device.

Do NOT Antagonize samurai at or above Tier 4 under ANY circumstances. They are to be considered Free Agents, Independent of any chain of command.

Excerpt from 
Cross PMC Samurai-Military Decorum Package, 
Sixth Edition, 2054


There was only one box left to open. It was a big sucker, maybe half a meter long and a foot wide. “This is meant to be my new gun?” I asked.

In a manner of speaking. The term ‘gun’ might be incorrect, though it does fire a projectile.

And now I was worried again. I knelt down, my awesome new coat pooling around my feet before I used both hands to snap the box open.

What greeted me had me pausing until a stupid smile touched the corners of my lips. “Myalis. Is this a railgun?”

Not exactly. It’s a magnetically assisted silent-firing bolt launcher. The projectiles fired do not break the sound barrier, and are rather heavy compared to standard ammunition.

The not-a-railgun was that same dark-blue as my back-mounting, with a faint pinkish glow coming from between two ‘forks’ that ran the length of the weapon. Everything about it was angular and sharp, from the pistol grip in its middle to the rubber padding on its shoulder rest. Even the scope above it was squared off.

I picked it up, surprised by how light it was.

At the front, just before the foregrip, were a pair of little legs in a folding mount, and the side had a box that was obviously meant to be yanked out. There was even a strap on a little spool built into the stock that unwound like one of those old-school belt buckles.

I had to stow my giddiness and get down to brass tacks. “What does this fire?” I asked.

Pick an explosive from your Esoteric Explosives Class I catalogue and for a small fee, a magazine’s worth of bolts can be produced for firing. It is currently loaded with ten silent concussion bolts.

“Oh Myalis, you do know how to get a girl off.”

There’s a catalogue for that.

I blinked. I thought about Lucy and her reaction to that news. I blinked some more. “Remind me later. Uh, what’s, um.” I tried to get my thoughts back in order. “The rate of fire and stuff?”

Sixty rounds per minute. It is not meant for rapid fire, but instead precise target-specific attacks.

“Fair enough.” I hugged my Whisper close for a moment, then sighed as I stood back up. Time was moving on.

A look around the room showed me how many things I’d failed to loot, which was just a sin. So I took a neat looking handgun from a rack and shoved it in the holster opposite my Trench Maker, then I nabbed a few magazines for it.

Finding a box full of fragmentation grenades at the back was also a treat. They even had a neat belt with pouches for them.

I could get you better for a fraction of your remaining points.

Ignoring Myalis’ jealous moaning, I kicked open the door and stepped out, I was an entirely different girl than the one that had stepped in.

I caught the eye of the soldier that had followed me, then looked up to one of the nearby mirror-windowed skyscrapers.

I had to hold back a downright goofy grin as I saw myself. In my stomach-revealing black auto-loader and my pitch-black trenchcoat I looked like the hero in a classic action flick. The huge gun strapped to my back and the cargo pants covered in explosives helped sell the look. My new eye, which allowed me to see everything so much clearer, had a slit pupil down its centre that glowed a faint pink when the light caught it just-so.

Catherine Leblanc looked like a badass.

And then, because I wasn’t paying attention, I missed a step on the rickety stairs and tumbled down ass over teakettle.

The soldiers looked down at me. Then the younger ones turned to look elsewhere, their shoulders trembling with something that I doubted was fear.

“Are you okay, ma’am?” the big guy leading the bunch asked. He sounded utterly unphased by my little accident.

Red in the face, I rolled onto my front, then got to my feet. “Sorry. New limbs, new eyes. You know what it’s like,” I said.

“Certainly,” he replied.

“So, uh, where to now?” I asked.

He stood a little taller. “Major Hunt wishes to see you, ma’am. She has more details about the push into the incursion area.”

“Cool, cool,” I said. “Bring me to your leader.”

I got another unnecessary salute and then we were off. We were getting a lot more attention now. The normal folk on the other side of the barrier were pointing, and some were taking pictures. The soldiers running around did so while standing a little taller and no one blocked our path.

Did they know I was a samurai? I certainly had part of the get-up, but it was nowhere near as obvious as someone like Deus Ex.

I walked a little taller, just in case. Image was important, or so Lucy always said.

We reached a line of trucks and tents all parked in neat rows some hundred meters from the line of tanks and sandbags holding off the incursion. The occasional bark of a rifle, or the splutter of automatic fire would sound from over the wall.

“This one, ma’am,” my escort said as he moved to a prefab building with tin walls and opened a door before it.

I nodded my thanks and stepped into what my pop-culture fed mind immediately labelled the ‘command room.’ There was a row of comfortable chairs at the back, each one with someone jacked in sitting on it, their eyes twitching like mad as they surfed the net. Before them was a projector table around which a few folk in nicer uniforms were pointing and talking, the mouth pieces over their lips suggesting it wasn’t to each other.

At the far end stood a tall woman in the fanciest uniform of them all. She looked up as we walked in, orange hair catching on the shitty LED lighting. “You’re the newbie samurai?” she asked.

“Um. Yeah,” I said.

She nodded. “Just awakened today?”

I wasn’t the sort to balk at authority, but this bitch looked like she ate cats for lunch, and not in the fun way. “A few hours ago. Inside the incursion. Had to hitch a ride over.”

She glanced at my gear, then grinned. “You did well for yourself in a few hours, I see. Killed plenty of those god-forsaken xeno scum! Good work.”

“Thanks?”

“But the reward for good work is more work.” She moved over to the projector table and shooed the others away from it. A moment later there was a 3D map of New Montreal with a spreading red cancer in its middle and a blue tide all around it. A few green points were moving around too.

She pointed to part of the map.

“This is where we are. We’ve got one other Tier One samurai in the area. We’re not at the epicentre of the incursion, so we’re only catching a dribble of the bastards for now. That will change. There are six hours left before the big guns turn the centre of the city into a pockmarked hellhole. That’s six hours to evac every last civvie we can.”

More shapes appeared in purple. Boxes across the entire city.

“Priority targets. The Children’s Hospital was cleared by a Tier Three, as was everything that had a single thought about fucking with sick kids. But that leaves a few other care places unassisted. The smaller boxes are vaults. They need to get evacced. We’re sending ten teams from here, each with priority targets. I want you on one of them.”

“So, an escort mission.” I said as I tried to keep my jitters down.

“You can fuck off at any time if you want to kill more of those weed bastards. I’d appreciate my boys and girls coming back though.”

I nodded. Was I getting swept up in something again? Lucy said I didn’t have a backbone sometimes. I licked my lips, then nodded again, harder this time. “I’m in.”


Chapter Forty-Nine

Hunters

They call themselves ‘Hunters’ as if they’re big-game hunters straight out of some early nineteenth century Victorian gentlemen’s club.

Normal blokes with too much time and money on their hands who rush over to incursion sites armed to the teeth. They capture their ‘hunts’ on video then use them to brag to each other. The best ones have followings online and promote all sorts of stuff.

Sometimes they’ll even run across a passing samurai and either get told off for being morons or will get a pat on the back for killing some xenos.

Extract from a Reddit F.A.Q., 2035


I parted from Major Hunt with a slap on the back for my good ‘xeno killing work’ and a shove back to my babysitter.

“I was instructed to escort you to advanced team fifty-one,” the big guy said.

Nodding, I followed him out of the little command tent and back out onto the bustling main ground of the temporary base. Now that I knew just a bit more about what was going on, I could appreciate the groups of soldiers running past and the rumbling of vehicles heading to the front a bit more.

We waited as a large armoured van passed by, its back door opened to reveal twin rows of normal folk all huddled together and looking like they had been through a nightmare.

People rescued from the incursion zone?

“How does the whole saving people thing work?” I asked. “I mean. Say I find a bunch of folk out there. Do I escort them all the way back?”

Soldier boy shook his head. “No ma’am. If you’ll allow us to connect to your aug-gear, we’ll give you the locations of forward bases and rendez-vous points. Escorted combat groups will meet up with you there and take any VIPs and civilians back here to be processed and evacuated.”

I didn’t like the sound of ‘processed.’ He said it the same way someone might ‘process’ someone’s credit info, which was probably exactly what was happening. As long as they didn’t try to pull any funny business on my Kittens I’d honestly probably not do anything about it, but still.

“Do I have a target or something?” I asked.

He shrugged.

Finally a crack in his little professional attitude.

We reached a spot near the barricade where little all-terrain vehicles were parked, little Humvee look-alikes with roof-mounted guns and actual wheels instead of hover systems. It was all a bit old-school, but judging by how armoured the things looked, it wasn’t too surprising. “Team Fifty One,” soldier boy called out.

Eight soldiers, all in the same flat-grey almost-armoured uniforms as my escorts lined up in two rows before me. They varied in height and stature, but they all seemed like they could handle themselves.

One of them stepped up, the shortest one in the entire lot, but also the one with the most marks on his shoulders and breastplate. “Team Fifty-One reporting,” he said.

Soldier boy saluted. “I’m handing off Tier One Samurai Stray Cat into your care, Team Fifty-One.”

“Acknowledged,” Short-stack said with a return salute.

“Good luck ma’am,” my escort said before he moved off.

And then I found myself the centre of attention of a bunch of soldiers. I wished that I could turn invisible without it being a big social faux-pas. “Sup?”

“We’re in your care, Miss Stray Cat,” the short one said.

“Uh. Sure?” I said. They were probably all a few years older than me, which just... yeah, made shit weird. “I’m not big on saluting and such, can we skip ahead to the actual goal of this thing?”

“Yes ma’am! Have you been briefed?”

“Sure.”

Shorty nodded. “In that case, we’re ready to go whenever you are. We have two vehicles at our disposal. At your disposal. As well as clearance to cross the barricade sans inspection.”

Was that important? “I call shotgun?” I tried.

There was a snicker from some of the soldiers, but short-stuff didn’t seem to mind at all. He tapped the side of the nearest armoured car. “This one’s ours, ma’am.”

I moved to the passenger side of the car, if only to get away from all the staring. Should I get a shirt that covered my stomach? Had they been staring that way? It was hard to tell with their visors.

Which reminded me, I needed some cool shades too.

I pulled open the passenger door of the truck... car thing and jumped onto a hard-plastic seat. The back had room for three, including a little station that looked to control the gun mounted to the roof, and the driver’s seat was surrounded by a whole load of screens that I could only hoped had to do with driving the vehicle.

Shortstack jumped in the back behind the driver’s seat and the rest climbed in in a hurry. “I’m Sergeant Monroe,” Shorty said.

“Pleased to meetcha Monroe,” I said. “So, where are we heading to?”

Monroe seemed caught off-guard by that, but he was quick to rally. “Our main objective is the Patterson Research Hospital in area G17. There’s a caravan of transports heading there, as well as six other squads. We were assigned to Eagle Platoon until you came around. Now we’re assigned to you, ma’am.”

So they were heading to some hospital with a bunch of others to pick up sick folk? That... sounded alright. “When is... Eagle platoon heading out?”

“In twelve minutes, ma’am. ETA to the hospital is seven minutes if the roads are clear.”

“Expecting a lot of resistance on the way?” I asked.

“No,” he said with a shake of his head. “But the unloading will take nearly half an hour, maybe more. There’s still a lot of staff left. We need to hope it won’t take two trips.”

“Can we head out early?” I asked.

The driver seemed to take that as an order because she—at least, I assumed a she based on the shape of her chest armour—put the car into gear and pulled out of the parking area. “This is Five-One, pulling out of FOB with VIP,” the driver said while tapping one of her screens.

“Permission granted.”

“O-kay,” I said as I leaned into the most uncomfortable seat ever. The gear hanging off my back was cool and all, but it wasn’t made for sitting down comfortably. “That answers that. I guess we’ll get to the hospital and give it a look-see. Is it in any danger?”

“We don’t think so,” Monroe said. “The hospital has its own security force. It’s one of those nice private ones, with the VIP ambulances. It’s also pretty far from the red-zones.”

“Red-zones?” I asked.

He was quick to fill in the gap in my knowledge. “Zones go from black, which is full-on hive territory, to red, to orange, to green. White zones are outside of the incursion area. The hospital is on the outside of an orange zone. Some aliens, but not that many. Mostly advanced scouts for now.”

“Then aren’t we a bit of overkill?” I asked.

The other two soldiers looked at each other. “You might be, ma’am,” Monroe said. “But we’re not equipped for anything past the single-digit models, which is what will be popping up in the red-zones soon enough.”

Was I overestimating myself? The hospital run was starting to sound like it was meant to be a cake-walk, the tutorial area that I’d missed out on. “We’ll see,” I said. I chose to change the subject. “What are you guys equipped for?”

“We’re all equipped with light arms, and we have two heavy fraggers with us. If we can set them up, we can cover a decent choke-point.”

“The fuck is a fragger?”’ I asked.

Monroe chuckled. “Not all of us have a samurai’s aim, ma’am. Hitting the smaller models is hard, so our heavy guns fire fragmentation rounds that burst in mid-air. They’ll clear out a flock of Model Ones in no time.”

I nodded. Were they scared of Model Ones? They were kitted out like pros; it didn’t make sense that they’d be afraid of some demon pigeons.

“That’s nice,” I said.

A moment later I was distracted as we rolled past the barricade. I had been wrong when I assumed that it was just a pile of sandbags. There were also thick cement barriers in the middle of it, with platforms above where gunners had set up. The opening left for trucks to pass was barely wide enough for us to move through, and the thing blocking it was a heavy tank with a stubby gun mounting on its turret.

I craned my neck back to watch the tank as we went by because it was a tank and those were pretty fucking cool.

“Looking for inspiration for your next ride?” the driver asked.

“You mean the tank?” I asked.

I’m afraid that the Armoured Assault Vehicle catalogue would drastically reduce your point count. The class I catalogue alone costs five hundred points, and a vehicle comparable to that one would easily cost a few thousand points.

I clamped my mouth shut. I didn’t want to be caught out screaming ‘I can buy tanks?!’ while around all the soldier types.

“Yeah. I saw a samurai tank once,” the driver said.

I heard groans from two of the three soldiers behind me.

“It’s true!” the driver defended herself.

I leaned back into my shitty seat and sighed. I wanted to be back with Lucy, not heading in exactly the opposite direction.


Chapter Fifty

Milk Run

The idea of shelters for cover and protection harkens back to World-War Two Britain, where buildings were built where people could find cover during bombing runs. During the Cold War, fallout shelters appeared across the world as countries feared the approach of a nuclear assault.

Surprisingly, it wasn’t until the third major incursion that governments began to invest in the production of incursion shelters. Before that, even with the warning from samurai across the world, most nations chose to believe that the initial incursions were one-off events.

Now, nearly every city has at least one ‘vault’ per block. These range from private, pay-to-enter facilities comparable to hotels, to large cement structures where thousands can huddle together and pray for salvation.

Extract from A History of the Vault, 2034


Our little caravan of two rolled across barren streets, sometimes twisting around abandoned hover cars and wheeled, automated semi trailers whose programming had glitched out as soon as the incursion began and the traffic came to a stand-still.

I leaned my head against the window and wished that we were moving faster. “Hey, Myalis?” I asked.

Yes?

“Are we doing the right thing?”

The AI took a while to respond. I was sure it was an artificial pause.

It would depend on where your priorities lie. If you are looking to help the locals while also remaining relatively safe, then what you’re doing is, without a doubt, the right thing. The probability of meeting any heavy resistance is very low.

“And if my priority is to help the most people?” I asked.

In that case you would need to head towards the centre of the incursion and do your best to stem the tide, as it were. The risks inherent in that are quite high, and I do not think you are equipped for such yet. Though you do have some points to spare.

I scrunched my nose in thought. Were the others in the car listening to me speak to someone what wasn’t there? Judging by their silence that was a resounding yes. I figured being a samurai meant that I was allowed a bit of eccentricity. “What’s the middle ground?”

As it stands, thanks to your upgraded cyberwarfare suite, I was able to glean some surface information from the organization you agreed to assist. There are seven vaults between the hospital you are heading to and the nearest orange zone that were marked as low priority. There is a good chance that the people within those will not be rescued. Depending on how the other Vanguard respond to the antithesis threat, their lives might be forfeit.

“Shit,” I said. “What about deeper in?” I sat up straighter. I could imagine being stuck in a vault, wondering if someone was coming to rescue me. Hell, I didn’t need to imagine it, that had been me some hours ago.

The vaults within the orange zones, other than those with VIPs, have been marked as losses. Most of those within the red zones have been breached already.

I chewed on my lip. “Right.” Turning, I looked to the driver, then over my shoulder to Monroe. “Okay. Bit of a change of plans,” I said. Could I do that? They were treating me well enough, but so far I’d been playing along with their script. “We’re heading past the hospital and into the edge of the orange zone. There are a few vaults there that are still occupied.”

“That’s outside the remit of our mission, ma’am,” Monroe said.

“That’s cute,” I said. “But I don’t really care. You can either come with me, or drop me off and let me go on my own. Either way, there are folks that need saving.”

The sergeant shifted in his seat, then raised a hand. I could just barely make out his voice from within his helmet as he no doubt talked to someone above him in the chain of command. “We have permission from Major Hunt to assist you. But not to enter the red zones,” he said a moment later.

I nodded slowly. That... was better than I was hoping. “Can we call up transportation or something?” I asked.

“We could escort them to the hospital. There will be pick up from there already,” Monroe suggested.

I raised a finger in a ‘one minute’ gesture. “Myalis, is there a way for me to connect to Google? I need a map of the region.”

I think I can assist you with that.

My new HUD filled with a floating three dimensional map of the region, including markers for the shelters Myalis had pointed out, and a blue circle showing where we were. “You’re the best,” I said.

I do try.

“Can you, uh, highlight the hospital?”

One of the buildings lit up in pink, then a section of the map turned orange. It overlapped with a pair of shelters. There were two blocks between the hospital and the orange zone. Taking a car would mean taking a meandering path around the roads, but the aliens weren’t taking an Uber over to the hospital, they’d be going through buildings and alleyways and flying.

Still, there was a decent chunk of ground to cover.

I eyed the map some more, then rolled my eyes as a bunch of yellow arrows started to point to a few spots and notes appeared hovering above them reading ‘deploy from here’ and ‘relay point.’ Myalis was just being helpful. And... she probably knew best.

“Right, we can stop here,” I said, pointing to one of the spots marked by a yellow arrow.

“Uh,” the driver said. “Ma’am, you’re just pointing at my speedometer.”

I blinked, realized that they couldn’t see the map hovering in my vision, then felt my cheeks warming up. “Uh, you have a GPS on this thing?”

“Of course.”

“Right, right let me just... Myalis?”

That was terribly embarrassing. Do you want me to make it more obvious that augmented reality projections aren’t visible to others? It would save you from looking quite so... bizarre.

“Myalis,” I hissed.

Very well!

“Oh, yeah, I got it,” the driver said.

I turned around to face the sergeant. “Are any of your guys coming with me? Or are you all going to stay and defend the cars?”

Monroe rubbed at the underside of his helmet where his neck was hidden by some rubbery material. “I’ll send fireteam Bravo with you. That’s myself and three others. Fireteam Alpha can guard the vehicles.”

I nodded. “Four of us, plus one of me... Myalis, any idea how many people are in those shelters?”

The first one I marked is a small private shelter linked to four apartment blocks. Its maximum capacity is four hundred, but from what I can tell there are only sixty residents within. I suspect most were out of their home when the incursion started. The second shelter is a municipal one. Capacity one thousand. It’s at double that.

Double... so two thousand civilians in one shelter? I’d seen mega shelters before. They were cramped places with beds and some food and seats. Like a really weird cross between a subway station and a motel. “Fuck, that’s a lot of people.”

“Ma’am?”

I frowned at the empty air. “First shelter had about sixty people in it.”

“That’ll be difficult to corral with just four of us, but I’m certain we can manage if they’re cooperative. It won’t be too much of a strain on the busses from the hospital either.”

“The second shelter has two thousand.”

There was a long bit of silence.

“Well fuck,” the driver finally said. “The fuck are we meant to move that many meatheads?”

“Stow it private,” Monroe said. “I’ll... see about getting more transports to come to the hospital.”

“How in the fuck did so many people stay behind?” I wondered. It was a dumb question though. We had almost stayed in the tower we were in, with its fucked up shelter and all, and that was in the middle of an orange zone.

How many groups of strangers were left in the city? Those crowds near the barricades, were there enough people there to account for the millions that lived in the area of the incursion? What about those that couldn’t move so easily?

I felt a bit sick to my stomach as the full scope of the incursion started to press down on me. And I was one of those meant to save them all?

“Myalis, those other shelters?” I left the question hanging.

The map returned, this time with numbers over each shelter. The big one on the edge of an orange zone was the largest, but a couple of others had over five hundred people stuck in them.

That wasn’t going to be easy, or pretty. “We’re going to need a lot of busses,” I said.


Chapter Fifty-One

Along for the Fun

There was a strange surge of semi-religious action in early 2021. Most modern religions, from Christianity to the Islamic faith, couldn’t handle the existence of extraterrestrial life, either life that was incredibly hostile and antithetical to human life, or the existence of multiple races so much more advanced than humanity that they seemed nearly deity-like.

The clergy scrambled to reason with their flock. And while they did so, new organizations and quasi-religions rose to fill in the void left by the larger religions. From paramilitary groups that built themselves up as cults, to organizations that worshipped the ‘god-like’ samurai.

One of the final nails in the coffin on the great religions was the Protectors declaring that there was no magic to be found, no supernatural that they had observed, and that every miracle and disaster could be broken down into repeatable phenomena.

Excerpt from The Rise of the New American Way, 2030


The route cutting across the green zone and towards the first shelter I’d marked out happened to cross before the hospital. So, with a pang on my conscience, I had the driver pull up and stop before the large building.

Like most modern structures in New Montreal, the ground floor wasn’t actually designed to be all that accessible for normal people. The real access, or accesses, were across the many sky bridges connecting to the blocky concrete building.

There were ways into the hospital from the ground, of course. That’s where most freight and supplies would come in from.

Based on what I understood of city infrastructure, which was pretty much jack except for what I’d picked up via osmosis, the majority of traffic on the ground levels was made up of self-driving delivery and cargo vehicles and the occasional biker gang. Foot traffic was reserved for the truly desperate, the dumb, and the vagrants.

Cops wouldn’t do anything for someone caught in a heap of shit on the ground, not unless there was some major incentive. It was one of the reasons why pretty young girls were told never to travel outside of a building.

I figured the exception was when riding in a pair of armoured cars with eight or so heavily-armed soldier types.

Our driver pulled up to a pair of reinforced double doors just by the entrance and slowed to a stop. “We’re here!” she said in a sing-song.

I snorted and pushed my door open. She’d been kind enough to park just under one of the lower bridges, so the constant drizzle didn’t immediately ruin my almost-dried hair. Still, I pulled up the hood of my stealth coat, just in case. And then the inside of my hood went transparent, because of course it did.

Monroe ran around the back of the car and made some arcane gestures towards the others. Soon enough there were three soldiers as well as Monroe with me, and each car had a guard as well as their driver keeping them safe.

“Whenever you’re ready,” Monroe said.

I tried not to feel too self conscious as I moved towards the heavy, graffiti-covered doors. There was a plaque above them reading ‘Patterson Research Hospital’ in bold stainless-steel letters. I paused by the door, spotted a paint-covered doorbell-screen to one side, then sighed. “They’re expecting us, right?” I asked.

Monroe nodded. “Yes ma’am. Our PMC and the security force here are linked.”

I scratched at my cheek. Could I just ask that he call them up? Was that a bit too awkward? Could I have skipped this entire thing and done it over a vid-call? There was no point in beating myself up. I’d just figure it out the next time. “Got their number?”

“Ah, of course. Sorry,” Monroe said. “I’ll tell HQ to tell them that we’re here.”

And Monroe decided to take the blame.

I wasn’t used to adults assuming that I was in the right—especially when I wasn’t—but I could get used to it.

A bit of muffled babbling later, and the sergeant nodded. “They’re on their way, ma’am.”

Just as soon as he was done saying so, the door slid open with a gust of antiseptic air.

The inside of the hospital, at least the one corridor I could see, looked like any other building I’d seen, only with a whole lot more white. Standing in the entrance were two men and a woman, all geared up in vests and padded suits, shotguns held low by their sides.

I licked dried lips then waved. “Hey,” I said.

The guns lowered. “Are you the escorts?” the man in the lead said.

I nodded. “More or less.”

He locked eyes with me, scanning me up and down. “You don’t look like a Clenze operative.”

“I’m not,” I said. “I’m just some two-bit samurai who came along for fun.” I didn’t know how to feel about the way all three of them stood taller at that. I decided to settle on smug. “We’re not evacuating just yet. I wanted to make sure everything was hunky-dory with you lot before moving on to, uh, another objective.”

“Hunky-dory?” one of them repeated.

My next purchase was going to be a mask to hide my blushing.

“We should be fine,” the guy in the lead said. “The patients that were easy to move have been evacuated already. The really critical ones were airlifted out. It’s just the lower priority staff and the security teams left. We got permission to evac half an hour ago.”

“No patients?” I asked.

He shook his head. “It’s a research hospital, ma’am. Didn’t have that many to begin with.”

Well that was something. “Alright... hey, how many of you security folk are in here? And staff too?”

“We’re a team of twenty-seven,” he said.

I nodded. That gave me some ideas. “Okay. The Clenze transports should be here soon enough. Meanwhile, we’re heading over to some of the shelters nearby. Try to get as many civvies out in one go as possible. Could I get you guys to help keep an eye on them?”

“I... don’t think that would work with our protocols,” he hesitated.

“What if you fuck your protocols?” I countered.

It must have been a pretty good argument, because he folded.

We all kind of just stood there for a bit, rain pattering off the walls and street, turning into little rivulets that carried discarded wrappers towards already-clogged sewer openings. “Well, that’s that. We’ll be back in a bit.”

Your diplomatic skills are enviable.

I snorted as I reached the car, tore the door open, and hopped in. “I do try,” I said. “Don’t suppose you have something to help with that?”

There are some items that can. Social prediction software that displays a person’s mood, pulse and their physical condition to help you predict their responses. Or you could buy a very large gun. That has also proven capable of convincing most humans.

The driver looked over me, then to the others who were getting back into their own rides. “That was fast. Where to now, boss?”

“That first shelter, the smaller one in the orange zone,” I said as I shifted on the hard plastic seat. Couldn’t they afford some cushions for these things?

The last door clacked shut, the car’s engine turned on with an electric whine and we were off again.

I hung on to a strap anchored to the ceiling and kept an eye on the route ahead. If orange zones were supposed to be dangerous, or more dangerous at least, then there was a good chance we’d be running into some xenos sooner rather than later.

“Who decides on the zone colours anyway?” I muttered.

The colours are designated based on the growth and danger predictions made by the AI companions of local Vanguard. They collate data from satellite and CCTV images, from deep ranging sensors and from the sensor suites mounted on some Vanguard’s equipment, then use that data to predict the threat level of each area. This is then reduced to a simple coloured system because most Vanguard don’t have the patience or time to compute the actual information themselves.

“Ouch,” I said.

“Sorry,” our driver said. “Couldn’t avoid that pothole.”

“No problem. So, uh, you got a name?”

“They call me Speedy,” she said.

I blinked. “Because you drive fast?”

“Nah, they caught me taking a lot of drugs, and it was either jail or joining this lot.” Speedy twisted out of the way of a car parked in the wrong lane, then, when a Model Three jumped into our path from out between two trucks, she floored it and rammed the creature’s head off.

I hung on to my seat and started looking for a belt.


Chapter Fifty-Two

Down Down Down

The Antithesis are, rightly, the stuff of many a nightmare. They are unreasonable, alien, and have an appetite for human flesh.

They are the boogiemen made real, and they could be anywhere. Small hives have been found hundreds of kilometers away from incursion sites, sometimes weeks after the last hive in the region was declared eradicated.

There are Models able to destroy entire city blocks all on their own.

And yet, of all of the Models, there is none more terrifying than the Model Seven.

Excerpt from a lecture by Professor Sanderson, 2028


Speedy drove us to a stop before a tall, thin high rise three blocks and a bit over from the hospital. The building, like its neighbours, was tall and sleek, covered in bright stainless and mirrored windows.

It wasn’t one of the short-stack apartment blocks that fillled half the city, or one of those blocky factories that spat out plumes of smoke from three dozen vents on the roof. This was one of the fancy sorts of buildings where half the floors were corporate offices, and the rest homes for the kind of people that couldn’t live without a view.

I stopped craning my neck up and looked around the car as much as I could. No aliens, at least, none that I could see. “Right,” I said. “Back to the grind. Speedy, you’re staying here?”

“Sure thing, boss lady,” Speedy said with a two finger salute.

“Two per vehicle,” Monroe said. “The rest of us are with you.”

We got out, the soldiers doing the fancy thing where they panned their guns left and right and looked around for anything that wanted to eat them.

I looked up again, to make sure there weren’t any surprises there, then took in the front of the building.

The first three or so floors were all cement, no glass or windows and no decorations other than huge static ads for energy drinks, radio stations and the more popular porn livestreams.

“Ma’am, door,” Monroe said as he removed a hand from the barrel of his gun to point to a door set in the side of the building.

I shook off my lethargy, tried to put my game face on, realized that I didn’t have or need one, and moved over to the door.

The soldiers moved around it, two to a side, guns held so that they could spin around and clear the entrance the moment the door was opened. “Wait just a sec,” I said. They relaxed a bit. “Myalis, can you help me with this one?”

Certainly.

“And I’ll need a bit more help besides. Can I buy something to see through doors and such? Maybe a drone? To scout and so on.”

There are all sorts of drones available. I would advise against going the drone swarm route though. The micromanaging needed to use one well wouldn’t suit you, I don’t think. Perhaps a larger, more robust stealth drone? Something with a Class I AI that can serve as a partner?

“An AI like you?” I asked.

No. I am a Class XII Personal AI. I am far beyond your purchasing capability. A Class I AI would have the intelligence of a small mammal. A dog, or a cat, perhaps. The model I have in mind can be upgraded and improved over time.

I had over a thousand points to burn. “Sure.”

New Purchase: Type One GG3R Stealth Drone
Points Reduced from... 1037 to... 937


I was expecting a box to appear next to me.

Instead a black cat appeared by my feet. It looked up to me with deep blue eyes, then sat down, its tail curling through the air this way and that.

“Uh,” Monroe said after a minute. “Ma’am?”

“Yeah, one sec,” I said. “Myalis?”

Yes?

“What the fuck?”

Shall I go over its features?

“Features? It’s a fucking cat?”

Myalis giggled. The cat blinked away, replaced by a four-legged metal thing standing on the ground. No taller than my shins, it looked like a bulbous spider, with claw-tipped feet and a body made of the same bluish metal as my arm.

I worked my jaw. “Serious?” I asked.

Very. It will obey verbal and signalled commands, as well as orders sent through your current equipment.

I twitched. My AI was a sadistic, mean bitch who liked fucking with me. But that would be better handled without Monroe and his buddies looking at me.

“It’s a very expensive stealth drone,” I told the sergeant.

He nodded.

“It’s name is... Dumbass.” That would teach Myalis to give me stupid toys. I grit my teeth, then pointed to the screen next to the doorway. “Dumbass, open that door.”

The drone meowed at me before it bounced onto the wall, climbed up to the screen and placed a leg that split open to reveal a dataport atop the keypad below the screen. Soon it was jacked into the building’s system, the screen flashing ‘Unlocked’ in bold green letters.

The door slid open.

Monroe and his buddies started, but they were quick to slip into the room, guns out ahead of them to scan the entrance.

I pulled my Whisper from my shoulder and followed them in.

The drone, I noticed, clicked after us and skittered along the wall like some sort of demented mechanical monster.

If you don’t mind, I’ll lead the way with the drone. It will guide you to the shelter.

“Follow the drone,” I said as we reached an intersection.

The lighting in the building was, in a word, piss poor. For all that the upper floors were fancy, it was obvious that someone had only installed a bulb at every other light. It was clean though, the corridors free of junk and the floors marked by the tale-tale scrub marks from an automated sweeper.

I watched the squad check every corridor, every closet, and every room as if they were hiding a monster. They moved with next to no sound, each step measured, their bodies held low with their guns pointing wherever they looked.

It made me feel like an amateur. I was clunking along behind them, walking bold as day, and yet making less noise than any one of them because of my magic cheaty boots.

I leaned forwards a bit, my grip on the underside of my new rifle’s barrel tightening as I imitated the way they stood. Did it serve a purpose?

We reached a stairwell. Unlike those in the last shithole building I’d been stuck in, this one climbed up for more than one floor, with landings at every level. “Which floor is the shelter on?” I asked.

It’s in the second basement.

I turned my gaze down to the stairs leading lower. “Well okay then,” I said. “Monroe, do you want to split the party, or do we move as a group?”

“I’d rather we stay together, ma’am,” the soldier said.

I nodded. “Then let’s go see what’s waiting for us down below.”

My new drone hopped down the steps one at a time with faint little clicks only to pause as it reached the bottom.

You might want to see this.

“Hold,” I whispered. The soldiers stopped, guns coming to bear as they looked for a threat. “Can I see?”

I’m linking the drone’s feed to your eye gear.

The HUD over my left eye filled with a view of a stairwell, the same one we were on. I saw myself from below, looking a bit awkward behind the four soldiers.

The camera panned over to the steps leading down.

There was a body there. A human. He was resting at the bottom of the next flight down, back against the wall next to an open door, a gun on his lap and his brains all over the ceiling. The corridor next to him was pitch black, with a faint red light glowing at the end.

I swallowed some bile. “Suicide?” I asked.

Perhaps.

“I don’t suppose that corridor is the one with the vault?”

It is.

I sighed. “Monroe, you have lights?”

The man nodded. “We do.” He tapped on something on his vest and a panel on its front flared up, then he did something with his rifle and a tiny encased LED popped out from under the barrel and lit the passage before him. His men did the same.

“Good, good. Cause I’m not the superstitious sort, but I’ve got a bad feeling about all of this.”

I stomped—silently—past the soldiers while working through some menus with my eye gear. Finding the controls for all of my gear was pretty simple. Everything had icons, from my boots to my gun to the Hydra system on my back. I blinked at the one for my coat, then with a flick of my eyes to the side, I turned invisible.

“I want a coat like that,” I heard one of the boys mutter behind me.

I just snorted and moved on.


Chapter Fifty-Three

Z-Word

The survivors of the first mass Incursion, most of them Americans living in Ohio, were lauded as heroes. Their accounts were big news, their stories shared by millions.

The survivors of the next incursion didn’t get the same attention.

Those who made it through the third barely got any notice.

By the fourth, most insurance companies had lobbied to add ‘alien invasions’ to the ‘acts of god’ category. They came away from it traumatized, destitute, and with no one there to help them.

Things haven’t gotten better.

Excerpt from John Delancy’s 
Three Times Unto the Breach. 
A Noted survivor of three 
of the earliest incursions. 2026


I’d never been keen on horror games.

Oh, sure, I’d tried a few. The orphanage had a VR room for a few weeks at one point until someone broke in and stole the gear we’d been donated. It was old even when we got it, but it worked. Some of the more tech-savvy kids had pirated all sorts of shitty little games. They also got into a heap of shit for breaking DRMs, but that was besides the point.

Point was, I’d played a few games, usually with Lucy nearby and clinging onto me whenever something popped out from around a corner screaming like a banshee.

We’d even tried some full-dive stuff at our school, but the machine to connect to MeshSpace was an old decrepit thing, and the few horror movies we’d watched all felt terribly gimmicky when seen in glorious 30 frames per second.

Crawling through a rat’s nest of maintenance corridors, following a set of red lights that were guiding us deeper and deeper in towards a shelter that we couldn’t see was way higher on the creepy scale.

Monroe and his boys turned this way and that, lighting up sections of the corrior in flashes that passed as soon as they turned. “You guys seem nervous,” I said.

“I think, ma’am, that it’s because we are,” Monroe returned with a whisper.

I swung my crossbow around towards some movement, only to realize it was a moth being stupid next to one of the lights. “I think I’m going to file a complaint to whomever took out half the damned lights,” I said.

“I’ll help you with that,” Monroe agreed.

My drone skittered ahead to the edge of the next corridor, then tipped forwards just enough to see around the corner. A moment later a tiny box in the corner of my vision showed me yet another drab grey corridor. Only this one, at last, had a door.

“Shelter’s ahead,” I murmured.

“Got it,” Monroe said. “We’ll fan out by the entrance. Can you negotiate?”

“I might not have to,” I said as I frowned. The vault door was open.

It was one of those real vaults, with a door that was a foot thick chunk of steel with enough hydraulic doodads to let it move in and out of its place. Probably not enough to stop one of the bigger xenos, but more than enough for any of those I’d encountered so far.

It wouldn’t stop anything if left open though.

Light was pouring out of the shelter and onto the pipe-covered wall opposite. I paused by the corner and listened as hard as I could. No voices, but the swishing of clothes rubbing together and the occasional cough and mutter.

Were they just being quiet? Maybe the door failed? But if that was the case, why leave the lights on?

“Dumbass,” I muttered. “Go check.”

The drone bobbed up and down in what I assumed was a ‘yes ma’am’ before darting ahead. Halfway to the door the drone went invisible.

Worth every point, that one.

With a twitch of my eye the drone’s vision grew larger across one of my eyes and I took in a perfect, ground-level view of the approaching shelter. It reached the door and skittered to the front of it, its little body turning to face the entrance.

I swallowed.

The people we were there to save were all present. Sixty or so bodies, all sitting on the ground, or laying down and sometimes swaying. They were clumped together as one big group, their eyes staring vacantly, some with drool leaking out of their mouths.

There was blood across the ground, and the crushed bodies of some smaller aliens that I didn’t recognize right away. They were smaller than the Model Ones, more worms with little legs than anything I could match to a normal animal.

“What the fuck?” I whispered.

The drone panned to the side, revealing a trio of security guards who were still armed. All three had their heads blown off, and judging by the way they were positioned, they’d done the deed themselves.

“Myalis?” I hissed.

Model Sevens. One of the stranger kinds of Antithesis. Also, arguably, the least threatening to a samurai. They can burrow into a human’s body and sprout roots that take over their nervous system. It can take hours for a perfect connection to be established. Mostly they’ll walk these bodies back to the nearest hive for consumption, but they have been used as ambush troops before. The psychological aspects are probably not understood by the Antithesis, but they are nonetheless effective.

“Jesus fuck,” I said. I’d heard of them, of course. There was a nostalgic return of zombie flicks when I was small. They’d been really unpopular with people who knew what a Model Seven was. I didn’t know the grisly details though.

The humans are most likely dead already. Soon the Model Sevens within them will begin to modify their base biology, some will be turned into breeders for more Model Sevens and others will be modified to fulfil various tasks.

“What do you mean by most likely dead?” I asked. “You mean they might still be alive?” No one had ever covered that part for me before.

“Ma’am?” Monroe asked.

“Model Sevens,” I said.

The soldiers all tensed for just a moment before spinning around. They looked up and down, searching every nook and cranny around us as if it would start spewing worm-shaped body horror nightmares.

“Ma’am, do you have Seven pills?”

I blinked at the question.

Model Seven Proofing Pills are a nanite pill that prevents Model Sevens from being able to suborn a human’s nervous system. They cost one point for a pack of ten. You might not need one, though it wouldn’t hurt to take one anyway. Your companions aren’t offered the same protection.

“Hurry it up then,” I said.

New Purchase: Model Seven Proofing Pill
Points Reduced from... 937 to... 936


The pills came in a little wrapper thing, just like bubble gum only with off-green tablets instead of something chewable. I felt like every teen in a classroom who had gum as I popped a tab for each of the soldiers, then took one myself.

Those are good for twelve to fourteen hours. Taking more than one tablet in that period is unadvised.

“The people in there?” I asked.

Myalis actually took a moment to reply.

They would need to be verified. If the Model Seven’s roots have reached their brains, then it’s too late. Some people take longer to be taken over than others. There is a medical utility you could use to perform the scans yourself, but I would advise you instead modify your drone to be able to do the scans itself. This function would cost you fifty points.

“Do it,” I said. Being stuck in a body that was no longer under your control... that was Lucy’s nightmare, and it was one that I could sympathize with.

New Purchase: Short Range Drone-Operated Medical Scanner
Points Reduced from... 936 to... 886


The box that appeared was no bigger than a pack of cigarettes. I had hardly picked it up before my drone reappeared by my side, turned around, and opened up its back to expose a bunch of empty slots.

The scanner was a plastic cartridge that was surprisingly heavy for its size. It fit into one of the slots as if it was meant to go there. Dumbass froze for a moment, then shivered.

“I’ll take that as a sign it’s ready,” I said. “Okay. let’s go play nurse with some zombies.”

“I hope we won’t be entering CQC with them, ma’am,” Monroe said.

I shook my head. “Nah. Dumbass here can now tell us which zombie is... a zombie and which is still a person. We’re saving those we can. It’s why we came.”

“Uh. Yes ma’am.”

We entered the room to be greeted by a few heads soundlessly jerking our way. It eclipsed the poorly lit corridors on the creepy scale.

“Dumbass, start with the nearest,” I said. Some of the zombies started to climb to their feet. “And you guys stay down,” I warned.

If they are that mobile, it’s too late for them.

One of them made it to their feet and lurched in our direction, movements jerky at first but smoothing out a few steps later. Their jaw opened wide, too wide, revealing a mouth full of white worms, pushing up from the gums between too-human teeth, swaying like grass in a breeze.

I closed my eyes.

Sometimes I hated how callous I was. Other times it was the only thing keeping me sane.

Whisper came up. A faint sound, like someone exhaling, burst out from the crossbow-rifle. One of the zombies collapsed to the ground. Then it exploded, sending bits of human and white vine-like tendrils all over the room. The worst part, after I ducked under a bit of office worker, was the silence from the explosion.

Then the air filled with eau de dead guy and I reconsidered what the worst part was.

“Oh fuck, I’m going to be sick,” I muttered. And then I was.


Chapter Fifty-Four

Setting to Boil

One.

That’s how many Antithesis bodies need to be left forgotten in order to restart an incursion.

Though I suppose calling it an incursion isn’t right. Still, the point remains. One body left in some closet with enough mass still stuck to it, and you have all the ingredients for a second wave of aliens.

You don’t want your country to pull another Serov, Russia, or a Santa-Cruz de Sierra.

So when you go out there, bagging bodies for disposal, you make sure that there isn’t so much as a limp alien dick left out there.

Major Hunt to Clenze cleanup team. March 2054


The soldiers didn’t seem to react too much to my blowing someone up and splattering us all with gooped human. I don’t know if that was up to their training, if they were just tough as fuck, or if they were reacting but their helmetted heads just hid it from view.

In the end it didn’t matter.

I set Whisper next to the wall by the entrance and had Dumbass scout one of the bathrooms to make sure it was zombie free. After cleaning off my face, I returned to find two of the soldiers dragging some very dead bodies off to one side. They riddled them with holes while I was gone and I hadn’t heard more than a few pops.

Are you feeling better?

I nodded. “Yeah, I’m fine,” I lied. “Hey, can I have one of those juice boxes? Need to clear my mouth.”

New Purchase: Nutri-Pack
Points Reduced from... 891 to... 890


I stuck the little straw in the little straw hole and tried not to notice the increase in points as I stepped back into the shelter proper.

“We have them all lined up, ma’am,” Monroe said.

True to his word, the people from the shelter were all placed in more or less neat rows across the floor. Some of them were rolling out of position, or were twitching so hard that they were shifting up and down the rows, but it didn’t matter.

Just short of sixty people, all of them alive, but how many of them were still human? “Myalis, want to walk me through this?” I asked before stuffing the straw in my mouth. I’d never really cared much for alcohol before, but I was considering it now.

Your drone can scan each individual and see whether or not it’s too late for them. If it is, I would suggest immediate destruction of their brain matter, followed by liquefaction of their body. It’s a little morbid, but they’re already dead. There’s no point in allowing them to become enemies. Those who are still salvageable can be saved using tools from your Medical Utilities catalogue. The price will vary based on severity.

“Right,” I said. “Monroe, Dumbass will show you those that can be saved. The rest.” I swallowed. “Go for the brain. We’ll take care of the bodies later.”

I left the soldiers to their grisly work, picked up my Whisper, and stomped out of the shelter.

I pretended not to hear the negative sounding beeps from Dumbass followed by dull pops. Instead, I looked around the corridor and hugged my crossbow close to my chest. “You know, I was expecting a bit more heroics and less... this,” I said.

The work of a Vanguard is sometimes rather grisly. I’m sorry.

She actually sounded genuine there. “Not your fault, right?” I asked.

The Antithesis aren’t just a threat to humanity. No.

I frowned into the darkness. “Yeah. Fucking bug bastards.”

Plants, actually.

“Really?” I asked. “I thought that was... you know, internet bullshit.” I blinked a few times as I peered into the dark, then my new eye flickered and the darkness suddenly receded. It was only in the one eye though. Annoying.

It’s accurate. When we first found the Antithesis they were a non-spacefaring ecological creature. A bizarre mix of different phenotypes and what was at-first assumed to be different species. Some study soon revealed them to be one species of plant life. The Models that you have been fighting are all, technically, fruit.

I blinked. “Huh?”

They have seeds within them. Each Antithesis corpse has the potential to become an entire hive given enough time and biological resources.

“I heard of quarantine shit before, but... yeah, that’s not good.”

The enemy is nothing if not persistent.

Something shuffled from behind me. I spun around, searching for what had made the noise. It could have been anything from the ventilation turning on to a rat passing by, but I’d seen enough horror shit not to just dismiss random noises.

“Myalis. Can I have bolts that don’t make things explode?” I asked.

What an unusual request from you. Might I suggest the Mark I Scatterbolt? The bolt splits in mid-air, releasing a payload of monofilament glass needles. The bolts are equipped with a rudimentary sensor that times the split for maximum coverage.

I nodded. “Sounds good enough,” I said.

New Purchase: Scatterbolt Magazine
Points Reduced from... 890 to... 888


The new magazine appeared in my outstretched hand. I shoved it in my pocket as I fiddled with the release under my Whisper. Once that was off, I slid the new magazine in place and pulled the bolt back to remove the concussion bolt left in the shamber.

I moved towards the end of the corridor, the same one we’d come from, and felt like I was already missing Dumbass. “Need more drones,” I muttered.

Noted.

I reached the corner, then swept around, crossbow pointing first one way, then another. And there was a whole lot of nothing to aim at, just a bunch of pipes and shadows cast by red warning lights.

I licked my lips. “Myalis, my hydra guns, please.”

Deploying.

I felt my coat shift a bit, then my back-mounted guns poked through the magnetically attached flap over my shoulders and began to scan my surroundings.

“Ma’am?”

I jumped about six feet in the air and spun around to face a Monroe who had his arms up in surrender.

“We’re done, ma’am.”

I sighed. “Can’t you be a bit noisier?” I asked.

“Being quiet tends to keep you alive in places like this,” he said.

“Until I shoot you for scaring me shitless,” I muttered as I returned to the shelter.

Within was a scene of methodological slaughter. Corpses, their heads filled with precise holes, were lined up where moving bodies had been before. The floor was one big pool of mixing blood and swimming white shapes that filled the air with a coppery tang. The remaining members of Monroe’s squad were moving about it all as if it was nothing.

I swallowed past another surge of bile, pulled out the last of my juice box and drank the rest. The sweet taste did fuck all to make the scene better, but it was distracting. “Those seven are the only ones,” Monroe said as he pointed off to the side.

There were, as he said, seven people in a row off to one side, all of them writhing and moving under the glare of the neon lights.

“Can one of your guys help me? The rest of you should probably check on the door.”

“Yes ma’am,” Monroe said. He called out a few orders and was soon joined by two of his guys. They moved off to the door while I moved to the not-yet-zombie people.

“Okay. Okay. We can save them,” I said. “Myalis. Please tell me there’s an easy way to save them?”

Easy? No. But they can be saved if you act quickly. It will be costly though.

“Fuck cost,” I said.

Good! The first step will be stopping the spread of the Model Seven’s roots within their bodies. Then a Neuro-Regenerative to repair any damage to their brains. Following this with a Nano-Regenerative Suite should suffice. They are likely to have difficulties moving for some time, but the effects will wear off eventually.

I nodded and took in the seven before me. Two of them were kids. One an older woman, another a man that was so fat he was past overweight and nearing the obscene. Just normal people. People just like the dead behind me.

“Let’s get to work then,” I said.

New Purchase: Full Body Purge x7
Points Reduced from... 888 to... 853


The boxes that appeared each held a mask that had a sort of inhaler fixed onto it, one with a big red button at the top. I tossed a few to the soldier that had stayed to help me, then got to my knees next to the nearest not-a-zombie.

There was something boiling in my chest. A sort of loathing for everything the Antithesis had done. It soothed over some of the disgust I felt.


Chapter Fifty-Five

Low Expectations

‘Don’t fuck with samurai.’

It’s pretty much the most important memo sent out to corporate drones. And yet, every year, there’s a smooth brained idiot that shoves their own foot so deep into their mouth that they tickle their brain stem.

The problem is that so many samurai work hard to cultivate a certain image. They’re nice, or silly, or fun. They do charity streams, volunteer for things, and donate money in their own name to help their community.

Idiots will think that they’re soft-hearted.

But as soft as the tiger may be, it still has teeth and claws, and if you fuck with its children, it will mess you up.

So a ‘mistake’ happens. Some office drone gets their remains spread across three time zones, and then the entire corporation needs to backpedal.

The next week, like clockwork, a new memo goes around.

Don’t fuck with samurai.

Excerpt from a corporate training video, 2041


I wasn’t fond of those weird platitudes, the half-true words people used to make something awful sound normal. They had plenty of euphemisms for the kittens. ‘Differently-abled under-privileged children with no solid parental figures,’ was an entire mouthful, but it’s what we heard whenever someone came along who was too pussy to call us all crippled orphans.

I hated that kind of crap. It was fake and it always sounded so damned condescending.

It’s why I knelt before the two kids in the group of seven, the only seven in the entire shelter who had survived and I did my best to meet their eyes.

“You came down here with anyone?” I asked.

They glanced over to the bodies. The soldier Monroe had left with me was covering each one with a blanket he pulled from the emergency supplies. He didn’t have to, but I appreciated the gesture.

“Mom,” the girl of the pair said. “She came with us.”

I nodded, worked my jaw a little, then bit the bullet. “She’s dead.”

The girl grabbed onto the boy. They had to be nine-ten years old. Smart enough to understand. Their eyes filled with tears. “You couldn’t save her?” she asked. “You, you saved us. I thought you were an angel and...” She clutched at her chest, pulling on a necklace.

“There’s no such thing, kid,” I said. “And I’m just a bitch who didn’t get here fast enough. But you’re alive. So is your brother. I’d like to keep it that way.”

I got to my feet and looked at the other survivors. The old woman looked like she could chew nails, the fat guy was teary-eyed, but wasn’t meeting my gaze. The others looked a little dazed, but they were healthy enough.

“We’re moving in three minutes,” I said.

With that, I moved off towards the shelter’s entrance.

Monrow met me halfway. “We’re hearing stuff out there. Our scanners picked up some motion too, but nothing actionable.”

That they had scanners was news to me, but it wasn’t too surprising. “Yeah, okay,” I said. “We’re moving in a little bit. I... need to set things up to dispose of the bodies. I’ll take point after with Dumbass. Can your guys keep the rear safe?”

He nodded. “Speedy reported that there are a few Model Threes out there. Nothing bigger yet.”

Right. I’d forgotten that we couldn’t afford to stay put forever. “Just get ready. I might give your guys some bombs with timers to leave behind. As a gift.”

I don’t know what gave it away, but I could tell he was pleased. “We’ll look forward to it,” he said.

Turning back to the rows of bodies, I let out a sigh that felt like adding ten pounds to my hack. “Myalis. We’ll need something for the bodies.”

A few Mark I Flesh Melters would work well enough, I suspect.

I nodded. “I guess so.” I waited for Monroe’s man to finish adding the last blanket, then waved him over. “We’re heading out. Wanna help me move everyone into the corridor?”

“Yes ma’am,” he said.

Getting everyone up onto their feet was a bit of a chore, they looked like people who had just gone all out at the gym and who were now regretting it. Even the kids had a hard time walking. Still, they didn’t complain. I wonder if it was because it took too much effort, or if it was because they realized how close they’d come to dying.

The girl tore her necklace off and flung it deep into the room before stepping out.

Tough little brat. She reminded me of my kittens. “Myalis?” I asked.

A moment later I had a trio of grenades in hand which I flung into the room.

And that was that. Monroe and I took the lead, the other three soldiers stuck to the rear, and with the kind of speed I was used to when leading brats around, we moved towards the exit.

I tucked Whisper against my shoulder and pretended not to hear the sniffling coming from right behind me. “Dumbass,” I said. “Scout ahead.”

My little drone skittered past up to the next corner.

I wasn’t expecting to see a dozen tentacles spearing out towards the drone.

“Shit,” Monroe said as he brought up his gun. He fired a burst that clipped some of the fleshy tendrils.

Whisper hissed and soon the air next to the tentacles filled with subsonic shards of glass.

Dumbass skittered back over to where we were, and the civilians behind us huddled in close.

“Stay calm.” I ordered as I stared ahead. A few twitching tentacles were left on the ground, but no Model Fours appeared.

I stepped up, moved to the opposite end of the corridor and, when I got closer, peeked around the corner. A trail of green blood led off a way and then moved around another corner.

“Fuck. It’s moved on,” I said. I looked around again, expecting some new big nasty to jump out at me, but nothing came around. “Right. Myalis, can I have like... mines or something?”

For an extra point you could replace the triggering mechanism on any of your explosives with a sensor-based one. I would suggest learning how to do that with an explosive that won’t kill you when you inevitably mess up.

I snorted, the bit of humour unexpected. “Right,” I said. “Monroe, I’ll be taking the rear for a bit. Dumbass, keep scouting ahead.”

I bought a Resonator grenade while the soldiers and civvies moved past, then started eyeing the sensor... thing on top of it. There were two settings, one had a small icon of a broken line, the other an open eye. In the middle was a sort of lens.

The primary setting is a laser. Once broken the explosive detonates. The second is a motion detector. It gives you twenty seconds after activation to remove yourself from the area.

I flicked on the first open, found the big on button behind it, and pressed it.

A red light flashed out of the grenade, forming a line between me and the floor. One that immediately broke the moment I moved.

I flung the Resonator away as it started wailing.

I would say I’m impressed, but it’s very much the opposite.

“Shut up,” I grumbled.

All of my companions were looking over to me, so I stood taller and hoped that they couldn’t see the colour of my face in the poor lighting.

“Just covering our rear,” I said. “Keep moving.”

They kept moving, some of them pressing hands over their ears to block out the racket from the grenade.

I jogged up to the nearest soldier while muttering to Myalis. By the time I caught up I had a handful of Resonators to give him.

“Place these on the ground behind us, laser bit pointing away. Also, activate it after you place it. Not before.”

The soldier cradled the grenades like a live baby. “Um. Yes ma’am,” he said as he passed his rifle to his partner.

I moved back to the front of the group while unslinging Whisper from my back. “We should be safe from behind,” I said.

“Thank you,” he said. “Good idea with the lure back there.”

“Yeah. Thanks.”

This is just humiliating. I hope I can expunge all evidence of this from any record or the other AI will mock me for eons.

Our path continued unmolested by any aliens until we reached the stairwell. At some point, the lights had gone out. Worse, the body we’d left untouched by the door was long gone.

I saw Monroe reaching up to touch the side of his helmet. He nodded, and I heard muffled speech coming through before he turned my way. “The cars are meeting a lot more resistance now. I think they’ve been marked.”

Nodding, I gestured out ahead. “Then we’ll get to them in a hurry.” I shook off the bad feeling roiling in my stomach. How many shelters had stories just like this one?

We weren’t even supposed to come here until I insisted.

And the orange zone would only grow bigger as time moved on.

As I stepped into the stairwell and began looking for trouble, a small part of me was hoping that I wasn’t the only idiot out there doing her best to keep folk alive.


Chapter Fifty-Six

Leaving a Gift Behind

There was a time where the global market was, if not stable, then at least predictable. Prices rose and fell based on tangible things. Governments across the world had good reason to make sure that things stayed nice and even and that spikes, either huge growth or large drops, didn’t occur too often.

And then aliens started invading random cities, governments broke up, massive mega corporations only dreamed up in our worst nightmares rose up, and there were suddenly gods among men walking about.

To say that the economy now is a wild, fluctuating thing would be a massive understatement.

Arthur Newton, Economist, 2045


We were halfway up the first set of stairs when I heard the familiar keening of a Resonator going off from behind us.

I paused on the next step up and tried to listen as best I could. I wanted to hope it was just a rat, but my luck was never that good. When the grenade stopped suddenly, as if someone had pulled the power, I knew things were going to get interesting. “Faster,” I said.

No one saw fit to complain.

By the time we had reached the first floor, I heard two more Resonators going off below us.

“Ma’am,” the soldier at the very back said. “There’s only the ones on the stairs left.”

I nodded and refocused on the path ahead. “Myalis. I need something that will make the route behind us unpassable. Got anything like that?”

I have a few things that could collapse the building, but I think you’re looking for a more... temporary solution. There’s the Mark I Heavy Gas grenade.

“To blind them?” I asked. That could work.

It acts more like an aerosolized acid that is heavy enough that it tends to stay more or less in one place in the air. And before you ask, no, this isn’t the sort of acid that will melt anything following you. It will ruin their lungs if they have them, and will injure most Models quite substantially.

“Good enough,” I said. “Give me a pair.”

New Purchase: Heavy Gas Grenade Mark I, two units
Points Reduced from... 843 to... 833


I held my hands up just long enough to catch a pair of surprisingly heavy canisters. They looked like energy drink cans that mated with an egg timer.

I shoved both in my jacket’s pockets and ran up the last few steps. “Monroe, can you keep everyone here safe? I’m going to give the monsters below a parting gift.”

“Yes ma’am,” he said. With a few gestures he directed his men towards the door to the main floor and two others towards the stairs leading up.

I nodded. It was nice working with professionals. I... couldn’t imagine myself working the way they did. Myalis was right to call me the lone wolf sort. I’d chafe under someone giving me orders like that, but I could appreciate how well his team worked together.

With the civvies huddling together in the middle, panting and gulping for breath and trying to get already unstead legs to calm down, I felt it best to give them a minute or two.

Returning down the first flight of stairs was a bit annoying. It got a lot more annoying when I heard something shuffling below. I paused, pulled out one of the gas grenades, then called down. “If you’re human, bark twice.”

The shuffling continued.

I was about to pull the red tab and toss the grenade down when I hesitated. What if it was someone?

Carefully, with my boots doing more of the work to keep me silent, I moved down one flight, then looked around the corner.

There were three people there. Humans. Or maybe ex-humans was better. They were shambling, walking with awkward steps. Wide-open mouths revealed far, far too many worms clogging their throats. Even their eyes, unfocused and filled with a primal pain, had worms wriggling out of the corners.

Right behind them, moving on long tentacles connected to a pod-like body, was an alien that I’d never seen before. But it was all-black except for a green underbelly, and that was enough for me to label it as trouble.

I pulled the tab and dropped the first grenade right by my feet.

The clunk had them looking up just as I flung the second over their shoulders. They followed it with listless gazes, then turned back towards me.

“Creepy fucks, aren’t you,” I said as I pulled out my Trench Maker. “Sorry.”

I started climbing back up just as the floor started to fill with a purple fog that slowly dropped down the stairs. Where I saw it touching human flesh, it ate away at first the hair, then the skin, and then started to burn its way through the bone beneath.

Targets Eliminated!
Reward: 40 points
New Total: 873 points


If anything came up those stairs it would need a new pair of shoes once they reached the top.

“Are you okay, ma’am?” Monroe asked. “We heard gunshots.”

“We had followers,” I said. “We should be good.”

The path from the stairwell to the front was more or less a straight line. One that seemed alien free. Still, I sent Dumbass ahead just to make sure.

When my little drone didn’t get splattered by a passing tentacle monster, I started to lead the others towards the exit. The rhythmic thump-thump-thump of machine gun fire from just ahead had me walking a bit faster.

I shoved open the door leading outside to find the two cars parked differently. They’d moved closer, forming a wedge near the door. The two non-driver soldiers were out of their cars, using the hoods as cover to fire out into the distance while the gun emplacements on the roofs spat out a few hundred rounds into the distance.

“What the shit?” I muttered.

Monroe pushed past, his voice coming out of his helmet with muffled orders. The soldiers that were with us were quick to form up by the cars and set their guns to take aim at anything coming our way.

I turned to the civvies and pulled them closer to the middle. “Down! Down on your knees. Quick. We don’t need you getting smacked by a stray round,” I said.

Once I made sure the door was shut behind me, I turned around fully and tried to take in more than just what was happening right around us.

There were aliens, a whole load of them poking out from around the nearest intersections and sometimes sprinting all out towards our position. Not too many at a time, but enough that the bodies were piling up.

The main thrust of the incursion is coming closer. These are the advanced scouts. Within the hour, this street will be like the one below the building where we first met.

That meant that soon we’d be drowning in aliens. “We need to get out of here,” I said.

Monroe turned my way. “We don’t have room for everyone,” he said. It was the lack of emotion in the statement that made it so damned chilling.

And he was right. There weren’t enough seats in the cars. Even if people were sitting in each other’s laps and we tossed everything out.

I worked my jaw as I tried to think of something. I could maybe buy a car? I doubted it. A trailer? Then I saw all the trucks just... parked in the road, some of them still idling in place. A few were old enough that they still had cabins for drivers.

“Myalis, you got that cyberwarfare shit running?”

Of course. Do you have a no-doubt brilliant idea?

“Check the trucks around here. Can you see what they’re loaded with? We need one that’s easy to empty and that we can use as transport.”

That... is actually not a dumb idea. Checking. And done. The red vehicle to your left is loaded with two tones of one-ply brand recycled toilet paper. It should be easy enough to unload.

I eyed the rather old-looking red truck, one of those models from way back in 2030 when trucks still had drivers. “That’ll do,” I said. It looked sturdy enough, but what mattered was that it could move. “Monroe. We’re doing a bit of grand theft truck. I’ll need a couple of your guys to move it.”

He looked at me, then at the truck I was pointing to. “We’re not trained to drive a truck like that,” he said.

“I am!” Speedy said. “One of you take over the turrets. I’ll go with the kid.”

She got a thumbs up and, not wasting one more minute, started towards the truck. I had to jog to catch up. “This is a bit of a crazy plan,” I said.

I couldn’t see Speedy’s face, but I knew she was grinning. “That’s probably why I like it. Plus I’ve always wanted to drive one of these.”

The odds we were going to make it out seemed simply spectacular.


Chapter Fifty-Seven

Collateral Damage

Collateral Damage is my middle name!

Tracy ‘Collateral Damage’ Weiss, Tier 3 Samurai, defending herself in court after excessive property damages caused during the Lancashire Incursion


The truck might have been a bit of a clunker, but it was in good enough shape. I could spot patches of paint over rusted bits and could tell that a few of the exterior parts had been replaced. Growing up as I had, it was easy to tell when something was old but well-maintained. Myalis had picked out something that wasn’t terrible.

I shouldered Whisper and pulled out ahead of Speedy. The woman’s only weapon was a handgun that she was holding out ahead of her. I had to keep her safe until we could get moving.

We came around the front of the truck and stopped. There were Model Threes rushing around, an entire pack of them, their clawed feet clicking across the pavement.

Speedy was quick to snap a shot at the nearest.

Not to be outdone, I fired at the next in the line and watched as the bolt I’d fired split apart and crashed into the Model Three I’d aimed at.

Seeing the alien get shredded was satisfying, but there were a lot more of them behind it. “Fire!” I called out.

My Lancejets started spitting out thin rows of missiles that pelted the nearest aliens. I joined in, firing until my Whisper clicked empty. By the time that happened I was out of xenos to target.

A look towards the far end of the street showed a couple of them coming around the corner. Not just Models Threes. I spotted a few of those worms and some Model Fours in the lot too. The tide was rolling over towards our position.

“Get in the truck,” I said.

Speedy nodded, a spent magazine falling behind her as she rushed to the driver’s side and hopped up to the door. “It’s locked!”

“Myalis?” I asked as I slotted the concussion bolts back into Whisper.

Unlocking the truck now. And I’m deactivating all of its safety systems for good measure.

Speedy was in the truck a moment later, its engine revving to life. The window rolled down. “Where to?”

“Get closer to the others,” I said. “Empty the back and load the civilians in.”

“Yes ma’am!”

The truck backed up a bit, then turned to head closer to the others. That was one thing done. It only left a whole bunch of aliens to deal with. “Myalis, how are we on ammo?” I asked as I moved away from the others. I crossed under a spot where there were no bridges above and let the rain splatter across my hood.

You could use a few more magazines for your shoulder mounted weapons. Your handguns are fine except for one partially used magazine in your Trench Maker. You are not carrying any additional ammunition for your Whisper.

“Hrm,” I said as I reached a poorly parked truck. It had large protrusions on its sides over its wheels. Placing Whisper there, I crouched a bit, made sure my jacket’s invisibility was working, then ordered some ammo from Myalis. It took a bit to restock everything, but it was better to do it now than when in the heat of battle. “Okay,” I said. “Time to kill things.”

I pulled up Whisper and aimed down its sights. My tactical visor did point to where the gun was aiming, but it felt cooler to shoot it properly.

The Model Three in the lead was only a hundred meters off by then, and it was coming in fast.

Whisper hissed and a bolt plunged into the alien’s chest.

A moment later it exploded, the burst nearly silent if it wasn’t for the clatter of alien bits smacking the road.

I aimed at the next, another Model Three, and fired. Then the next.

The ammo counter in the corner of my vision slid down to nothing and I swore. It’d taken out a dozen or so aliens, some of them blasted apart even if I hit the bastard next to them. That still left a lot of them.

Looking past the front of the horde, I could make out Model Sixes coming around. “Myalis, I’ll need something with more bang.”

How much bang?

“Clear the road bang?” I asked.

Then perhaps I can offer a unique solution!

“I’m listening,” I said. My shoulder mounted guns spat a few rounds, taking out the Model Threes leading the pack.

I can offer you some highly compressed canisters of... my records show that you failed nearly every chemistry class you’ve had. Nevermind. Suffice to say that they’re canisters of a gas that burns very well. Best of all, the byproduct produced by burning the chemical is a liquid that adheres to most surfaces and is highly flammable when in contact with oxygen.

“So it burns, then it burns more.”

Exactly.

“Shoot.”

Ten points disappeared into the void that was Myalis and I had a new magazine to slot into Whisper.

I fired the surprisingly heavy bolts towards the largest group of aliens, and was disappointed when they barely hurt the monsters rushing my way. I could hear a faint hissing from the cans, but that was it.

The last bolt is a reactant. You might want to find some cover.

I kept firing into the horde until my ammo counter was down to one, then I dipped behind the truck I was using as cover and fired the last bolt.

That had been a mistake.

A burst of fire washed over me. I felt my skin drying up and the air was blown out of my lungs. If it weren’t for my hearing protection I was sure my eardrums would have burst.

Damn near every window in the street exploded, raining glass down in sheets. Then the air returned with a great gasp and a second wave of heat, far hotter than the first but also not as heavy, rushed out behind me.

I coughed a few times and stumbled away from the truck.

When I turned around and looked over the street it was to find it covered in foot-tall flames. Bits of aliens burning up all over. A few of the Model Sixes at the back had survived the initial burst and were wiggling around on fire. The bit of rain coming down into the smoke barely did anything to stop the fires.

I looked over to the others to make sure they were safe, and was happy to see that they’d been more spooked than anything. Most of the glass had missed them, and while the stack of toilet paper they had been throwing out of the truck was on fire, they all seemed okay.

I was the only idiot that had been standing in the blast radius when my little bomb lit up.

Trying to speak had me coughing more than anything. “Water,” I croaked.

A Nutri-Pack appeared in my hand and I slung Whisper over my shoulder so that I could poke it with a straw and drink. Once I was done and the pack was left behind, I coughed a few more times to clear my throat.

“That was dangerous,” I said.

Fuel-air explosions usually are. Yes.

I jogged over to the others. “We need to get going,” I said. “They might have heard that.”

“I don’t doubt it, ma’am,” Monroe said. His soldiers were helping the old lady into the back of the truck. They’d kept some of the paper rolls inside as padding on the floors and walls. Probably a good idea.

When the last of them were in, the soldiers rammed the door shut and rushed over to their cars. “One ahead, one behind,” Monroe called out. “Ma’am, if you’d come with me.”

I nodded and moved with him over to Speedy’s now-vacant car. Monroe jumped into the driver’s seat and I hopped on the other side. A moment before I closed the door, Dumbass jumped in and tried to poke holes into my thigh with its little legs. “Almost forgot you,” I said as I placed the drone on the floor.

The sergeant floored it and we shot ahead of Speedy’s truck just as she started to take off. “Where’s our next objective, ma’am?” he asked.

I raised a finger in a ‘one moment’ gesture. “Myalis. Can you put the next shelter on his GPS?”

Certainly.

“That’s still in the orange zone,” Monroe said.

“That’s a thousand people. Or maybe a thousand zombies. Either way, it’s something we need to take care of.”

He nodded slowly. “We’ll need to steal more trucks,” he said.

“I’m sure there are a few people who can drive in that shelter. They ought to be thankful enough, I figure.”


Chapter Fifty-Eight

Hot Stuff

You want the best? There’s nothing humanity can make that the Protector’s can’t make, but better. Cars? They’ve got, but they fly. Books? They have electronic books which are written on the spot by an AI. You want renewable energy? Spaceflight? Secure electronics?

It’s humbling. And it’s an opportunity.

I’m just happy that I’ll get to see some real life catgirls before I die.

Melon Usk, 2028


Monroe’s driving was nothing like Speedy’s. For one thing, he didn’t wait until the last second to move out of the way of every obstacle in our path, for another, he wasn’t driving with the pedal stuck to the floor.

“Myalis, can you tell me anything about this next shelter?” I asked.

Certainly. There are public records available for this one. It was created by the Blue Shade and Tennison Foundation for Canada. The main shelter was funded by a samurai, though it doesn’t seem to have any non-human components in its construction. It is technically a municipal shelter, though the foundation oversees supplying it.

I nodded. “Cool, what about its location and such?”

It’s built over two floors, one on ground level, the other beneath. There is a building above it, a tenement house also run by the foundation. The shelter has a standard capacity of one thousand, but can hold twice that many for a short duration. With standing room, it can hold four thousand average humans for no more than six hours.

“Six hours?” I asked.

Monroe glanced my way. To him the conversation had to sound entirely disjointed.

The shelter has limited supplies of breathable air and its recycling system can only do so much before the carbon dioxide levels in the shelter begin to reach dangerous levels. Some people would die from what is essentially asphyxiation. After a sufficient number have died, the system would most likely catch up.

“Well... that’s pretty fucking nightmarish,” I said. Better than turning into a zombie though.

The main entrance is the least fortified part of the shelter. It opens into a killbox with fixed gun emplacements designed to hold out against a decent number of Antithesis of lower ranks. There are other passive systems in place, such as floor-to-ceiling bars that prevent large models from entering the shelter.

I nodded. “Got it.” That sounded simple enough. If the shelter was meant to be used properly, then it probably had an easy way to exit too. Access from the street to the shelter would probably be easy too.

“Ma’am?” Monroe asked.

“How many of your guys would you need to keep the truck and the two cars safe while also bringing a few other vans closer?”

“More men than I have,” he said.

I chewed on my lower lip. “How are you in terms of weaponry?”

“We only have what we’re equipped with and the roof guns. SOP when going with a samurai is to leave all extra non-mission-critical equipment behind. Ammunition-wise... Squad, ammo check.”

I waited as the soldiers in the back seat and presumably in the other car checked over their gear.

“We’re down to about one extra magazine each, not counting what we’ve got loaded.”

I pinched my nose. “I presume that’s not a lot?”

“It’s... not, no.”

I nodded, then reached over and yoinked a magazine from its slot around his waist. I weighed the box by tossing it up and down. “Myalis, how much does one of these cost?”

About one point. They’re standard rounds in a tin box. Nothing overly complex. They’re sufficient for Models in the single digits.

I tapped the side of the gun a few times. “Yeah, that won’t do,” I muttered. “Monroe, what’re you supposed to do when with a samurai?”

“The procedures are pretty simple, ma’am. Never lie. Never omit any crucial information. Do as the samurai asks unless it puts you in immediate danger. Try to collect all discarded weaponry and equipment left by the samurai. And, ah, the actual procedures are quite long, but that’s the gist of it.”

I rolled my eyes and placed the magazine in the centre console. “Myalis, how many points do I have?”

One thousand two hundred and ninety three. Do you want to buy something?

“These guys will need guns. Something, uh, Trench Maker-y in price. Rifles, I guess.”

Kinetic, Energy, Direct Projection, Projectile, Esoteric? How would you like them to deliver death?

I snorted. “Got anything that lights stuff on fire?”

There are plenty of fire-based weapons. Though they tend to be prone to friendly-fire accidents. Perhaps Class I Plasma Casting Weaponry. The catalogue would cost you one hundred points.

“Didn’t handguns cost fifty?”

Kinetic Handguns Class I is limited both in the kind of weaponry, and its form. The additional limitations drew the price down.

“Fair.” I turned over to Monroe. “Do you like the idea of firing big balls of plasma at aliens?”

“Uh.”

The soldiers in the back seat were nodding violently.

“Neat! I’ll take it, Big M.”

Please never call me that again.

Class I Plasma Casting Weaponry unlocked!
Points Reduced from... 1293 to... 1193


“Okay, now guns! How do plasma guns even work? Do they need ammo or something?”

You should probably have asked before purchasing the catalogue. As to how they work, the plasma is created in a chamber by firing an aerosolized chemical that is turned into plasma with an electrical arc. The ball of plasma is then pushed through a thin metallic membrane that shapes the charge. The case and the ball of plasma exit a barrel that is designed to spin the bolt. On impact, the case bursts apart and the plasma impacts the target.

Its main advantages are the high temperatures around the area of impact and the explosive discharge. Class I Plasma weapons don’t generally have good penetration. You also have access to plasma ‘shot-guns’ which fire a spinning loop of superheated plasma that dissipates within a dozen meters. The only ammunition expenditure is from the hyper compressed gas containers and rolls of metal fabric. Each gun can fire three hundred times before requiring a reload.

“That sounds awesome,” I said. “I’ll take eight rifles. No, wait, I want one too. Nine.”

Certainly. Perhaps waiting until you’ve stopped would be best.

“Uh, yeah.” I turned to the guys in the back. “You guys ever play with explosive plasma guns before?” I asked.

They shook their heads.

“Then it’s your lucky day.”

The car shifted over to one side and slowed down before it turned into the opposite lane and came to a stop. The truck behind us squealed as it braked and the other car pulled out around it to park itself behind some cover provided by two normal cars that had smashed together.

Monroe didn’t have to tell me that we’d arrived.

I jumped out of the car and took in the area. We were in an area with two rows of tenement buildings. Porches sprouted out of the walls and grew to the top of the thirty-odd floors of the buildings. The area was so shit that the billboards were unanimated. There was even a ground-level parking garage for ground-bound cars across the street.

Spotting the shelter was easy. There were big signs above the entrance extolling the virtues of the corps that had shelled out for it. They were missing most of their letters, but the missing paint left it legible enough.

No aliens around. Not yet. We’d only moved a few kilometers from the last shelter, and at the speed Model Threes moved... I guesstimated five minutes.

“Myalis, the guns,” I said.

New Purchase: Mark I Shooting Star. Nine Units
Points Reduced to... 1013


A neat three-by-three stack appeared by my feet. The boxes were shorter than I thought.

Popping the topmost open revealed a boxy gun with a short stock, a square frame around its barrel filled with what looked like liquid cooling pipes, and a grip near the front. The top had a big square holographic scope on it.

I picked it up and spun it around to point at a car some hundred meters away. There was a safety right next to the handle that I flicked off.

The trigger was a bit stiff, but the moment I squeezed it the gun barked three times. A little counter next to the scope dipped down three times.

A trio of explosions kicked up dust around the car I’d aimed at. When it cleared, there was a fist-sized hole in its side.

One out of three. That gun barely has any recoil and you have a full targeting suite. Your lack of aim is impressive.

I turned to Monroe and kept my face stoic. “Careful, they have no recoil, so don’t compensate for it.”

“Yes ma’am!” he said.

I can’t decide whether to be disappointed or impressed.

“Always impressed Myalis,” I said as I finally allowed a grin to grace my features. “Now let’s go convince a thousand or so people that I have their best interests at heart.”

Joy.


Chapter Fifty-Nine

Looking Like a Big Damn Hero

There are samurai who choose not to fight.

It’s crazy. They’re the protectors of humanity. How else are you going to get your face on cereal boxes and your logo on panties unless you’re out there kicking alien ass?

But no. There are these assholes who have the powers of gods who just want to chill out in some Nation of Florida beach house, or who want to pretend to be normal people as if we’re not depending on them!

Internet commentator, July 2058


Unlike the last shelter, this one was obviously built to be accessed by as many people as possible in as short a time as possible. The entrance was behind a pair of large double doors that lead into a sort of concourse. It reminded me a bit of the entrance into a subway, only without any of the stairs and a lot more trash heaped against the corners.

The door itself looked like something out of a movie. Huge, with rivet heads the size of my fist set in a square frame split down the middle. I guessed that they were meant to slide open.

There was a panel off to one side. I figured that was how the door was meant to be opened, but I didn’t want to try that yet. “Think you can knock for me?” I asked.

I’m literally inside your head. Any knocking I do would be quite interesting for your cranium.

I rolled my eyes. “I mean, there’s got to be a way to ping the people inside to tell them to open up, right?” I looked around, but other than some tipped over trash cans and waist-high barriers casting long shadows, there wasn’t anything alien around.

Even the Antithesis had better things to do than hang around in an empty area that glowed with flat neon light.

I can. For the record, what you are doing might not go over well with all of the people in the shelter.

“Why the hell not?” I asked.

Some humans have been noted to prefer more certain odds over those that they can’t calculate, even if those odds might be worse. The chances of them surviving in the long term if they remain in the shelter are low at best. But coming out of there and travelling out of the area of the incursion has a higher initial risk of being fatal. Afterwards, once they’ve reached safety, that risk drops to next to nothing.

That... made an uncomfortable amount of sense. If it were me in there with the kittens, would I leave? The outside probably felt like some sort of nightmare to them. “Got a solution to that?”

The issue is mostly psychological. There are ways to address it. Overriding people’s fear is probably the easiest. Unfortunately, that would require a lot of... for a lack of better terms, presence. If you had an army at your back, they would listen. Or if you had overwhelming technology, like Deus Ex at your beck and call, then they would be assured that you can take care of them despite the increased danger.

I scratched at the side of my nose. That... kind of meshed with some of my own experiences. Getting the kittens to do anything was impossible for some people. They could sense when some of the volunteers were pushovers. And yet they’d snap to it if Lucy asked or if I threatened them with an ass kicking.

There were some others who got the brats to behave. One of the more common human caretakers was an ex-nun of some sort. The woman had a tongue that would make a drill sergeant look like a pansy.

I didn’t have the time or the tongue to scare a thousand-odd people into compliance. I did have the ability to buy shit though.

“Myalis. Is there a disguise catalogue? One where you can buy stuff that’s fake for less than it would cost to buy the read deal?”

There is. I don’t think it has ever been used before. Most Vanguard are content to wait to buy a real version of whatever they need.

“I don’t have the points for that. I want... are there any guns and such I can mount onto Dumbass? Like, big scary ones?”

Yes. From your current catalogues you have plasma and small kinetic arms.

“Right... I’ll need two more Dumbasses. Can they have numbers on them or something?”

That won’t even cost you more points.

New Purchase: Type One GG3R Stealth Drone. Two Units
Points Reduced from... 1013 to... 813


That stung a bit, but I now had three Dumbasses around me. Two of them had numbers stenciled onto the end of their legs. A large ‘2’ and ‘3’ under the word ‘Dumbass’ in cursive. Myalis was being cute again.

“Right, now that fake stuff.”

This is certainly a plan.

I rolled my eyes as a new notification came up.

Class I Decoys Unlocked!
Points Reduced from... 813 to... 763


“Right,” I said. “Let’s cut to the chase. I need some big guns for my two new dumbasses. And I need a huge fuck-off gun for myself. Something that’ll tell people in no uncertain terms that they shouldn’t fuck with me.”

I can’t decide whether I enjoy you being creative or if I dread it. No boxes, I assume. You wouldn’t want proof of your duplicity laying around.

I nodded.

New Purchase: Decoy Model Five Rotating Antimatter Canon
Points reduced from... 763 to... 663


The price had me wincing. And then a gun appeared by my side. One that was nearly as long as I was tall and that hovered at waist height. It looked like it was made of melted steel, all covered and rain-drop-like except for large cutaways that revealed a set of five wrist-thick barrels inside.

It had a pair of handles that looked just about right for holding it at hip-height. “Nice,” I said.

The actual gun would cost you nearly seventy thousand points.

I choked. “What? How?”

It’s a tier three antimatter weapon.

I scrunched my nose, and looked at it, then at the much smaller, much less awesome plasma rifle I had. I would need to grind a bit, I guessed.

“Right, we need things for the Dumbasses.”

Might I suggest giving the gun you currently have to one of your drones? The mounting for it is fairly cheap.

“Yeah, sure,” I said.

New Purchase: Decoy Drone-Mounted Rail Cannons. Two Units.
Points Reduced from... 663 to... 653
New Purchase: Stealth Drone Universal Gun Mount
Points Reduced from... 653 to... 603


Two large chunky... gun things appeared. Dumbasses two and three skittered under them, then stood up. They still only reached up to my knees, but now they had glowy barrel things mounted on their backs.

The last unit was more like a saddle with a couple of arms on it. They looked like the drone’s normal legs, but a bit more spindly. Dumbass, the first of its name, came up to my side and rubbed itself against my leg until I dipped down and placed the plasma rifle atop it. Little arms grabbed the gun and then clicked in place around it.

Dumbass shifted around a bit, testing the new weight, then it circled around me a few times while pointing the gun every which way.

“Yep. Super intimidating,” I said.

It can probably still aim better than you.

“Ouch,” I deadpanned before grabbing onto the antimatter cannon. The fake antimatter cannon. “Why is this thing hovering?” I asked.

The original, non-decoy model weighs in excess of fifty metric tones. Dimensional shunting is required to house parts of it.

“Uh huh,” I said. I wouldn’t start to pretend that I knew how that worked. “So, let’s get those doors open and greet all the nice people stuck in there.”

Do you want me to ‘knock’ first? I can send a message to their gear to expect your arrival.

“What will you send?” I asked suspiciously. She had fooled me twice already.

[image: ]

I read the box filling my vision, then nodded. “That works.”

Sending. Sent! And now opening!

The doors shifted just an inch with a noise that sounded like one of those recordings of the last glaciers cracking. Even with just an inch open I caught a whiff of sweat and the unforgettable smell of too many bodies in one space.

“Time to put on a show,” I said.


Chapter Sixty

A Unique Combat Doctrine

Samurai have a wide array of fighting styles and doctrines. Ranging from long-distance destruction of targets, to close-up melee fighting. The styles are as varied as the samurai themselves, and their little AI partners seem to only encourage this diversity.

It’s exceptionally rare that two top-tier samurai will have combat abilities that are even remotely similar.

And that makes them a nightmare to fight. You can train people to take down one samurai, but only that one. The next might be using gravity weapons instead of drone armies, or perhaps they’ve focused on biological weaponry, or they fight in close-quarters while also using alien predictive software to avoid being shot.

It’s one of the many, many reasons why trying to use the army to subdue a rogue samurai is a terrible idea.

Major Huygens, in a brief before Operation Feudal, May 2027


The doors opened with a squeal of metal grinding against metal. I could only imagine what it sounded like to those caught within the shelter.

To my surprise, I didn’t find a sea of terrified people waiting for me, but instead a large empty room. It was a dozen meters long and wide, with cement walls all around that had shoulder-height windows cut into them. There were openings for people too, of course, and that’s where I saw the first of the survivors.

They looked... grumpy.

The first few to come out from hiding were bigger men in rough-cloth uniforms. Some had old rifles, others large wrenches. They looked at me as if I was a two-bit hooker, then thought better of it on seeing the gun held casually by my side and the drones moving about around me.

“You Stray Cat?” One of them asked.

“Yup,” I said. “We can’t evacuate everyone here at once, not yet.” Their grumpiness moved up a notch. “I’ll need truck drivers and whoever has a gun and knows how to use it, as well as some folks with good arms.”

“What?” The man I chose to name grumpiest asked.

“We don’t have enough transports for everyone here,” I said. “So we’re stealing some.”

“What’cha stealing?”

“Trucks,” I explained. “We’re stealing a whole fuckload of trucks. I need help emptying them out so that we can carry people out of here. We have maybe ten minutes before the worst of the waves hit this area.”

One of them, slimmer and lankier, pointed back into the shelter. “We could stay here.”

“No. You can’t.” I saw him about to protest. It was surprising how kitten-like some adult expressions were. “Because I said so.”

“That’s not a—”

“Because I said so, and because I have a fucking huge cannon,” I added.

That, surprisingly, worked.

Some of them ran back to look for more volunteers while a group of them, ten or so in all, followed me back out onto the street. The moment we were out I shoved my floating gun to the side and let it hover ominously next to the entrance leading to the shelter. My Dumbasses ran ahead of me and were the first to meet with Monroe as he jogged over. “Ma’am.”

“We have volunteers,” I said.

“That’s... good,” he said.

“Did you do what I asked?” I asked.

Monroe managed to look uncomfortable despite all of his armour making his body language hard to read. “You didn’t actually leave us with any orders, ma’am. We passed around the guns and then set up the cars to protect the area. We also marked out trucks that we could potentially move over to here.”

“Uh,” I said. “Well, good work. We’re going to steal a fuckload more trucks. So if you could help organize that, it would be nice. Myalis can unlock them... or the Dumbasses can?”

They can.

“Right, they can. So they’ll be with you for that.” I snapped a finger at the nearest drone and all three of them turned to face me as if they were listening. “You get that? You’re going to help Monroe here crack the locks on some trucks.” The drone bobbed up and down and I decided to believe that that meant that they understood.

“What about you, ma’am?”

I licked my lips and looked back towards the shelter. A few more volunteers were coming out already. I had to believe that things would handle themselves without me there to threaten people the entire time.

If everything went well, then people would come out of the shelters, first to set up the trucks, and then to fill them up. After that, a mad dash towards the hospital where we’d hopefully meet up with a much bigger convoy.

That was if things went well. If they didn’t, then we’d get swarmed by an unending tide of aliens while halfway into the loading process. People would panic as they were wont to do, and a lot of people would die.

I could do something about that last one.

“I’m going to be heading that way,” I said as I pointed towards the centre of the incursion. “I’ll set up a nice warm greeting for all the aliens coming this way. Buy you guys some time.”

Monroe nodded. “Understood. Thank you, ma’am.” He saluted me, then moved right on towards the volunteers behind me and started rapid-firing questions and pointing them this way and that. I suddenly felt rather outclassed.

Monroe was just a guy, but he had his shit together.

“Right well, I’ll be... over there,” I said to no one before I started off towards what I hoped was the direction the monsters would come from.

Do you actually have a plan?

“Yup,” I said. “I’m going over that way, and I’m going to mine the shit out of the entire road.”

Wonderful! And once the Antithesis set off every mine?

“Ah, then I’m going to have to start shooting them a lot, I guess.”

I see. Do try to remain inconspicuous.

I grinned. “That much I can do. Cloak on!” My cloak turned invisible around me, and I pulled it closed over my chest so that I became little more than a pair of boots and hands floating in the air with a very large crossbow.

Screaming the command phrase to turn invisible is so counter-productive that I don’t know where to begin chastising you for it.

“Oh, shush,” I said. “It’s not like anyone’s around to hear it.” I began to weave between cars at a decent jog. Not too fast that I was out of breath, but a good clip nonetheless. “What kind of bombs should we be using for this? No more... uh, thermobarics by the way. I’d like to keep what’s left of my face untoasted.”

You have some area-denial options, but I’m afraid that if you use too many, the smarter Antithesis will merely circumvent the entire street. It might be best to use simpler, but still destructive. A combination of Hyper-Adhesive Foam and a Resonator might be best.

“How do you figure that?” I asked.

The foam spreads out over a large area around its point of detonation, and tends to be ignored by most of the less intelligent models until they find themselves stuck in it. With enough time and effort they can remove themselves. The Resonator would then have time to work, while being nearly impossible to destroy by passing Antithesis unless they use the bodies of their comrades to reach it. Also, the property damage would be light compared to using high-explosives. And if one of them goes undetonated, you won’t be responsible for killing any of the clean-up crews after the incursion is cleared.

I sighed. “That’s fair, not as fun as big explosions, but okay.”

Reaching the next intersection over, I paused as I took in the three paths the aliens could be coming from. It was a lot of road to cover, with all sorts of stalled vehicles and crap blocking lines of sight.

“I won’t be able to cover all of this,” I realized.

Then perhaps you don’t need to. You have short-term use auto turret emplacements available for twenty points using your Auxiliary Weapon Utilities catalogue.

“At that price... I’ll need to give it a gun myself and it can’t reload?”

It can reload a simple weapon. Assuming you purchase some ammunition for it.

I sighed. “Of course. Did I ever tell you that sometimes your solution to everything is predictable?”

I could spice things up.

“Please don’t,” I said. Her idea of spicing things up probably involved me being humiliated.

I surveyed the street again, this time with an eye for places where I could place small auto-turrets so that they’d mess up the optimal number of alien baddies.

I didn’t know how much time I had left, exactly, but I figured I could make the aliens passing through the area regret ever being born. Or hatched, or whatever.

Point was, I was going to mess someone’s day up. And for once, it wasn’t my own.


Chapter Sixty-One

Trapsetter

Do Not Remain In Your Domicile During An Incursion!

Immediately follow your local municipality’s evacuation path and remove yourself from the area of immediate danger.

If this path is unavailable, then use Qell’s Nation-Wide 34G network* to download your local free* Qell Life Saver app at any time!

*All data transmitted across Qell networks is the property of Qell Telecom.

*The app contains in-app purchases. Qell is not responsible for any data collected by the app.

*Fees apply. Prices are subject to change at any time.

*The Qell 34G network is NOT being used for mind-control.

Part of Qell Telecom’s ‘Feel Good, Live Long’ advertisement campaign of 2029


I stuck to the shadows, either those cast by the bridges overhead, or the shadows next to every vehicle.

Any passing alien wouldn’t be able to spot me under my coat, but my gun was still visible, as were my feet and hands. Worse, I was moving. If the Antithesis had eyes like humans, then they’d gravitate towards any motion.

So I stuck to the shadows.

Also, it made me feel cooler, which was a not inconsiderable part of it.

I stopped by a semi-trailer at a four-way intersection. I’d ranged out about a block and a half from the shelter. Far enough that I could see the sniffing packs at the lead of the alien wave. For now, there were just Model Threes moving in large groups. There would be a whole lot more coming around.

“Myalis, door,” I said as I tapped the side of the truck I was using as cover.

Something in the door clunked and I reached up and pulled it open to slip in. The truck had mirrored glass on its front, making it hard to see within. That suited me just fine.

“Turret, Sparrow and ammo,” I whispered.

Two boxes and a small pile of magazines appeared on the passenger seat. I popped the biggest open and removed a turret drone from within. They were book-sized things, with three thin legs that had little grippy holsters on them, a little body with a lens at the front, and a trio of arms above that.

I set it on the dash and watched as its back legs gripped onto the steering wheel and the third unfolded a drillbit and dug into the plastic next to the window to hold itself in place.

I tugged the next box open and pressed the Sparrow within onto the arms above. The gun twisted this way and that, then its safety clicked off all on its own and I knew it was ready. The last step was clicking the three spare magazines onto the turret’s legs so that it could reload.

“That’s one more down,” I said as I looked out the front. The aliens were getting closer, and from two directions. The street to my right was pretty much clear of them for now. The one behind me was a maze of explosive traps and hidden turret emplacements. “Grenades.”

Myalis gave me a pair of them. The first, a Resonator, dropped onto the floor of the truck, its laser pointing towards the ceiling. If... when something broke in to get at the turret it would give them a nice surprise.

I dropped out of the vehicle and, after getting to my knees, rolled under it. Two more grenades were placed there. One of those adhesive canister bombs and a second Resonator for good measure.

And then I rolled out and was on my way.

The shelter was more or less in the middle of its street, and I had blocked the northernmost route towards it with turrets and proximity-detonated bombs. That left one other route to the shelter from the opposite side. That, and a bunch of alleyways linking that road to the one behind it.

I turned right at the next corner and started making my way down while keeping an eye open to the world ahead.

Pausing at an old minivan, I used its front grill as a shelf for another glue-and-goo combo of bombs before moving on. My points were dropping by the dozen every time I stopped, but I figured what I lost would be returned tenfold as the traps I set went off. If each trap killed two aliens I’d be in the black in no time. The turrets needed to kill a dozen or so, but I figured it was doable.

I was about to duck under another truck when I heard something out ahead of me.

A pair of Model Threes were sticking their heads out from an alleyway. They sniffed around, then jumped out and onto the road proper.

The alley was to the north, where most of the aliens would be coming from. Did that mean that they’d found a shortcut of sorts? One that would circumvent the better part of my traps?

I glared at the aliens, then ducked behind a large mailbox covered in years worth of graffitti. A moment later, two aliens became four and I felt myself scowling. I’d need to plug that leak and get them moving towards my trap. I didn’t doubt that the swarm would cover every street, but I had set things up expecting them to come from more or less one direction.

Whisper clunked as its bipod legs found purchase atop the mailbox. I leaned in to aim, but didn’t really need to. As soon as my finger was over the trigger an option opened up in my new eye and my vision split as if I’d grown a third eye, one that was right above the barrel of my crossbow.

It was a little confusing, but the arcing red line in my vision was pretty clear.

I lined it up with the first of the dog-like aliens and pulled the trigger. Before the hiss of the bow launching a bolt even registered I aimed at the one farthest back from the pack.

The Model Threes looked at the comrades that had gained a pair of bristly additions to their hides. Neither of them were dead.

And then they burst apart with twin pops that were no louder than someone flinging a can of soda into the path of a moving hovercar.

A few more shots added to the beautifully gorey mess across the street. “Myalis, I need more ammo,” I said.

I crossed while reloading Whisper. If I could block the path, then maybe the Antithesis would have to pass by some other route. On the other hand, that would maybe just make them rush by some other way.

The plan, then, was simple. I’d just kill off as many aliens as I could and once the area was more or less clear, I’d add a few dozen surprises for any of the brutes trying to pass by. It would at least slow them down. My goal wasn’t to kill every last alien, it was to stall until Monroe got everyone packed up and ready to go.

The alley had a pair of Model Threes and a single Model Four in it. They looked like they’d been going through the trash when I’d popped their buddies and were now coming closer to investigate.

Four more shots took care of them... and also a dumpster about five meters behind them.

Myalis didn’t comment, but I could swear I felt her disapproval as I sidestepped the giblets left of the aliens and crossed the alley.

The next street over was a mess. Not only had a bunch of Model Threes and Fours already made it halfway down, some of them were working away at the doors of every building on the street. Model Sixs were thumping their way down, and a few little flocks of Model Ones were darting here and there, keeping an eye on the sky.

Gunshots popped in the distance, sometimes accompanied by a flash through an apartment’s windows.

I winced. There had to be hundreds of people that had decided to hide away in their rooms and who would soon be visited by some hungry aliens. Maybe a few could defend themselves for a bit, but as the density of aliens grew, I doubted they could keep up.

Nothing I could do, at least, not without abandoning the thousand-odd people behind me.

At least I could win them some time. I crouched by the edge of the alley, rain splattering down across my hood and leaving distortions in the invisible cloth as they passed.

Taking in the surroundings didn’t leave me with as many options as I would have wanted. The road here was a bit wider, with a crossing in the middle for pedestrians and, just under a hundred meters away, was another intersection, this one with a large cement building taking up the corner. The entrance into the subways.

That’s where the aliens were coming from in twos and threes, the worm-looking Model Eights slithering up with difficulty.

“Fuck,” I muttered. “I forgot all about the undercity.”

Incursions tend to bury themselves, given the opportunity. A transit system is a ready-made way for them to travel across an entire city until it’s cleared.

“I’m going to need something that can really fuck that entrance up,” I said.

Before Myalis could reply, I darted ahead and ducked under the underside of a truck’s trailer. I was just about to start planning my next few moves when, with a throaty ‘whoosh’ the street caught fire.


Chapter Sixty-Two

Honour and Flames

Samurai meet in the field all the time. It’s a common enough occurrence.

Sometimes it’s not the friendliest of events. When high-yield everything is flying about, aliens are attacking, and the area is filled with dead and dying civilians, the tensions can run fairly high.

Still, there is a sort of code of honour among samurai, and even those that belong to opposing factions will generally put the lives of civilians before any grudges. If their explosive attacks happen to accidentally overlap with the area a rival is in, well, that’s just a bit of friendly ribbing.

Cynthia Eastwood, head psychologist, New Burkely U. 2051


Being on fire was, in a word, unfun.

To be completely fair, I hadn’t actually lit up. The wave of flames wasn’t directed at me. I just got caught in the AOE.

I wanted to scream, but the air around me was boiling and a tiny gasp was enough for me to clamp down and roll up into a ball while flames licked at my jacket.

A very uncomfortable few seconds later, the flames abated and I opened my eyes only to have my organic eye spiked with pain. There was a lot of nasty smoke in the air. My nifty robotic eye was just fine. “Air.” I croaked.

A box appeared before me.

I fumbled it open, saw the facemask within, and slapped it on without a second thought. It didn’t have any straps, which didn’t seem to matter as its rubber lining adjusted itself to my face and stuck on fast.

Taking in a deep gasp was like stepping out of a room filled with smokers for the first time in hours. It was heaven.

“Thanks,” I said.

I can’t serve you if your lungs fail. Though you should consider replacing them with something more efficient. I suspect the fire was caused by a person, not an Antithesis.

Some fuck-o had tried to light me up?

Growling, I rolled out from under the truck, spung Whisper off my shoulder and brought it around to aim at the first thing that moved.

I found myself staring down the scope of my crossbow at a nun.

A nun with a backpack and two arms pointing my way. Arms with little nozzles under them.

We stared at each other for a very uncomfortable few seconds as I twisted so that I was kneeling. The ground was hot to the touch and kind of painful on my legs, but my shoes had good insulation.

I swore to myself that if she’d wrecked my two hundred point shoes I was going to put a very big hole in her. Nun or otherwise.

Hold. That’s a Vanguard.

We both paused. The nun lowered her hands and I, reluctantly, lowered Whisper.

“What the fuck?” I asked though my new mask.

The nun was wearing a full-face mask under her habit. It looked like a featureless woman’s visage, like one of those disappointed statues of Mary. “Forgive me,” she said. “I didn’t know you were there.”

I growled, the noise made deeper by the mask. My organic eye was still acting up. Worse, there was nothing I could do about it while the ground around us still smoked and smouldered. “Yeah well, that’s no excuse for—”

I cut off as noise came from off to the side.

Turning, I took in the subway’s entrance which had half a dozen extra-crispy aliens flopped around it. Obviously, those within the tunnels didn’t get the memo. With a now-practiced gesture, I slid Whisper over my back, pulled three ordinary grenades from my pockets, the last of those I’d acquired from the PMC armoury.

Three pins clinked onto the floor around me. I flung them underhand into the tunnel.

“That won’t keep them,” the nun said.

“Are all nun-type people such weirdos?” I asked.

“Pardon?”

“You’re not pardoned,” I said. “Myalis, glue-and-goo.”

The adhesive grenade burst apart over the entrance just as the first Model Three barged out. It took two steps before flopping forwards as its momentum and unmoving feet tag-teamed each other and smashed its face into the sticky ground.

The Resonator stuck fast to the white-ish foam rising on the ground and started to wail.

The nun flinched back and I imagined that she was wincing under that mask of hers. “That’s loud,” she said.

“Maybe if you hadn’t crisped me I’d feel sorry,” I said.

She harrumphed and shifted her white-on-black dress. It allowed me a better view of her weapons, a pair of what were obviously flamethrowers with handles that had metal hand-protectors over them. It didn’t take a genius to figure that they were connected to her backpack somehow.

Her dress had a strange sheen to it, and I guessed that it was probably nice and cool under there, because of course the nun only lit others on fire.

“What were you doing here?” I asked.

“Bringing retribution upon the aliens,” she said.

Her voice sounded... off. Like someone reciting something instead of speaking normally. “Uh-huh. You plan on lighting everything on fire?”

That reminded me. If she was going around burninating things, then why hadn’t I seen signs of it? A look down the road didn’t reveal anything burning, and the aliens hadn’t looked too excited. There was a heavy column of smoke rising above the skyline from one street over. Had she snuck through an alleyway?

“I’m... still new,” the nun admitted. She looked away, still towards the aliens stuck by the entrance, but away from me.

Did she think I wasn’t new too? That was... kind of hilarious.

“First incursion?” I asked.

“Second.”

“Right,” I said. “Well, I’m Cat. Folks call me Stray Cat, I guess. I’m pretty new too.” I was glad the mask made my voice sound deeper, there was no way she wouldn’t notice the hilarity in my tone otherwise.

“Oh, that’s... I am sorry about lighting you on fire, I didn’t see you.”

I sighed. Really, I couldn’t be too mad at her. Now that I wasn’t actively on fire and I wasn’t smoking anymore, I was feeling a whole lot more generous. Also, my propensity for flinging bombs all over meant that I might be in her Mark I Nun shoes one day.

“It’s fine,” I said. “Got a name?”

“A samurai name?” the nun asked. “I wasn’t given one, not yet.”

“What? Is there a reason you can’t give yourself one?” I asked.

“Tradition?” she asked more than said.

It has become something of a tradition for Vanguard to name each other, with some competing to be the first to name another. Though there are no rules, and any Vanguard is free to disregard a name that is given to them. Usually the names are given in good faith.

Like the name I’d gotten from Longbow? That explained why he was so excited about it.I watched the nun while Myalis info-dumped. She looked to the side, her head cocked as if listening to something. Her own AI, I guessed.

“Right, how do you like Sister Hellfire?” I asked.

She turned back to me. “How would you like me to finish cooking you?”

“That doesn’t sound very Christ-like,” I said.

“I’m part of a denomination that worships samurai,” she said. “We’re pretty okay with violence.”

I snorted. “Does that mean you worship yourself? That’s either really weird, or really kinky.” She didn’t seem to appreciate that, so I raised my hands in surrender. “How about, uh, something a bit more serious. What’s the name of that one city that got burnt up in the Bible?”

“Gomorrah?” she asked.

“There. That sounds good enough.”

“You want me to name myself after a city of sinners?” she asked incredulously.

I shrugged. “It sounds badass.”

She paused. “It kind of does, doesn’t it?”

The Resonator shut off with a screech and I saw the newly christened Gomorrah relax her shoulders at the lack of ear-piercing noise. There was still a ring, but it sounded distant.

“Oh, shit,” I said. “My traps have gone off.”

She turned back to me. “Traps?”

“To protect a group of civilians I was helping evacuate. Uh, want to help? I’m not entirely sure how credit is divided, but there’s like a thousand civilians and eight soldiers to guard them a block and a bit over. I set traps all over.”

“I... yes, I’ll come.”

I grinned. “Cool. Just try not to fry the civilians.”

I had the impression she was glaring. “I’ll be careful with them,” she said. The emphasis there suggested that she’d be less careful with me.

“Myalis, I need something to cave that entrance in.”

A few Hyper Compression bombs should do it. I don’t place much stock in the strength of human-made structures.

“Your faith in humanity is astounding,” I deadpanned.

Two flung bombs later and I was walking away from the area, an irate fire nun at my back.


Chapter Sixty-Three

People are Stupid

With the advent of corporate police forces and national and international PMCs, there has been a sharp rise in the number of people willing and able to fight crime for the right amount of money.

Unsurprisingly, this had little to no impact on the organized parts of the criminal underworld.

Most cities, especially the megacities, have organizations whose entire modus operandi revolve around specific crimes. Thieves, cybercriminals and spies make up part of the ‘soft’ criminal world, usually working on smaller jobs or contracting themselves over to corporations in order to ruin an adversary’s quarterly profits.

Thugs of all sorts have made a niche for themselves in the poorer districts where they usually begin as well-meaning groups defending their home.

Dealers plague every strata of society. From those selling common meth to the homeless, to those smuggling in luxurious alien-made drugs for the CEOs of multinationals.

Crime, it seems, is a constant among humanity. Especially in a world where the meaning of law is so vague and weak.

Excerpt from ‘The Lawless’ by an anonymous author. 2054


I was expecting a few things when I returned to the shelter.

I was hoping for certain things too.

Arriving to find all the civilians waiting calmly inside a row of trucks ready to go, with maybe a few volunteers guarding the entire lot would have been nice.

Instead I arrived to find a half-circle of scared people all staring at a spectacle that had shivers crawling down my spine. There were some men standing around, all of them armed with guns that I found all too familiar.

One of them, the biggest in the entire lot, was standing before the crowd. On one side, Monroe was on his knees, hands held behind his back by some dipshit.

“The samurai’s gone! If you want to become pawns of these corporate fucks, then that’s on you. But me and mine, we’re making a stand. We’re going to take those aliens on!”

I stared, dumbfounded, as some of them actually cheered him on.

“I don’t suppose this was part of any plan?” Gomorrah asked.

“No, no it wasn’t. I told them to get ready to evacuate, not this shit.” I stomped out across the street, vaguely aware that Gomorrah was sticking close behind me.

The big dipshit paused mid-way through his speech as the crowd’s attention turned away from him and moved towards me.

“Dumbass! Come here,” I shouted.

The man looked around. “You want to talk, samurai?” he demanded. “I’ll have you know that wh—”

“You, shut the fuck up,” I said.

Dumbass Two appeared out of the shadows of one of the nearby trucks, its holographic camo winking out as it moved.

“Dumbass, you see what happened?” I asked.

Reviewing the footage now. It seems as if a group of men, most of whom have criminal records and affiliations to a local gang, decided to take over the evacuation operation. Sargent Monroe protested. A small fight broke out and his squad was detained.

I nodded, then my gaze turned towards Speedy. The woman’s helmet was off, and her face was a mess of blood and missing teeth.

Private Samantha ‘Speedy’ tried to stand up to the leader of this group. He decided to make an example of her.

“If you think we’ll stand aside just because you’re some hot shot—” the big dipshit continued. His grip on his plasma rifle... my plasma rifle, tightened.

I slid Whisper over my shoulder. “I can see why you did what you did,” I said. My voice sounded surprisingly cold. I think it gave the man pause.

Reaching into my coat, I pulled out my Trench Maker and brought the gun up and around to point at him. “If you shoot me, my boys will—”

“You did it because you’re a fucking idiot,” I said. And then I shot him.

He stumbled back, the rifle clattering to the ground. The screaming started right after as he clutched onto the burning stump of his forearm, waving it around to try and put out the flames crawling up his pleather jacket.

That was a surprisingly nice shot.

“I was aiming for his head,” I muttered.

Someone screamed and started running at me with a machete of all things. He made it three steps before Gomorrah aimed an arm at him and turned him into a screaming ball of flailing fire.

The entire crowd shrank back as the man stopped, dropped and died in the middle of the street.

“No chill, huh?” I asked Gomorrah.

“Was that a pun?” the nun asked. Her emotionless mask somehow managed to convey disgust at the idea. “Regardless. We don’t lose points for killing people trying to harm us.”

“Kill her!” the dipshit in charge said.

Shutting down weaponry.

Only two of the thugs raised their pilfered plasma rifles and pulled the triggers. My heart almost skipped out of my chest, but they did a lot of nothing. The guns on my back slid out of my jacket and settled over my shoulders in one smooth motion before planting a couple of holes in the idiot’s legs.

“The rest of you planning to live through the rest of the day?” I asked. “Or do you plan on becoming alien chow?”

“Leaving the bodies to be eaten is irresponsible,” Gomorrah said. “We can incinerate them, lest they feed our nemesis.”

“You, you can’t,” Dipshit said. He was actually crying.

I kinda felt a little bad, but he was a dipshit. He’d stalled the entire group up. Some trucks were stationed nearby, but not nearly enough of them, and the crowd was notably outside of them.

“Monroe, you okay?” I asked.

“Yes ma’am,” Monroe said with the kind of strain in his voice that suggested that he wasn’t.

I sighed. “You other idiots, drop your weapons or I’ll drop you.”

“If we go with you we’ll be arrested,” one of them said. “We have warrants out for us.”

I blinked. “Is that why you staged a coup? You could have just run off.” I cut him off with a gesture. “Look, you’ve all just volunteered to be the, uh, backline people. There’s a word for that, right?”

“Rear guard?” Gomorrah asked.

“Good enough,” I said with a nod. “It’s rear guard or death. Your choice. And make it quick.”

I suspect they were the sort of thugs used to jumping when told to, because they did make it quick. I noticed a few of them slipping behind the crowd, but as long as they didn’t cause more trouble I had bigger problems to deal with.

“Gomorrah, can you organize people?”

“I’ve... done similar before,” she said.

“Cool. I’m going to get these guys back on their feet. We need to move, and soon.”

I moved over first to Monroe, who looked like he’d been kicked in the chest a few times, then over to Speedy. I winced. She’d been beaten black and blue, her teeth kicked in and one of her eyes was squeezed shut around a swelling mess of purplish skin. “Damn Speedy,” I said.

“Hey, it’s you,” she said. “I can still drive.”

I snorted. “Sure. Myalis? Can I afford some meds?”

Certainly. Your points have been climbing steadily for the last few minutes. The traps you’ve set seem to be effective enough.

Dumbass the First skittered over. It still held onto one of my plasma rifles, making it look rather silly as it wobbled over. “Hey there,” I said. “Can you run a scan on her?” I asked.

The drone bobbed and soon Myalis was giving me some suggestions that I more or less blindly accepted.

“You’ll be right as rain,” I told her as I waved Monroe over. “Can you get any of your guys who are hurt here? And any civilians that need medical attention too, while you’re at it?”

“Do you mind if I delegate that, ma’am?” he asked with a wheeze.

“Shit. Yeah, sure. Let Dumbass here check you out real quick.”

As it turned out, Monroe had a fucked up rib. His armour had taken the worst of the blows, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t winded.

“What will you do about him?” Monroe asked as he gestured to the idiot that started it all.

I looked over at the guy who was on the ground, kneeling with his stump cradled against his chest. I sighed. “Cuff him and toss him in the back of a truck? I’m sure someone will want him, stump and all.”

“Not nice to make fun of stumpy people,” Speedy said from her spot below us. She was looking a bit better already. Probably feeling better too if she had time to be snarky.

“I’m a stumpy person too,” I said with a wiggle of my super arm. “Does this kind of crap happen often?”

“Often enough,” Monroe said. “The aliens are only the most dangerous thing on the field. Not the only things that can kill you.”

I felt my good mood draining as that sank in. How many more people would I be trampling over without so much as a second thought before that number grew too big? Could I have handled things differently? Made it less likely that something like this would happen again?

A not-so-distant thump had me looking down the road. It was followed by a clatter of gunfire and a faint wailing. Something had set off one of my traps, one that was a lot closer than the others.

“Monroe, get everyone’s shit together. You have two minutes.”

“Yes ma’am.”

“Speedy, we’ll see if your claims that you can still drive hold up.”

“You betcha.”


Chapter Sixty-Four

Tougher Means More Boom

The international standard shipping container is 12.2 meters long, and 2.43 meters wide. That’s enough room to carry over a hundred people with relative comfort, assuming that they don’t need too much breathing room.

In a situation where that number isn’t sufficient, you can begin to stack people one atop the other. With less room between each, you can push that number up to two hundred civilians per container.

More than that, and you will need to add air circulation systems to the containers or risk having the people within suffer from oxygen deprivation and carbon monoxide poisoning before arriving at their final destination.

This math, of human lives and resources, is the math of tyrants, despots, and the desperate.

Excerpt from A Survivor’s Tale 2024


The first trucks were packed so full that the people within would probably be bumping shoulders the entire time they moved. Those had left some minutes ago.

The trucks being stuffed full of people now had so many being pushed into them that it was a miracle no one had been trampled yet. And still I wanted them to pack in more. “Faster Monroe!” I called out.

As we took over more trucks, it cleared some of the road up. Sure, there were some that we just couldn’t use on account of them being driverless vehicles, and the rather ordinary old cars dotting the road were left unused as well. That just meant that there were large gaps with no one in them, or no one except for a whole lot of Antithesis.

The first wave to come around the far end of the street looked like crap. They had wounds already and looked like they’d been rolled around in dirt before reaching us.

The sight of them had set the crowd to screaming and panicking, and it was all Monroe and his boys could do to stop them from turning into little more than an unruly mob.

That had been five minutes back. The first wave was wiped with a few hisses from Whisper and one gout of flames from Gomorrah. The crowd had resettled, another two trucks were filled and drove off.

Then Monroe announced that the first three had arrived at the hospital, our relay point. They were met there by an entire platoon of soldiers with tanks and enough weaponry to stop a small incursion in its tracks.

That was the first wave, back when the trucks only had a hundred or so people in them. Now we were trying to cram in five hundred people into three trucks, one of which was a half-trailer, and things weren’t fitting in right.

I was leaning over the top of a car, Whisper’s little tripod legs digging into its roof to keep it stable. I’d long given up just using concussion-tipped bolts and had switched to garrote grenades that at least turned a small section of the street into a blender after impact. It was doing a number on the ever growing waves of aliens coming at us.

Gomorrah was doing her bit too, spraying entire sections of the road with liquid fire that washed up walls and over cars and turned any passing aliens into so much burning meat.

The air stank of melting plastic and rubber and plants.

The land-bound bastards were a problem, but a relatively small one. We had to empty trucks to make room, which gave us plenty of materials to build a barricade with. The problem was the fliers.

My Hydra mounted guns perked up and spat out twin lines of death into the air, intercepting a flock of Model Ones that came hurtling past our barricade.

The people behind me screamed as their little bodies smacked into the ground with dull thumps.

“Ma’am!”

I looked over my shoulder to see Monroe rushing over to me. He ducked down as soon as he was close, using the car as cover. “What?” I asked. The time for pleasantries was well past.

“Ma’am, truck six ran into some Antithesis on the way back,” he said.

My blood ran cold. “Did they make it?” I asked.

“Yes ma’am,” he said. “They were close to the rendez-vous point, they sped over and the soldiers there took care of the xenos. But we can’t send trucks eight and nine now, they’ll get hit on-route.”

I fired ahead without looking until Whisper clicked empty. The ground ahead was a target rich environment, even unaimed shots were bound to hit something. I took a knee and started to reload. “We’ll need to send the next trucks with one of your cars as escort,” I said. “Send them in a group. You have my turrets?”

“Yes ma’am, we installed them at the end of the street, like you asked.”

A measure to keep us more or less safe from any aliens that tried to circle around. That, and the turrets were pretty decent shots against aerial targets.

“Myalis, turrets, and guns and ammo and all,” I said. “Monroe, how many trucks are left?”

“We have six here. Two are packed already. About six hundred civilians left to embark,” he said.

I nodded. “Myalis, six times.” My AI was smart enough to get what I meant and six boxes with turrets appeared. “Place those atop the trucks. They’ll keep them safe,” I said.

“Thank you ma’am. We’ll send the next batch ahead in two minutes. It’ll be another five until we’re done,” he said.

I was thankful for my ear protection because there was no way I would have been able to hear him otherwise, not with the number of turrets firing ahead of us.

“Go!” I said. “I’ll act as rear guard.”

Monroe paused. He wasn’t an idiot, he knew what that meant.

“Yes ma’am.” He took one of the boxes for himself, then gestured over a couple of civilians that had proven trustworthy enough to help.

I slapped another magazine into Whisper and stood back up to make more points. That’s when Gomorrah reached me. “What’s going on?” she asked.

I took one look at the nun, noting how the air around her was a hazy mess of hot air that I could feel from where I stood. “Five minutes until the last of them are packed,” I repeated. “They’re getting hit enroute, so we’re sending them in groups with turrets and soldiers now. I’m staying behind to cover them for a bit.”

Gomorrah nodded. “I’ll stay as well,” she said.

I felt myself grinning. “Can’t miss out on this many points?” I asked.

“Not on your life, Stray Cat,” she said. “We can run back to that hospital of yours while making it cost the aliens for every step.”

“I like it,” I said.

I was running on a whole lot of adrenaline and maybe a bit of panic, but there was also a sort of gleeful joy in seeing so many aliens being torn apart, in knowing that what I was doing right then and there was saving people in a very real sense.

It was like donating a dollar to charity, but better.

I was about to fire another quip out at Gomorrah when I noticed that she was staring out past our barricade. “What in the name of the Father is that?” she muttered.

I looked out ahead and felt my joy pop like an overfull balloon.

There was an alien coming around the corner, a model I hadn’t seen yet. That wasn’t terribly unlikely. So far we had been dealing with the same sort of bastards, Model Threes and Ones and Sixes, with the occasional Model Four showing up in all of their tentacular glory.

This thing was different.

It was four legged, and built like a bear if bears were in the habit of trampling cars. Its body was the same black-green as most Antithesis, but this thing was covered in a layer of fine pale-green quills that looked almost wet to the touch.

That’s a Model Five. It’s a model dedicated to biological warfare. It’s quills are dangerous, even to a samurai. Do not let it approach you. If you see Model Ones around it, be very careful.

I raised Whisper, aimed at the middle of the monster, and fired.

Something so big shouldn’t have been able to move so damned quickly. One moment it was turning around the corner, the next it was rushing at us at an angle that had my first shot missing it entirely.

“Fuck,” I said.

“Language,” Gomorrah muttered.

The Model Five’s mouth opened, revealing what could only be the organic version of a firehose for a tongue. Faint pinkish gas started to waft out of it. The wind was at our backs, for now, but I didn’t want to find out what would happen if and when that reached us.

That’s about when it stepped into the thirty-meter range of Gomorrah’s flamethrowers and she lit it up.

Just to be damned sure, I fired off a trio of garrote grenade-tipped bolts into the monster’s chest and watched as they tore it apart in a spray of flaming meaty giblets.

“It might be tougher than average,” Gomorrah said. “But we’re still two samurai.”


Chapter Sixty-Five

A Change in Tactics

There are different sorts of incursions, but for the most part, the opening salvo of Antithesis forces will concentrate on overwhelming numbers.

It can take up to a day before the hive has scouted enough of its environs to decide how it will specialize. In those opening hours, in that first half day, a small incursion can go from a few thousand bodies to a quarter of a million single-digit Models.

The few instances of footage taken from within a hive show Antithesis ‘fruit’ going from the size of a seed to its flower stage, and then turning into a fully grown Model in the space of three hours.

Each fruiting vine can hold anywhere from a hundred to three thousand flowers, each one a fruit which will grow into a man-killing alien in an afternoon. The more time passes, the more biomass the hive collects, the greater the number of models it produces.

Excerpt from The Most Dangerous Weed, 2025


I slapped the side of the truck’s cabin. “Go!” I shouted.

The truck revved, a high pitched whine escaping from its electric engine a moment before its rearmost wheels spun with a crunch of gravel on asphalt and the whole thing started forwards.

I ignored the tons of steel moving right past me and brought Whisper up to take a few shots at the bastards sticking their heads over our road block.

“I’m lighting up the wall!” Gomorrah called back a moment before the temporary blockade we’d built up across the street turned into a flaming barrier, the few aliens scrambling up the side flopping back down on the wrong end of toasty.

A glance over my shoulder showed the last truck taking the corner at a speed that would have earned it a ticket in normal circumstances. “That’s it,” I said.

No more civilians. Nearly two thousand—or maybe a bit over that since I hadn’t really been counting—all removed from an area that was about to get swamped by enough aliens to drown in.

Gomorrah shifted a bit. She’d gained a pair of shoulder mounted flame throwers, similar to my own shoulder mounted guns, and her backpack had changed a bit, getting smaller and more compact. I wasn’t sure when she’d picked up the new gear, but I couldn’t throw rocks from my glass house.

I was planning on finding a nice calm spot soon to equip some new toys of my own.

“How are we evacuating?” Gommorah asked.

“Uh,” I said. I looked back down the road the trucks had gone down, then towards the other side where the Antithesis tide had been stalled if only for a little bit. The aliens seemed to take that as an excuse to start breaking into every building along the sides of the roads. “There are a few more shelters to check out, but they’re on the safer side of the hospital we’re using as a rendez-vous point,” I said.

“Well then, perhaps we should reach the hospital first. If there are more soldiers there then perhaps we could use them as aids to evacuate the other shelters.”

I nodded along. “That makes sense.”

We both just stood there for a bit.

“So?” Gommorah asked at last.

“Yeah?”

“How are we getting there?”

I reached into my hood and scratched at the nape of my neck. “I don’t know. We could walk?”

The nun stared at me, the unmoving face of her mask not hiding the fact that she couldn’t pick an emotion. “You don’t know? You mean to tell me that we just sent the last transport away with no way to get out ourselves?”

“That’s simplifying it a bit,” I said.

“Please do explain then,” she said.

That stereotype about nuns being on the acerbic side was proving itself true. “Look, we can probably jack a car and drive out of here,” I said. “I mean... you know how to drive, right?”

“You... yes, but not just any old car!”

“Ah,” I said. “We can walk then? Maybe a bit of jogging. It’s cardio. Good for your health.”

Gomorrah’s fists tightened by her sides before she spun towards the far end of the street and started stomping off.

“That’s the spirit,” I said. “One step at a time and all that. Isn’t that what Jesus said?”

“He never said that!” she shouted back.

I snorted back a laugh and jogged to catch up with her. “Come on, it’s not that bad. The boring logistics parts will all be over by the time we get there. Plus we can kill a few more aliens on the way over. More points!”

“I won’t argue that having more points in the bank would be a good thing,” she said. “But that doesn’t mean that I want to seek them out in such a reckless way.”

“In the bank?” I asked. I figured she was being metaphorical, but for all I knew there might be an actual bank for points and the like.

“You know what it’s like to go weeks without gaining a single point. The higher-tier samurai do their bit to help, but we’re still left waiting for an excuse to make a few points. The daily allotment is laughable.”

“Uh huh,” I agreed. And then Myalis sighed.

What she means, and what you’re afraid of asking about because it will ruin your reputation, is that Incursions are, at best, difficult to predict. A Vanguard could go weeks without earning any more points than what they receive from their daily allotment. That allotment is ten points per day, before you ask.

That... meant that however many points I got were about all I would get for a while. Damn. I was wondering why points were so easy to come by. It was because the points I did make was all I would be making.

“Are there any other ways of making lots of points out there? Other than tossing yourself into every Incursion.”

Gomorrah looked my way for a moment. “Healing people or saving them, I suppose. It’s a lot of effort for one or two points a day. Other than that... not truly? You wait until an incursion appears within your territory.”

“Right,” I said.

The nun pointed off to the side, towards the entrance of the shelter. “You’re forgetting your gun.”

I blinked over at the gun in question. The fake Antimatter cannon was hovering away next to the shelter’s entrance. It didn’t look like anyone had tried messing with it. I wasn’t sure if that was because the civilians we’d been moving were smart, or if it was because the thing looked like it was advanced enough to take care of anyone handsy all on its own.

“Yeah, that’s a fake,” I said.

“What.”

“It’s fake.” I gestured at it dismissively. “It’s not real. A prop? It’s a decoy meant to make people think twice.”

The nun was staring at me. “You bought a fake gun?”

“It worked,” I said in my defence. “It was a valid bit of big gun diplomacy.”

“If I hadn’t seen you summoning things, I would genuinely question whether or not you’re a Samurai Saint.”

I shook my head. “I’m the farthest thing you’ve seen from a saint, trust me.”

“I think I’m starting to see that,” she muttered. Then, with a sigh, the nun gestured in the general direction of our destination. “Shall we?”

I was about to agree that we should when something at the end of the street caught my eye. A bit more motion that turned out to be a Model Three sprinting around the corner. It wasn’t the first to make its way around the block. We had a few of the soldiers keeping an eye on strays the entire time we were loading up civilians.

This one wasn’t alone.

More Model Threes came rushing around, a wolfpack of salivating wolf-like aliens that scrambled across the ground and pushed towards us. And then the Model Sixes, huge and tanky as all hell, came lumbering around the bend.

“Oh, fuck,” I said. The tide had finally come around.

Whisper hissed three times in quick succession as I tried to nail the Model Threes in the lead. Spinning garrote wires tore through the pack, but they just widened their passage and came around.

The sound of crashing from behind had me turning to see the barricade being blown aside by a heavy Model Four, its bristling form standing amidst the flames like some sort of creature out of some preacher’s nightmare.

“Ah, double fuck.”

“Alleyway,” Gomorrah said as she pointed.

“We blocked that one,” I said.

“Then we’ll unblock it,” she replied. A lick of fire burped out of the nozzles tucked under her arms.

I nodded and started to back towards the alley while taking pot shots at the approaching aliens. A flick of my eye activated my shoulder-mounted guns, adding to the fun as they started to riddle the faster aliens full of holes.

Gomorroah rushed to the nearest side passage, brought her arms up, and turned the tipped over cars and dumpsters into so much scrap. Her twin jets of fire went from an orangey white to a brilliant, eye-searing blue, and all the crap in her path started to melt away.

I left her to it, the heat around the alley, even two dozen meters away from me, was enough to warm my back up to an uncomfortable degree.

I was just considering asking Myalis for some ammo with a bit more kick when I suddenly found myself falling over.

Something hot screamed through my leg, but in that moment I was far more concerned with the ground rushing up to meet my face.


Chapter Sixty-Six

Impaled... Again

There has never been a problem that can’t be solved with enough high explosive ordnance.

BoomBox, to the Gun Nut Association of America,
June 2041


I’d been hurt before. Plenty of times, even.

Losing an arm had been pretty rough, so was the whole ordeal with my eye melting in my face and my entire right side getting toasted. But that had been years ago, the day I became an orphan even.

That particular pain was a forgotten one, or at least a pain so far back that the memories had dulled a bit. I knew, intellectually, that I’d been hurt, but that was it. Just like I could recall a first day at a new school, or the day I met Lucy, or a bunch of other memories. Even the most vivid of them still faded.

Having my face meet the ground while something hot shoved its way through my left thigh was a brand new sort of pain. Much fresher, much more... in the moment.

It kind of reminded me of having a pole shoved into my gut, actually.

I gave it point five gut-poles out of 5.

I gasped, the stinging in my nose that was making my eyes water quickly fading from my attention as I rolled over and stared down at my leg.

There was a nice bit of quill sticking into and out of it, a sharpened black spine with two points and probably all sorts of other interesting features that I couldn’t make out because it was currently impaling me.

“Fuck,” I managed to whimper.

“Stray Cat?!” Gommorah screamed. She moved over to my side in a flurry of black robes, stared at the wound in my leg, then unfroze. The next thing I knew she was spraying a forest fire’s worth of napalm all across the street, creating a wall between us and the nasties. “Are you okay?” she asked.

“Fuck no,” I said.

Dumbass the First skittered by my side, wiggled to and fro a bit, then settled down.

The quill missed the bone. Not only that, its payload failed to inject itself. You’re rather lucky.

“What?” I asked. I touched the quill, some vague memory about putting pressure on wounds coming up to the surface.

That memory could get fucked, touching the hole hurt like an entire bag full of bitches.

You’re going to need to push the quill out from the entry wound. I would advise against pulling it out the other end until at least half of it is out and you can avoid touching the point.

“Are you fucking serious?” I asked. “What about the blood loss?”

You have a few minutes. It’s hardly as if this is your first time being impaled today.

I wished that Myalis had some sort of physical avatar I could direct a well-deserved glare at. There was no way she wasn’t saying that on purpose. “Gomorrah,” I said. “You need to push it out!”

The nun laid down another line or fire across the street, the asphalt around us ticking and steaming up. I didn’t know if it would hold back the more adventurous plants, but it was something.

She crouched onto one knee next to me, and I heard a sharp intake of breath as she looked at my leg. “I need to push it out?” she asked.

“That’s the idea,” I said. I wrapped my hands around my thigh, ignoring the warm blood seeping around my hands and running off of my jacket. At least the jacket seemed hydrophobic, which was neat.

“You should be wearing armour,” the nun said as she gingerly began to poke the back end of the quill.

I gasped as the entire thing moved and she instantly stopped. “S-sorry,” I said. “No one’s ever been that deep in me before.”

“A-ah,” she said, a sort of confused sound choked off halfway. When she pushed next it was with a lot more force. Was she being vindictive because I poked at her prudishness?

The quill’s middle was a lot thicker than the tip. I felt like I could maybe sympathize with women giving birth naturally as everything around the exit wound stretched and pulled. And then it was out and the quill clattered to the ground with a glass-like tinkle.

“Oh, fuck,” I breathed.

The wound was bleeding a whole lot more, and wasn’t exactly a pretty sight. “Myalis, nanos and blood and something to cover this shit up,” I said.

We’ll start with some WoundStop, a Nano-Regenerative Suite, and yes, some Hemo-Restore to top you off.

Three boxes appeared next to me one after the other and were ordered by nearness. I popped the closest, pulled out the syringe within, and gingerly shoved it into the hole in my leg and allowed the gunk inside it to patch up my new orifice.

The pain faded to a dull throb, but I still felt light headed as I grabbed the other two medical supplies and jammed them into the exposed skin of my thigh. “Running’s going to be fun,” I said as I tested my muscle and found it completely fucked.

“Let’s get started with walking then,” Gomorrah said. “The alley will have cooled down enough by now.”

I grunted something that could pass for agreement and accepted the hand she gave me to get onto my feet. Dumbass the First skittered behind me, its big plasma cannon thumping a few times as it fired into and past the wall of fire Gomorrah had laid out.

“Let’s get going,” I said.

My steps were a hobbling mess, like Lucy on one of her bad days, but with none of the experience and only half the grace. If it wasn’t for Gomorrah next to me to hang onto I would have found myself ordering a cane from Myalis.

And then Gomorrah grunted and pitched forwards.

I took a half-step, expecting her to support me, but she was busy dropping to the ground next to me. I hopped on one leg for a couple of steps before dropping onto a knee, the opposite from my injured leg, and rolled to the side.

We were nearly at the entrance to the alley, so the ground was like an unlit oven, painfully hot, but not enough to burn.

I winced as the tumble sent a shock up my leg, but I had bigger things to worry about.

“Goodness,” the nun swore as she stumbled back to her feet. There was a trio of Quills embedded into the back of her robes. They fell off as she turned around and faced the bastard that had attacked her.

I glanced over too.

A Model Five, the same one that had burst through our barricade, was stomping through the fire as if it didn’t give a shit about the flames licking at its stumpy legs. Its body, covered in bristling quills, shifted as it turned towards Gomorrah.

Then a pair of little tentacles wiggled out from its belly, tore out some of the spines along its side, and flung them forwards with a pair of whip cracks.

Gomorrah shielded her face and hopped to the side in time to avoid one of them. The other glanced off her ribs with a dull thump.

“God damn you, heathen monster!” she shouted before turning to incinerate the beast.

That’s when an entire pack of Model Threes charged around the Model Five and lunged towards her.

The nun started walking backwards, her arms dipping to lay down some fire onto the dog-like aliens aiming to take her out.

The Model Five, not to be outdone, started to lumber forwards as well.

I wasn’t about to let it kill my nun buddy, I’m sure she had many years of complaining about my heathen ways left in her.

Whisper was off to the side, my shoulder-mounted guns had emptied their loads into the Model Threes already and were dipping back to reload. I wasn’t at the right angle to pull out my Trench Maker or the handgun I’d gotten from Cleanze.

Dumbass the First was already firing into the blaze around us, presumably thinning out the herd.

So I raised my new arm, pointed it to the biggest asshole in the bunch, and screamed. “Rocket!”

My jacket’s arm flared out as a tiny black speck darted out of my arm and slammed into the Model Five’s flank. The big beastie seemed to pause for just a second, a second long enough for me to close my eyes.

The world flashed white, I felt a wave of pressure shoving me down, and then a nice smattering of pulped aliens started to rain down around me.

When I blinked again, it was to find the Model Five’s front legs standing up, with nobody for them to support.

Gomorrah had stumbled back a bit, and the Model Threes nearest the back had all been flung away.

“What...?” the nun asked.

“It might be tougher than average,” I said. “But we’re still two samurai.”


Chapter Sixty-Seven

Life Story

Most people look at the charts and graphs that mark the spread of an incursion and assume that the aliens do things by the numbers. First they send out the weaker Models to scout and gather, these are the Model Ones and Threes and Fours, with the occasional Six and Eight and Five thrown in. And only when the area is saturated with them, when there’s no more resistance, do the bigger Models come out to play.

That’s a fat load of bullshit.

The bigger Models are either behemoths able to tango with a tank or are nightmares made flesh. Some are no bigger than a human and others can comfortably bring down skyscrapers by punching them a few times. They can show up at any time.

The aliens don’t have a doctrine. Don’t expect them to play fair.

Major Hunt, to Prisoner Platoon 5874, 2054


I don’t know how or why, between myself and Gomorrah, I was elected default leader of our group of two.

She had more experience with the samurai thing than I did, not to mention she was a nun, which meant a sort of mental image of competency of a sort. I was an orphan with a limp and a bit of an attitude problem.

Gomorrah still deferred to me.

We made our way into a building with a Casper Blackman Associates LLC sign above a rusty door. Dumbass was able to unlock it while Dumbass Two and Three kept an eye on the area around us.

I didn’t like using my new samurai buddy as a crutch, but until my leg finished knitting itself together I was kinda stuck.

“Where to from here?” Gomorrah asked as she looked around the lobby. It was the kind of place that was pretty standard for some front business. Lots of generic posters, a few plastic seats to one side next to a vending machine that looked near-empty.

There were offices at the back that looked mostly empty, and the reception desk had a defaced older-model android sitting behind it.

“I doubt you brought us here on purpose,” she said.

“Nah,” I said with a shake of my head. “Just wanted a spot out of the rain. Our goal is... somewhere that way.” I gestured across the offices, pointing more or less towards where we were heading. “I don’t know what these guys do here, but they had a door.”

Gomorrah tilted her head to the side just a bit. “Plushies.”

“What?”

“Plushies. They’re a LLC that does the paperwork for a factory in New Hong Kong that makes knock-off plushie samurai.”

“Huh,” I said. “Okay. That’s nice. Let’s find an elevator up a few floors. There should be some bridges across the street. We can get to the hospital from above ground level.”

“Fewer aliens that way,” she said.

“You say that like it’s a bad thing,” I said.

She shrugged her shoulders. “That’s fair. I’ve made a good deal of points. I’ll try not to be greedy.”

I started forwards and she followed along, a good thing because I didn’t want to faceplant any more than I needed to. The muscles in my thigh were getting better too. I made a show of looking for the elevator while thinking about what she said.

The way she worded that suggested that there wouldn’t be any more points to be made in a bit. Would someone stop the Incursion?

Of course they would. We were Tier Ones, barely even worthy of the title samurai, but people like Deus Ex? A few dozen like her could probably clear half the city. Someone stronger and older would probably just glass the rotten parts of the city.

“Think there will be any work for us tomorrow?” I asked.

Gomorrah nodded. “This area’s under the Family’s purview. They usually leave the gutter clearing to local low-tier samurai. That’s us.”

“Gutter clearing?” I asked.

She looked at me, then back ahead. We’d found the elevator, and it was still working. “The sewers and subways and the rest of the undercity. It tends to get swarmed pretty bad. It can take months to clear it all out. Not a lot of points to be made, but some are better than none.”

“I’d rather not go sewer diving,” I said.

“Then enter your name into the next lottery.”

I nodded while having no idea what she was talking about. “Myalis, which floor are we going to?” I asked.

Not even going to look at a map to figure it out yourself? How lazy. Floor Sixteen.

“You’re a darling,” I deadpanned as I shoved my thumb onto the right button.

“You talk to your AI out loud?” Gomorrah asked. “There are upgrades that allow you to subvocalize.”

I shrugged. “I like snarking back.”

“How very surprising,” she said.

I pointed at her. “Exactly like that, yeah.”

She snorted.

“So, are you really a nun, or is it some sort of cosplay?” I asked. “Because if it is, I do approve. The whole nun kink isn’t my cup of tea, but I don’t mind a bit of roleplay.”

She turned my way. “I could light you on fire,” she said.

“Is that an innuendo?”

She turned away from me and stared at the elevator doors. “I’m... not actually a nun, no. But I was part of a pretty religious school.”

I nodded along. “Never had much of that at my schools. Didn’t have much schooling either.”

“Where did your parents send you?” she asked.

“To an orphanage, mostly,” I said.

She tensed. “I’m sorry,” she said.

I waved it off. “I’m used to it.”

The elevator dinged and I yanked my Trench Maker out before the door had even begun to open. Gomorrah shifted next to me, an arm raising to point out into... an empty lobby area.

“Just being careful,” I said, a bit sheepish. “So, uh, you have... parents and stuff?”

She snorted. “Yeah, I have parents. Well, a parent.”

“Sorry to hear that?” I tried.

She shook her head as we started moving through the abandoned lobby area and into a sort of concourse. It was pretty typical for buildings with multiple bridges across them to have stalls and shops and such in them so that people walking from one part of the city to the next could stop over to buy shit.

“My mom left when I was young. My dad did his best, but he’s an office guy, married to the job. So he sent me to the best school he could afford. Hence the religious upbringing. Or partially religious... I’m not too sure about it all, now that I’m one of the samurai that we treated like saints.”

“We’re just people with alien storefronts in our heads,” I said.

I would like to think that I’m more than a mere storefront.

“I suppose so,” she said. “My... mom’s back. Not with my dad, she’s just back in my life. The moment I became this.” She gestured at herself. “She reappeared out of nowhere and is suddenly the nicest person I’ve ever met. It... it feels wrong.”

I eyed her from the corner of my eye. Did she want some sympathy? Or maybe It had been weighing her down for a while and I was just the first one to come along that could listen to her. Something said that Gommorah wasn’t drowning in friends.

“I’m no expert when it comes to parents,” I said. “But I’ve seen lots of people acting nice. The act can be a good thing. Sometimes you just need to pretend to be a good person to keep people calm. But most of the time, when someone switches from being an ass to being nice, there’s something fucky going on. At least, that’s my experience as a shitty orphan from a shitty orphanage.”

We finally arrived at one of the bridges, one of those fancy ones with glass walls and a glass ceiling which was being assaulted by rain from above. The skies had actually brightened a bit, some of the cloud cover breaking apart here and there, but not right above us.

I moved closer to the edge, feeling for the soreness in my leg as I moved. It was a bit annoying, pulling strangely with every stretch, but I could walk on it well enough.

The roads below were cleared of people. A few Model Threes were sniffing around, probably the very front of the next wave. Had we stalled them with our little fireshow?

“What’s that?”

I looked to Gomorrah, then followed her pointing finger into the sky.

At first I couldn’t see anything. The bridge wasn’t near the topmost floor, so all the buildings around us towered above and cut off line of sight except for straight down the street. Even that was a mess with other bridges cutting across.

And then, from out between two bridges came a huge grey-black form that swooped up and under the passages.

At first I thought it was a hoverbus. It was way too big to be a Model One. The snap of giant wings shot that idea down. The monster was huge, with four great wings that seemed almost fuzzy and a dog-like face at the end of a long neck. It had four eyes, eyes that were locked on us.

“Ah fuck,” I said as it swooped towards us with Cat-sized talons extended.


Chapter Sixty-Eight

Hitting the Fan

The casualty rate for samurai in the field is nearly two percent.

That might sound low to most, but that’s higher than the casualty rate of any normal job available out there. It’s twenty times higher than the rate at which soldiers die on average, even in times of active war.

What does that mean to normal folks though? Sure, samurai die, and sure, they die fairly often, but to Joe Average that’s nothing, right?

It becomes something when you realize that the best estimate on the number of samurai worldwide is barely in the seven digits. Each loss is a blow to humanity’s chances of surviving.

Excerpt from a censored late-night interview with former statistician Patric Whelbler.


Shit had, in my experience, an incredible ability to go from a calm standstill to hitting a fan in a miraculously small amount of time and with suddenness that was downright jarring at times.

Even as the gigantic alien bird rammed into the glass-walled bridge we were standing on, my mind was still trying to work through the conversation with Gomorrah. Maybe I wasn’t used to fighting enough yet to be able to afford being distracted like that.

Sharp black claws punched through safety glass and tore into the sides of the bridge as if the walls were made of so much cardboard. The floor kicked out from under me, and with my one lame leg, it took everything I had not to fall onto my ass.

“Run!” Gomorrah screamed.

She put action to her words and sprinted to the far end of the bridge.

I didn’t have any such luck. My footing was already screwed and my balance thrown off. The huge alien face crashing through the glass stretching towards me was all it took for me to stumble backwards instead of running ahead.

I tried to bring Whisper around, but by the time I did the alien’s head had torn its way out of the bridge leaving a me-sized hole in its side that allowed the rain and wind from outside to pour in.

My crossbow was swinging around to aim at the alien through the glass when the bridge creaked.

It felt like I was in one of those ancient cartoons. The whole world paused for a long second while the metal groaned and, finally, snapped.

An I-beam crashed through the floor on the side the alien had hit, and the bridge twisted.

The huge bird scrambled out and onto the top of the bridge, casting a deep shadow down onto me as its weight came down on the only side holding things up.

And then, just like that, the bridge gave way.

I saw Gomorrah at the far end stumble to safety as everything went sideways. My shoes found purchase on the sleek floor just as it began to tilt down. Even through my ear protection I could hear the entire structure coming apart.

There was just enough time for a well-deserved “Fuck!” as the bridge came tumbling down, and it brought me down with it.

In those moments of free-fall, I had entirely too long to wonder just how many floors up we were.

The bridge hit something, glass and metal rending, the motion of everything around me coming to an absolute and jarring stop.

I bounced off the floor hard enough to expel the air out of my lungs and the back of my head, which hit just a moment later, exploded in a whole new sort of pain that sent stars scattering across my vision.

Rolling down the now nearly vertical bridge was an interesting sensation that ended with another painful thump against a glass facade.

I didn’t move for a bit, too much pain and confusion running through me all at once for my mind to keep up. Still, I figured some of the many, many drugs I’d taken that day were circulating around because it didn’t take too long for me to come back to my senses.

I was laying atop a pane of glass. Not the hard asphalt of the road below.

It took some mental gymnastics and some staring down and into another passageway for me to figure out what had happened.

The bridge I’d been on had been shorn apart, and then it did what most things did when gravity got to them. I was just stupidly lucky enough that there was another bridge beneath.

A bridge which groaned under me.

Coughing a few times, I took some deep breaths and rolled onto my back. The sky was barely visible above me, the twenty or so feet of bridge I’d fallen with like a tunnel pointing to the heavens.

I ignored the few raindrops splattering my cheeks and face and just took a moment to be thankful I wasn’t so much goop on the streets below.

Cat?

“Yeah?” I muttered.

Cat, that was a Model Eleven. It is undoubtedly still alive, and it is smart enough to come back for you.

“Ah... shit,” I said. “Can you tell it to give me a minute?”

Claws rammed into and through the walls of the bridge section above me and I screamed as I rolled into a ball to protect myself.

The entire vertical shaft flipped over, somehow missing me as it fell off the side of the bridge I was now on. I could have sworn that bits of metal moved so close to me that I felt them whispering past my side.

And then the rain hit in full as what little cover I had was gone.

I started to roll onto my feet only for my boot to go off the edge of the bridge’s sloped roof. I decided to go a bit slower after that.

A bit of looking around was enough for me to spot the Model Eleven swooping back up a moment before a catastrophic crash resounded from below. No doubt the bridge segment finally hitting the ground.

The bird had to flap hard to turn in the limited space in the road, but it did, and then it was coming right for me.

“Guns!” I called out.

Only one of my shoulder mounted guns came back up and around. The other wiggled a bit near my back and then stopped doing even that much.

The row of flechettes fired all the way over to the Model Eleven did a whole lot of nothing.

I swallowed and looked around for Whisper, but the gun was nowhere in sight. One of the Dumbasses, three, I thought, was nearby, but it was a crushed mess.

For a moment I imagined myself being swallowed by the huge bird, but a line of fire from the heavens cut across its path and the bird deftly swooped out of its way.

Gomorrah! The nun was way above me, hanging out of the torn section left of the bridge with one of her arm cannons pointed ahead of the Model Eleven and laying out a wash of fire in its path. The damned thing was clever though, and her fire too damned slow and short ranged for it to actually stop the huge bird.

It did buy me some time.

I tore my Trench Maker out of its holster and started running along the length of the roof. The moment the Model Eleven spun around again I slowed to a jog and started firing at it.

The impacts of the Trench Maker hitting were hard to miss as each one burst into a small ball of flames. The fact that they did nothing to slow it down was just as hard to miss.

I spun my gun arm around and fired the last three shots into the glass ahead, punching fist-sized holes in it that I only made larger when I dove into the glass feet-first. The entire square of safety glass caved in, and I rode it down into the open passage below.

The Model Eleven flew past the top of the bridge a moment later.

“How do I kill that thing?” I asked as I shoved my Trench Maker back in place for it to reload. “A rocket?”

One of your arm rockets could incapacitate or even kill it if exceptionally well-aimed, but that would be difficult.

“Myalis... can I afford a rocket launcher?”

Yes Cat, you can afford a rocket launcher.

I felt a nasty, vindictive grin tugging at my features. “Myalis. Give me a rocket launcher.”

Class I Heavy Explosive Launchers
Points Reduced from... 4883 to... 4783
New Purchase: Single Use ‘Simurgh’s Tear’ Anti-Aerial Rocket Launcher
Points Reduced from... 4783 to... 4683


Myalis, being the gem she was, didn’t even bother with the box.

“Let’s see if that oversized pigeon likes explosions, shall we?”


Chapter Sixty-Nine

Nice

If you’re going to kill a samurai, you had better do it quick. If you’re not fast about it, then they’ll come right back at you, better armed and a whole lot more pissed off.

In fact, the best way to remove a samurai as a threat, if you find yourself unable to kill them outright, is to place the things they care about in jeopardy.

It is always easier to play around them than through. They are the queens on the chess board, but that doesn’t mean you can’t take out their pawns.

Professor Patterson, Military Historian, June 2029


The Model Eleven was, in a few words, one dead motherfucker.

In my pre-samurai life, all of five hours ago, I had often wished that I could visit some bodily harm to some people and occasionally to some things. I’m pretty sure those were natural urges, the kind that didn’t fit well in a more-or-less civilised society.

But now I had a rocket launcher and every right to blow up the thing pissing me off.

I walked over to the nearest window overlooking the rain-slicked street and looked around for the gigantic alien. My new eye helped by circling the beast in a small but growing red circle. Growing because the bastard was flying right towards me.

I shouldered my new toy, letting the surprisingly comfortable resting pads shift onto my shoulders as I did a bit of mental math.

The alien was coming at me, making a shot fairly easy. There was a glass panel before me that would undoubtedly set off the rocket in my face if I fired into it. And the alien was carrying a car.

That last one had me blinking dumbly even as the Model Eleven swooped upwards with a flick of its just wings. Its claws tore themselves open through the carcass of a heavy-looking car, letting go of it just before the alien itself flew past above.

I said something that would have set Lucy’s ears on fire as I jumped away from the window and tried to sprint away.

The side of the bridge shook as half a ton of hover car rammed into and through it, sending glass and plaster and bits of wire flying all over. The lights in the bridge which had still been on flickered off at last and for a moment as everything shifted underfoot, I was afraid that this bridge would collapse too.

When the emergency lights at either end of the passage came on and bathed everything in a nice ominous red it was enough for me to see the nice big hole left in the side of the bridge, a hole plugged by an unshapely wreck of a car.

“Holy shit,” I said.

Models above the single digits tend to be either particularly dangerous, or hyper-specialized towards completing a single task exceptionally well. I would usually advise against facing one until you were better prepared, but I think you might be able to succeed here, though at fairly great risk.

I swallowed past my nerves and started to look around to see if I could spot the bastard through one of the windows. “Yeah,” I said. “I didn’t expect the car.”

Twin-digit Models tend to be a great deal more intelligent than their single-digit counterparts.

“You don’t say,” I said. The Model Eleven was circling around at the far end of the street, a big black speck against the grey-on-grey of the buildings there.

Indeed. When using the rocket launcher, pull the trigger to the halfway mark until the reticule locks onto the target. At the tone, pull the trigger all the way. The rocket has a gyroscopic turning system and enough maneuvering thrusters that even someone with your aim will hit a marked target.

At least I didn’t need to work hard to find a place from which to fire at the Model Eleven. It had opened up a nice big hole that I could stand in to aim.

I reshouldered the launcher, found the trigger set right where my index wanted to rest naturally, and aimed it as best I could towards the too-big bird.

A few panels opened up at the back of the tube at the same time as an overlay appeared in my vision. It had a large box with the words “Place Target Within” above it.

I shifted just a bit, then pulled the trigger back until I met some resistance. The box flashed, a smaller box appeared over the Model Elevel, then faded as it dipped beneath another passage only to return a moment later.

The resistance in the trigger disappeared and I pulled it all the way back.

The rocket came out of the tube with a dull ‘thwump’ and launched itself forwards all of three meters on a downwards arc.

For just a second I thought I’d messed something up, but then the rocket came to life with a roar and shot across the sky trailing a thick line of smoke.

The Model Eleven, the clever bastard, dipped to the side and behind one of the bridges in its path. I could just barely make out the crunch of it landing hard behind cover.

The rocket angled away from it, then its thruster stopped. The missile spun ninety degrees in mid-air then fired off sideways and into the Model Eleven just as it reappeared in my line of sight on the other side of the bridge.

The explosion—a ball of orange flames that could have swallowed a semi-trailer—was immensely satisfying.

Seeing the blackened and torn corpse of the Model Eleven falling to the ground and crashing atop an abandoned car was enjoyable enough to send shivers down my spine.

Target Eliminated!
Reward: 100 points
New Total: 4783 points


I tossed the tube of the now-spent launcher aside. It would have been neat to carry it around, but it was a bit heavy and unwieldy to bring with me.

“That was the nastiest alien I’ve dealt with so far,” I said.

Model Elevens can be quite the threat. If the incursion lasts long enough they will begin to range farther out while carrying pods of Antithesis hive material. Eliminating this one was a job well done.

“Hmm,” I agreed. Then, because I deserved a break, I leaned against the nearest wall and took a moment to just breath and allow the adrenaline making a mess of my everything to just leak out. “We should go find Gomorrah,” I said.

I can connect to her AI and inform him that you’re still alive.

“Him?” I asked.

It chose to identify as masculine based on Gomorrah’s profile.

I blinked, noted that AIs could do as they pleased, and shoved off my resting place. Moving now that things weren’t exploding, falling, or both, was surprisingly hard. It was like the morning after a day at the gym, or a night spent stretching with Lucy. Everything was sore and some bits just plain hurt.

“I’m going to need some more healing,” I said as I started to make my way towards the door with all the vim and vigor of someone sixty years my senior.

I think at this point it would perhaps be wise to invest in some internal augmentations. There are ways to improve your musculature and to harden your skeleton. Not to mention replacing your organs with far superior versions.

“Going to replace my skull next?” I asked.

Your head is the only part of you that doesn’t need to be any harder than it is.

I chuckled until I realized that chuckling hurt. “I don’t know how keen I am on going full cyborg,” I said. “You got any... Baby’s First Cybernetic Augmentation package? You know, some entry level drugs?”

The augmentations you can purchase are hardly drugs. Merely improvements on your weak, squishy human body.

“We’ll see,” I said. “First I want to get back to Gomorrah, I’m sure she’ll be overjoyed that I didn’t bite it. And then we’ll figure things out from there.”

As you wish.

“Could use something for the soreness though,” I said.

You should consider yourself lucky that your last treatment of Nano Regeneratives is still running its course. It has been healing you as you go, albeit relatively slowly.

“Nice,” I said. “Any way to get some sort of auto-injector of some sort?”

I’m certain something can be worked out. You could also purchase an internal nano-machine factory that turns the food you consume into micro-machines that constantly repair your body. It’s relatively small, meant to sit just below your stomach.

“Sometimes you creep me out, you know,” I said.

Perhaps. Most Vanguard eventually adopt a few methods to prevent themselves from dying too easily. It is, as you may have noticed, a somewhat high-risk position to be in, even with all the advantages you obtain.

I thought about it, actually thought it through, while making my way over the bridge. If I passed away, the kittens would be in a bit of shit. I couldn’t afford to die just yet. “Yeah,” I said. “That might not be the worst idea.”


Chapter Seventy

A Respite

Samurai don’t stay human.

Don’t misunderstand, they’re still very much people. It’s just that you cannot expect an older, more experienced samurai to be a normal human being.

From prosthetic replacements for missing limbs to incredibly advanced body augmentations, over time, a samurai will leave their mortal human shell behind and turn into something entirely different.

Is it any wonder that some have a hard time sympathizing with the average person off the street?

Allan Pascal, online lecture on the 
psychology of body augmentations, 2031


Myalis had a lot of options to go over. Her tone didn’t quite change from its usual calm cadence but I had the impression that she was quite excited by the prospect of turning me into some sort of walking cyborg machine. “I don’t know,” I said to her last suggestion that I just get rid of everything inside my torso and replace it with a single machine. “I’m kind of fond of some of my internal organs. They’ve been with me my entire life.”

It’s merely more cost effective in the long run to replace everything in one fell swoop rather than piecemeal.

“What if... I don’t know, someone shoots me with a magnet?”

The system is hardly that fallible. Also, someone could shoot you with a far cheaper standard bullet now and have the same impact on your lifespan at a much reduced cost.

“Point,” I said as I reached the end of the bridge. I looked around another sort of open-concept concourse. “You think we can take the elevators up?”

The elevators are still reporting as functional. On the subject of internal augmentations, it might all be a moot point. The more complex additions would require an operation’s suite to be installed, or else a series of drones to accomplish the operations and some time to recover afterwards. It would be unwise to do so in a battlefield.

“Then why are you pushing it so much?” I asked as I started following the signs towards an elevator bank.

I’m getting you used to the idea now, so that it’s easier to convince you later.

I snorted. “You’re such a pain in the ass,” I said.

Of course not. I’m merely thinking ahead. From your profile, I think it’s safe to assume that one of your goals in the near future will be to heal and fix as many of the injuries and defects that your kittens have, correct?

Stepping into the elevator, I paused for a moment as the doors shut on their own and I started moving up. “Yeah. Yeah that’s one thing I’ll definitely be doing soon.” The points I’d accumulated would be enough, I hoped. Some of the kittens only had little problems that I was sure a few meds could fix. Some had more complicated issues. Missing limbs would require some good prosthetics and the like. But I could afford them if I was a little more frugal with my points.

In that case there’s a good chance that you’ll be investing points into medical catalogues already. I’m just ensuring that you make the best out of them.

I crossed my arms and waited as we climbed up a few dozen floors. Myalis was... probably being as honest as she could be. The AI really did have a tendency to try and help, even if sometimes I questioned her intelligence a bit.

“First thing’s first, I’m going to need to replace my hydra guns,” I said. Raising up my new arm, I poked at the mangled remains of the right-side mount. “Maybe something with more bang.”

That’s not a terrible idea. Might I suggest a more comprehensive system than the plain Hydra?

“Now’s the time,” I said. I had points to burn, especially if they would keep me alive. “I do like the shoulder mounts.”

Then perhaps a full suite instead. Four arms to replace the two you have. You could also dip into your Plasma Casting Weaponry catalogue for something a little more dangerous than your Lancejets. I’m afraid that there aren’t that many subtle weapons in that category though.

“The plasma rifles weren’t very loud,” I said.

No. But their bullets glow. That might be outweighed by the advantage brought by purchasing a set of weapons that don’t require standard ammunition to fire, using gas and pellets instead. You could purchase a set of weapons with a greater rate of fire and the ability to fire an order of magnitude more projectiles before reloading.

I felt a grin tugging at my lips, one that was really helping get past the pain of my last battering. “That sounds nice. Maybe mix and match? Two plasma... smg things, and a pair of bigger, meaner guns. Something that won’t just annoy the next double-digit I run into.”

There should be some options like that in your Kinetic Handguns catalogue. Perhaps a Kneebreaker. It’s essentially a pared-down light anti-material rifle.

“Those are certainly words I’ve heard before,” I said.

The elevator stopped with a cheerful ‘ding’ and the doors slid open while I was reaching for my Trench Maker.

It fires very big bullets very fast. I’m afraid I can’t simplify it more than that.

I snorted and shook my head.

The floor we’d stopped at was filled with similar shops, so I was greeted by the eerie jingles of a dozen empty stores as I stepped out and looked around for something to jump out at me.

To the left. And as for the Kneebreaker, it’s just about the hardest-hitting handgun you have. It fires an osmium ball through... the explanation will be pointless. It’s a small railgun.

“Aww, you can explain things if you want,” I said. “I know how much you like explaining all the little unimportant details to me.”

Sometimes I wonder what I did to deserve you as a Vanguard. I could have been paired with someone who at least had the intellect to understand all of my explanations. It’s a good thing you’re mostly enjoyable and your penchant for making things explode is so entertaining.

I felt a bit of a twinge in my chest, one that I suspected wasn’t from one of my many new injuries. “Well, I like you,” I said. “So as Lucy would say, you’re stuck with me.”

She would have been a much nicer Vanguard if she had the right drive.

I glared at the empty air before me, though there was no heat in it. “Hands off, she’s mine.”

I don’t have hands.

“You know what I meant,” I said with a warning shake of a finger.

“What did you mean?”

I jumped about a foot in the air and looked around like the last deer caught in the headlights of a semi. My attention locked onto a pristine and unruffled Gomorrah who stepped out from a passage ahead. “You’re alive,” I said.

“I don’t think there was any doubt about me surviving,” she said. “You, on the other hand, look like you took a dip through the first few circles of hell. Are you injured?”

“No more than usual,” I said.

She shook her head. “That’s not reassuring.”

I grinned back at her, looked around, and on spotting a nice little restaurant with some seats out front, made my way over to a nice bench where I could take some weight off my feet. “I’m a bit tired,” I admitted. “But I’ll be fine.”

She looked me up and down. “Take your time,” she said.

I was about to respond when a familiar clicking came from around the corner. I looked over in time to see Dumbass the First and Dumbass Two skittering around the corner, both of them hanging onto one end of a familiar rifle. “My Whisper!” I said.

The Dumbasses came by my side and I picked the rifle from their back and looked it over. It had gained some scuffs and the bipod legs at the bottom were fucked, but it looked usable still. “Nice work, Dumbasses.”

The drones spun around in a little dance while I set the gun across my lap.

“You’re a strange one,” Gomorrah said. “You need help replacing some of your gear?” she asked.

“I wouldn’t say no,” I said. “I think I’ll need all the help I can get.”

Gomorrah pulled out a seat next to mine, then she looked over to a glass display with some sodas behind it. “Temptation has a hold on me,” she muttered before walking over to it. With an unexpectedly swift kick, she broke the glass front and pulled out a pair of sodas from the rack behind. She placed one onto the table next to me before sitting down with her own.

“Thanks,” I said. “I didn’t peg you as the vandalism sort.”

“I’m thirsty,” she said.

“I bet you are,” I replied with a wiggle of my eyebrows that would have made Lucy proud.

She scoffed and reached up under her hood. Her mask came off with a hiss, and the stern woman’s face was set aside to reveal a beautiful young woman. She had high cheekbones and the sort of symmetrical face bordered by messy blonde hair that could drive someone mad.

“With a face like that, I don’t know why you wear that mask,” I said.

She glared at me, the look a lot stronger now that I could see her piercing blue eyes. “It’s because I’d like to keep my face the way it is. With the amount of injuries you accrue you ought to think of armour yourself.”

I hummed. That was an idea. But it would need to wait for me to calm down a bit.


Chapter Seventy-One

Tail

The average pre-Invasion soldier had two and a half months of basic training. A lot of that was spent with whatever the standard arms of the time were. Then they would receive advanced training on the use of various specialty arms.

In peacetime, that training could go on for months (with the training of more specialized troops spread over a year or more), perfecting their use of a particular weapon or weapons platform until they reached a level of base competency.

Modern PMCs vary greatly. Some give week-long crash-training courses, similar to the training pre-invasion police received in some parts of the former United States. Others have training that lasts for upwards of six months before they’re considered ready to use a specific weapon in the field.

A samurai will often pick up a weapon, use it with no training, and discard it for another just as rapidly.

Major Hunt of Clenze PMC, 
on the subject of weapons expertise


“Just one thing, then we can head out,” I said as I crushed the can Gomorrah had given me and flung it towards a trash can. It bounced off the nearest table, missing it by about a meter.

“What’s that?” the nun asked while eyeing my incredible throwing prowess.

“I need to replace my back mounted weapons,” I said. “They’re kinda handy to have and I’d rather not get neck deep in crap without them.”

She nodded. “Certainly then. I think we should be off after. The break is nice, but we have places to be.”

I stood up and wobbled a bit, my legs surprisingly weak. Or maybe not all that surprisingly. It had been a long day already. Once I’d gotten my feet under me, I pulled off my jacket and tossed it onto the table nearest us. Then I pulled off my auto-holster jacket too and flung it on top of that.

The air was a bit breezy once I’d divested myself of pretty much everything I was wearing.

I noticed Gomorrah staring at me rather hard. I wondered if she was checking me out or if she was more interested in the burns that marred the skin from just under my right ribs all the way over to the right side of my face.

“Burns,” I explained.

She snapped her attention away, face immediately turning red. “I wasn’t...” she began but trailed off. A moment later she was fumbling her mask back on.

“They get stared at a lot,” I said. “You learn to ignore it.”

“Of course,” she said.

I shook my head and shifted my now exposed back. “Alright Myalis, let’s get this busted up thing off.”

Of course. One moment. The Hydra will fall off in a few seconds.

I felt the little attachments, those following along the line of my spine, warm up for just a moment before the entire device peeled off my back and crashed to the floor behind me. “Ah, thanks,” I said. The hydra hadn’t been heavy, but it was a bit of a drag to have it hanging off me for so long.

I turned around and picked up the hydra from the floor and spun it around a few times. It... wasn’t in the best of shapes. A few of the parts that went over my back were bent and one entire arm was a mangled mess.

“Are you going to put a shirt on?” Gomorrah asked.

I blinked up at her. “Huh? What, don’t you nuns have communal showers or something?”

“No! I mean... yes, but those were showers. You’re out in public!”

I looked around, making a show of it to point out how we were alone. “Uh-huh.”

I’ve been deleting all camera footage for a while now.

“We’re fine,” I said. “Myalis, got a better version of this?” I asked while raising the hydra up.

I do. Though perhaps you might want to try an entirely different set up? Your Sun Watcher Technology catalogue has a few pieces of equipment that are similar to the Hydra Autonomous Targeting Mount, though with superior armament and with some armouring. It’s quite light as far as armours go, but it is flexible.

“Sure, why not,” I said. “Is it more expensive?”

Your Hydra Autonomous Targeting Mount cost one hundred points. This will cost an additional fifty... that’s one hundred and fifty points, in case you forgot how addition works.

I rolled my eyes. “Let’s try it. It’ll at least help the nun out a bit. She’s contorting herself every which way not to stare.”

Gomorrah was twisted halfway around her seat so that she could look behind her and not in my general direction. She spun back towards me, no doubt with a fresh glare on. “I was trying to give you some basic decency, something you clearly don’t deserve.”

I snorted at her a moment before a new prompt appeared in my vision.

New Purchase: Tiger’s Tail Back-Mounted Turret System
Points Reduced from 4783... to... 4633


The box that appeared was a hefty thing. I opened it up and stared at the contents for a moment.

The armour looked like... armour. Mostly some sort of tough almost-leather like material, with some metallic ribbing around it. It looked like it only covered the shoulders and ribs and all along the lower back and up to the nape of the neck. That was simple enough, really. It would leave my torso exposed, but I didn’t mind that much.

The problem was the tail.

“Myalis.”

Catherine.

“Why does this have a tail?” I asked as I gestured at the three foot long metallic tail sticking out of the bottom of the armour.

It can hold an additional weapon. Right now, it’s mounted with a short range plasma launcher. The gas canisters are hidden in the joints along the tail. Also, it can turn into a thagomizer.

The tail rose up a bit, then its end blossomed into a spikey ball.

“I’m not impressed,” I said. It was a bit of a lie. I was a little impressed.

The ball at the end of the tail caught on fire.

“...Okay.”

I slid into the targeting mount with just a bit of difficulty, then I shifted my shoulders from side to side until it was on comfortably. The armoured parts were surprisingly thin, enough so that I could slide on my auto-reloader and my jacket with no problems.

And then I was left with a pair of rather chunky mountings waiting for some sort of weapon by each shoulder.

“I’ll need something with some kick, and something that’s got a decent rate of fire for all the little, weaker, aliens,” I said.

Two separate weapons? That’s certainly doable. Might I suggest a fully automatic plasma caster for one mount and perhaps a light sabot-firing railgun for your opposite shoulder.

“Now you’re talking.”

New Purchase: Rapid-Fire Plasma Caster
Points Reduced from... 4633 to... 4583
New Purchase: Farsight Light Railgun Canon
Points Reduced from... 4583 to... 4483


Two more boxes appeared before me. One much thicker than the other, but neither of them were all that big.

I popped open the first to reveal a rather... chubby weapon. It was the only way I could think to describe the gun. It didn’t have any proper handle on it, and looked like someone had smashed two oranges together and stuck a small eggplant out the front.

“Okay?” I said.

That’s the plasma caster. The large protuberances are for the pellets the weapon fires and for its liquid cooling system.

I didn’t argue, just feeding the gun to the waiting arm over my left shoulder.

The other was a lot cooler looking, at least. Long and sleek and matte black, with a forked barrel that glowed a faint pink from within.

The lights are RGB based and are purely decorative. Vanguards seem to think that a weapon isn’t truly dangerous unless it glows.

“The plasma caster doesn’t glow,” I said with a thumb pointing over my shoulder.

The projectiles it fires are literally as hot as the surface of your local sun. Please trust me when I say that it does, indeed, glow.

“Fair enough,” I said. “Does this thing fire anything special?”

It fires sabot-rounds. The rate of fire is rather low, but the rounds can be equipped with all sorts of interesting and dangerous heads. I suspect you’ll enjoy them.

I grinned wide. “We’ll have to see. Let’s get some ammo for these guys and we’ll be off.”

I got to work and tore one of the Lancejets from the hydra mount, the one that didn’t look like it had been dropped in a blender. Then I picked a few magazines for it and slotted them in my auto-loader’s harness. The gun itself went in the sheath that I’d been using for that plain old gun I’d gotten from the PMC.

“Are you done?” Gomorroah asked as she watched me toss my invisibility coat on.

“Yeah, I guess I am,” I said. “Myalis, got some meds I can take to heal me up while we’re on-route?”

Yes. But I suspect a few hours—or perhaps a day—of rest would do your body a lot of good. It has been through a lot.

“We’ll see what we can do once we’re out of this spot.”


Chapter Seventy-Two

In Service to the Prevention of Stupidity

There’s this tendency for people to act a certain way in different situations. A person will act in a certain fashion around friends, in a different way with co-workers, and in an entirely different way with customers or their employer.

The amount of respect and submissiveness most people show to samurai though, is sometimes quite impressive.

I suppose it goes to show that someone that can light you on fire with little difficulty and no consequences deserves some amount of respect, at least in appearance.

That doesn’t mean that people actually think how they act.

Quote from a discussion on the Void Fight forums, 2031


I walked next to Gomorrah, Whisper in hand and tail swaying contentedly with every step.

That last was growing to be really annoying, but I’d wasted enough of our time already that I didn’t want to lose any more with telling Myalis to turn that off.

We crossed another bridge, this one at a slight jog because I didn’t feel like being caught out in the open again, but there were no huge-ass flying aliens out to get us this time. And then, just like that, we were on the same block as the hospital.

“I can see something,” I said as I shifted over to the side of the corridor we were walking down and looked to the street below.

Through the maze of passages and the faint haze of rain, I could just make out a dozen trucks parked across the street with maybe half that number of armoured transports set between them. There were civilians moving around there, easy to make out thanks to their colourful clothes, and soldiers in much more drab colours.

I couldn’t tell how many were moving about, but it was more than the one squad I’d had with me.

It seemed as if they were shifting people around from one vehicle to another already while also setting up a barricade with their trucks and their mounted roof-weapons.

“We need to get down there,” I said.

“You don’t trust them to figure things out?” Gomorrah asked.

“Oh, they’ll do a much better job than I would,” I said. “No doubt about that. I’m just worried they might follow some asanine protocol and leave some people behind or do something else equally stupid. I figure being there with a big gun will keep everyone nice and honest.”

Gomorrah sighed. “That’s... probably more true than I’d want to admit. We should get down.”

We left the windowed corridor and headed deeper into the building. It wasn’t too hard to find a way to the next building, then the next. Myalis and Gomorrah’s own AI both had maps of the interior of the buildings and most of the locks we came across were either electronic, which were laughably poor at stopping Myalis, or they were big clunky things that Gomorah seemed to enjoy melting.

I could really get used to the ‘I’m a samurai and I want to pass’ mentality on physical and not-so-physical barriers.

On arriving at the ground floor at last, we stepped out and into the rainy afternoon. The sun was more or less directly overhead, and whenever it peeked out from behind the layer of clouds above it would bathe the world in an eerie yellow.

Gomorrah and I started across the street, hoods and habits up to cover against the rain. The roads were pretty much deserted until the line of PMC trucks started.

“Halt!” someone called out.

A head poked from over the hood of one of the trucks. His face was covered in the boxy helmet that all the soldiers were wearing, and he was carrying an assault rifle of some sort. Not one of those who had been with me then.

“Identify yourselves!” he screamed.

I looked over to Gomorrah, then down to the two bots by my feet, and finally back up to the nervous kid. “We’re samurai,” I said. “I’m Stray Cat, this is Gomorrah.”

“I need proof! You could be Model Sevens again.”

“Again? I’ve never been one before. And Model Sevens don’t try to talk people out of doing stupid shit.”

The soldier, who sounded way too young for the job, was cut off when the familiar form of Speedy ran over. “It’s Stray Cat and the fire nun! They’re clear, they’re clear!” she screamed.

I noticed for the first time that the kid ahead of us wasn’t the only soldier around, there were maybe three or four more tucked away in shadowy alcoves and behind the cover provided by their trucks.

“Good to have you back, ma’am,” Speedy said.

“Hey Speedy,” I replied as I started forwards again. “Problems?”

She nodded. “Plenty. Bunch of civilians are whining about being boxed up in tight spaces smelling each others’ farts, the colonel they sent over with this bunch is the rule-book-up-ass sort, and we had a wave of zombies rush us on the other side.” She gestured across from all the hub-bub of all the parked vehicles.

“Damn,” I said. “Is that all?”

“Nah. But the rest is kinda boring. We should be moving out already but the colonel insisted that we get everyone’s names now before we got to the FOB and they get misplaced.”

I blinked. “Are you fucking serious?” I asked. That sounded like a colossal waste of time.

She nodded. “Yup. We’re also reorganizing things so that each truck has an equal number of people in them. Less trucks that way. Some got dinged up on the route here.”

“Dammit all,” I said. “Bring me to this colonel guy. We should be ready to move by now.”

“Not gonna hit the other shelters along the way?” Speedy asked. There wasn’t any accusation in the words, just a straight question.

I hesitated a bit. Those had been in the green zone earlier. Now the orange zone had moved down, so they were probably just on the edge of being at risk. But I also had to keep in mind that there were two thousand people jammed into trucks here with no way to know what was going on.

“No,” I decided. “We’ll get all of these people to the FOB, then maybe mount a rescue for the others. It’ll be harder to get to them that way, but it won’t put all of this bunch at risk.”

“Cool,” Speedy said. “I’ll bring you to the new boss man. Monroe’s being all stoic and shit but you can tell he’s this close to popping the colonel’s head off.” She pinched her fingers together an inch apart.

I snorted. “We’ll see what I can do.”

“Cat,” Gomorrah said. “I’m not one for talking things through. I’ll be around still, but I want to patrol the edges of the barricades.”

I nodded. “Alright. Will you be heading back with us?”

“Of course,” she said. “With this many people... I wouldn’t trust them all to you alone.”

I snorted and waved her off. “Have fun. Make some points and so on.”

She nodded and walked off with a straight-back stride and her hands tucked in their opposite’s sleeve. I watched her go for a bit before turning back to Speedy. Speedy who was staring at my backside. “Enjoying the view?” I asked wryly.

She barked a laugh and shook her head. “You have a tail now,” she pointed out. “That’ll make sitting down interesting.”

I glared at her, but it was Myalis who deserved the wrath. “It’s new,” I said. “So, want to bring me to this colonel of yours?”

“Urgh, he’s not mine. Snooty little paperpusher like him. The opposite of attractive,” Speedy said as she started off. “The kind of guy my mom would love. Probably has retirement savings instead of planning on going out in a blaze of glory and unpaid healthcare bills like a normal person.”

I kept a lid on my grin as we walked into the crowd of civvies milling about and being directed into lines by harried looking soldiers. We got a surprisingly nice berth, either because of Speedy’s uniform or because people recognized me in passing. Dumbass the First and the other remaining Dumbass flanked me.

Speedy brought us past the mess with the trucks and to a sort of temporary base set up in the middle of the intersection. There were two transport vehicles. Low-slung things that opened at the back to reveal twin rows of seats that were being filled by the staff of the hospital.

A row of armoured cars created a barrier on the other side, while in the middle of it all sat a huge six-wheeled monstrosity of a vehicle and a single light tank with its barrel pointing off down the road.

“Damn,” I said. I hadn’t expected them to roll out with quite that much firepower, especially not for what was meant to be an otherwise simple pickup as far as I could tell.

Maybe it was a good thing, seeing as how I’d turned the simple pick-up into something a bit more complex.

“I know, right?” Speedy said. “C’mon, the big boss guy is in the mobile base.”

“Right,” I said.


Chapter Seventy-Three

Forms

The average age that samurai become samurai has shifted over time, but it still more or less rests in the 16-19 age bracket. That means that there are some who become samurai at a younger age. William Clarke is the youngest reported Samurai, at age 13, 3 months, and a few days.

There are some samurai who are still beholden by contract to attend private schools, or who still live with their parents. The legality of those situations aside, it basically means that some samurai choose to continue living their lives fairly normally.

This is, to some, a strange choice to make.

But it is a choice enforced by some of the older samurai, who were also children once. It’s the kind of choice where, were a normal person to refuse it, would lead to predictably dire consequences.

It goes without saying that people who bully samurai children are soon unable to do so.

Excerpt from Bill Ludlum’s 
The Samurai and the Family Unit, 2038


I slowed down as I approached the mobile base. Not because I was nervous or anything—being able to summon explosives by uttering two syllables did wonders for a girl’s self-esteem—but because the damned thing was fucking enourmous. The wheels, all six of them, were taller than I was and about as wide as I could spread both arms, all that around a frame that had enough room under it that I could have walked under just by ducking my head a little.

A ramp was lowered off to the side so that people could climb in and out of the vehicle.

Craning my neck back allowed me to take in the two gun emplacements on the side I was facing, both smaller arms like those atop the trucks. A larger one was set in a turret on the roof next to a bristling set of antennae and dishes.

“Cool,” I said again.

The soldiers by the entrance stiffened when Speedy and I got close. “She’s alright,” Speedy said. “We’re here for Burke.”

One of the soldiers, the one with the fancier symbol stitched over his chest, shifted a little. “Is this the samurai?” he asked while still facing Speedy head-on. I had the impression that he was almost afraid to meet my eyes instead of being a dismissive asshole.

“Yeah,” Speedy said. “This is Stray Cat?” She turned my way, the tilt of her head hinting at a question.

“That’s what they call me,” I replied with a shrug. I was alright with the name. Lucy would get a kick out of it when I saw her. I wiped my meat hand over my lips as I buried the pang of longing I felt at the thought of Lucy and the kittens.

The soldiers got out of our way in a hurry and I picked up Dumbass the First and carried it close while I climbed up and into the mobile base. The other Dumbass could stay outside and freak out the soldiers for a bit.

The inside of the base was tight, with passages that would barely let two people move past each other. The walls were lined by lockers, a bit like the inside of the mobile armory I’d been in, but I could see computer stations deeper in with some folks jacked into what was no doubt a movable matrix connection.

“Near the top bridge,” Speedy said as she pointed to the front.

“Top bridge?” I asked.

“This thing has a pilotting room at the front and a bridge kind of above it? It’s got a weird layout,” she explained as we moved towards the front. There were surprisingly few people around, which was probably for the best. The tight corridors reminded me a bit of the inside of a submarine from an old movie.

At the front we came to a space with a small ladder leading up a floor. Speedy waved me ahead and I tossed Dumbass up ahead of me before climbing up after it.

The bridge, as it turned out, was similar to the tent where I’d met Major Hunt. Tight, with technology that probably cost millions casually stuffed in every possible corner. In the middle of the room was a wire-thin man in a uniform that didn’t quite seem to fit right, he was looking at a blank table before him as if it was the most captivating thing ever.

Want me to slip into the base’s systems?

“Sure,” I muttered.

My vision shifted a moment later and things began to appear. The table skinny was staring at had a three-dimensional representation of the block we were on, with a slow tide of orange slowly leaking across the other nearby streets towards us.

“Sir?” Speedy asked as she made it to the top of the ladder.

The man blinked, looked up, then jumped. “Oh, oh yes. Um, you’re dismissed private.”

Speedy gave him a half-hearted salute. “See you round, kitty cat,” she said before dipping down and out of sight.

The man’s face blanched and he bowed at the waist. “Please forgive my subordinate’s indiscretion. She will be reprimanded for it and her pay will be docked.”

“Uh,” I said intelligently. “Nah, it’s okay? She’s cool. Helped a bunch with squad... fifty one?”

He nodded, a motion so violent that it was almost another bow. “Yes, very well then, as you wish.”

“Right,” I said. “You wanted to see me?”

“Indeed. I’m Colonel Burke. Clenze, Fourth Division and... and none of that really matters,” he said. “Now that you’re here, I was hoping to ask you a small favour on behalf of the corporation?”

“Shoot,” I said. It was probably the first time a corporation asked me a favour, if I didn’t count random terms of service politely asking for my soul as favours.

“We have a lot of civilians to process. Procedure is that we do it all on-site at the first convenient moment, which happened to be here and now, even though the area will soon be an orange zone.”

“That sounds monumentally stupid,” I pointed out.

He wiggled his hands around. “It’s procedure,” he said as if that explained everything.

“And you need to do it?”

“If we don’t obtain proper identification of the civilians, and proof of danger, then we can’t invoice them for services rendered,” he explained.

I blinked. Of course they were going to charge each one individually. They had to make enough to afford their giant mobile bases and tanks somehow. “And if I tell you that we don’t have time for that.”

“Protocol trumps nearly everything. The exceptions are demands from certain VIPs and, of course, a strongly worded... suggestion from an active samurai in the field. Especially if that suggestion comes with a warning.”

I think he’s trying to encourage you to threaten him.

“I got that,” I muttered. “Well, Colonel Burke, your protocol is cute and all, but we need to go. Now.”

“Is there any clear and present danger, ma’am?” he asked. He was smiling now, like someone in on the joke.

I decided not to say that it would annoy me if they didn’t move, that was a bit petty, even for me. “I plan on filling the area with anti-alien traps. Your men can help me with that. Which means the convoy needs to get moving. You can tell the civilians to email you in a week or two in order to get their invoices or whatever.”

Burke rubbed at his chin. “That does sound like it might be something that would harm Clenze materials and personnel. I think I will have no choice but to order the immediate repacking and movement of the convoy.”

“Uh-huh,” I said. “You’re a sneaky one, huh?”

He grinned at me. “I’ve filled my share of forms.”

“Is there a form you can fill out to say that the squad that was with me did a good job?” I asked.

Burke looked taken aback for a moment. “There is, yes.”

“Good,” I said. “They went out of their way to help, especially Monroe and Speedy. I’d give them some toys but I bet there are protocols for that too.”

He nodded along. “I’ll make note of it. Thank you, samurai.”

I gave him a salute that made Speedy’s look downright textbook. “I’m going to go kill a few more xenos. Can you try to get everyone moving fast-like?”

“We’ll do our best,” he said.

I hopped out of the bridge area feeling rather content with the meeting. Burke did seem like he had a stick up his ass about protocols, but he also knew what they were worth in the end.

I got out of the mobile base with Dumbass by my side, then took a moment to look around and try to find out what to do next. “Hey, any of you two see Gomorrah?” I asked the soldiers on guard duty.

“Um, ma’am?” one of them asked. “What’s Gomorrah?”

I gestured at about headheight. “Yay tall, stick up ass, looks like a nun. Likes fire... a lot.”

“You mean the other samurai? She’s by the west flank ma’am.”

I stared for a few long seconds until he lifted a hand and rather sheepishly pointed off to the left. “Thanks,” I said.

Returning to Gomorrah?

“Yeah,” I said after I was a little ways away. “I bet she’s found something to burn while she was out, which means there might also be something to shoot. I might find Monroe too and give him a buttload of explosives to mine the road with, make true on what I said.”

It was time, I figured, to start heading back. To the green zone, to safety, and maybe to my friends.


Chapter Seventy-Four

Thoughts and Prayers

The generation born between 2000 and 2010 are often called the ‘lost generation’ by some modern historians. Born at a time where the unchecked growth of corporate entities began to spiral out of control, and hit by three massive recessions and two global pandemics—not to mention the first Antithesis incursions—by 2025, the entire generation can be said to have lost the opportunities that those who came before had.

How strange it is, then, that they slipped so easily into the shoes of their predecessors.

Excerpt from The Lost Generation: the 2000s to Now,
by an anonymous writer, 2047


I found Gomorrah in an unexpected position. She was off to one side of the front line, sitting in the passenger seat of one of the PMC’s little humvee. She had her hands clasped together and her head turned down, lips moving silently to say something that I couldn’t hope to catch as I approached.

Religion had never been my thing, so I didn’t know if it was cool to just... barge in and interrupt or something. Usually I wouldn’t have given a damn, but Gomorrah was pretty chill and she also had flamethrowers which was always a good argument for leaving someone be.

A look around revealed a bunch of nothing. The Clenze soldiers had set up a barricade of sorts with their carts, guns pointed out along the street, but as far as I could tell there weren’t any aliens on us yet. We probably had a few minutes before the bigger part of the hoard came around looking for something to snack on.

“I can hear you breathing,” Gomorrah said.

I reached up and touched my mask. Did the little exhaling tab on it make noise? “You done praying?” I asked.

She slowly lifted her head and lowered her hands. “Prayer is one of those things where you’re never quite done.”

“Ah,” I said. “Like taxes.”

“You do know that we don’t pay taxes, right?” she asked.

“Religious exemption?” I asked.

“No, I meant you and me. We’re samurai. No taxes. Not even sales taxes. They’re removed automatically.” She grabbed onto a handle above the door and used it to swing herself out of the car. “One of the many little advantages to being Vanguards.”

“Neat,” I said. “I can live with the idea that I don’t need to pay those. Do we need to fill out income tax returns too?”

Gomorrah tilted her head a bit and I had the impression she was thinking. “You know, I have no idea.”

I shrugged. “Well, whatever. So, uh, prayer, huh?”

“What of it?” Gomorrah asked.

“Dunno, just, not really familiar with religious stuff is all. Don’t really see the point to it.”

Gomorrah paused in the act of straightening out her habit. “It’s... there’s a lot of pageantry, and some of that is useless. There are lots of things that I think are kind of dumb too, and sometimes the rules are a bit nonsensical, or don’t really apply anymore, but I always saw all that as, you know, the natural consequences of an organization being old.”

“So why do anything about it?” I asked. It wasn’t the most interesting line of questioning, but there wasn’t anything better to do, unless I wanted to get involved with pushing people into trucks and I figured my presence there would just slow things down.

Gomorrah leaned back against the car. “It’s about hope, really.”

“Hope?” I asked.

She nodded. “How did you think your future would play out? Before you became a saint. I mean, a samurai.”

“Uh. I don’t know, really. I’m turning eighteen in a couple of days. Lucy, that’s my best friend, she’s a bit older than me. We were planning on leaving together, then we’d... figure it out, I guess.”

Gomorrah let out a long breath. “That doesn’t sound that concrete. Honestly, the chances we... normal people have? They’re kind of crap. You ever hear people from a hundred years ago talk about the future? They were optimistic. Now, you can’t decide if some natural disaster sparked by a corp will wipe you out, or if it’ll be some crippling debt that will get to you. God forbid you hurt yourself badly enough to need healing. And then there are the aliens. The future’s not bright, Cat.”

“Yeah,” I said. It was the kind of thing I didn’t dwell on much. I’d heard stories of the other kids who left the orphanage. They weren’t all that nice. Those who had better lives were the ones that swore their life and loyalty to a government or corporation.

“So hope,” Gomorrah said, “Because I’d like to think that maybe there’s a chance that things will be nice in the future, but I don’t trust that it’ll come from human hands.”

I pulled my mask off. It was a bad habit, but I didn’t like having things on my face, the skin over my burns was always sensitive to rubbing. “I don’t know if I can think that way. I figure things have to work out, some of the time.”

Gomorrah sighed. “I don’t know. Life isn’t weighted in favour of normal people. If you’re lucky enough to start off well, then maybe life is still not too bad. But we can’t all be born with a silver spoon.”

I shook my head. “Nah, but that doesn’t mean you can’t work hard.”

She looked my way for a long time. “Usually, it’s the religious one that gets called naive,” she said. “I didn’t imagine that from you.”

I glared over at her, but not with any real heat to it. “I’m not a paragon of optimism, but I am a bed half full kind of girl.”

“A what?” Gormorrah asked.

“Life’s shit, trust me, I get that, but I feel that you need to fight for shit to be fair.”

The nun shook her head. “I... don’t entirely disagree, especially now that we have the tools to actually be able to fight, but I don’t think you’re seeing the full picture. You can take any corp to court if they do something to harm you, but you’ll probably lose. You can point a finger to the people in charge and say that they’re corrupt and evil, but the laws were made by them, and don’t apply to them.”

“Then just punch their teeth in.”

Gomorrah didn’t say anything for a while, then her shoulders started to shake and I heard a faint giggle coming from behind her mask. “I hope you keep that attitude up,” she said. “It’ll get you killed, but maybe you’ll punch some teeth in before you go.”

“Damn right,” I said. “When you’re hungry, you find a rich person to eat.”

The nun pushed off the car and stretched. “You’re a bit of an idiot,” she said. “But I think you have your heart in the right place.”

“You mean I still have a heart. Myalis is probably plotting ways for me to replace it with some high-tech pump.”

Gomorrah laughed again. “Ah, my AI is the same. He keeps insisting that I need to replace my skin with something a little more flameproof. Which, while that would be nice, it would also turn me a little bit blue, and my skin would then be lethal to anything eating me.”

“You planning on getting eaten?” I asked while turning my voice a little sultry.

The nun spun away from me. I’d bet my last handful of credit that she was blushing under that mask. “I take it back. Your heart is dark as pitch.”

I was about to mention how other parts of me were far more fun anyway, when we were interrupted by someone jogging over to us. It didn’t take much for me to recognize Monroe.

“Ma’ams,” he said before snapping off a salute. “We have a bit of an issue. I was hoping I could request your assistance.”

“What’s up?” I asked.

“We think the hive’s changing tactics.”

Gomorrah said something that wasn’t very Christian and shifted. I... had no idea what he was on about. Fortunately, Myalis did.

An Antithesis hive will give birth to new models as time goes on, usually taking some time to produce stronger and more lethal, but also more time-consuming, to grow models. This is a normal progression. That normal progression is sometimes not suited to combat in any given environment. That means that the hive can stop producing models that are ineffective and focus on those that work.

“What’s the change?” I asked.

“We have reports from teams all across the incursion border. The orange zones have shifted back, but the ground models have been replaced by fliers. Lots of them.”

“What, they’re trying to swarm people?” I asked.

Monroe shook his head. “They’re seeing more Model Twos and Ones. Some Nines as well. We think they’re looking for resistance first instead of scavenging as they go.”

I frowned, then started paying attention to the noises in the background. The muttering and talking of a thousand-off annoyed people was still audible, but I could now make out the thumping of AA guns in the distance. AA guns that we didn’t have here.

“Okay,” I said. “We need to get moving faster, and we need to set up some sort of deterrent. Fuck mining the streets, we’ve got a new priority.”


Chapter Seventy-Five

A Flock of Trouble

PTSD, or Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, is a mental condition triggered by a terrible event, causing flashbacks, nightmares and severe anxiety.

It was common amongst soldiers throughout history, but has impacted even civilians who have gone through traumatizing events.

With the first incursion, the precedent for PTSD has risen to an all time high.

Which is why you should always carry some Spauitive!

Recommended by 9 out of 10 psychologists *to instantly cure* any signs of PTSD, both as diagnosed by a medical professional, and at home!*

Get your Spauitive today delivered right to your doorstep with a 20% discount* by entering the promo-code: Depression!

An ad for ‘Spauitive!’ a highly concentrated opioid, 2050


“Take these!” I called out as I swung my arm around. Myalis, who was obviously fond of dramatics, made five turrets appear under my hand in time with the sweeping motion. Each one was bundled up with some ammunition and guns already, though they would still take some time to set up.

Monroe, who by virtue of knowing me had been promoted from Sergeant to... still Sergeant but more in charge, pointed to teams of two and sent them off to different trucks.

The soldiers had painted big numbers on the sides of each vehicle, and had replaced our volunteer drivers with some of their own already.

Five groups left towards five trucks, the last ones to be fitted with gun emplacements. “Think it’ll be enough?” I asked.

“It’s ten minutes from here to the FOB,” Monroe said. “That’s a lot of ground to cover while under attack, so every additional gun will be worth its weight in credits.”

“Yeah, fair,” I said. The soldiers had a pair of ladders which they were using to rush onto the roofs of some of the trailers, while others just climbed from the truck’s bumper into its hood, then jumped onto the top of their trailers from there. Daring, but it worked.

“Sir! Ma’am!” one young soldier said as he ran over. “We have people moving our way. Contacts, about one hundred in all.”

“Where?” I asked.

I was pointed off towards one road, the one I knew Gomorrah wasn’t guarding. “That way, ma’am.”

Monroe and I took off jogging through the drizzle, heading right towards the blockade that was even now coming apart as everything was packed away with military efficiency. That efficiency had paused as every soldier in the area was reaching for their arms and sighting down the road.

I hopped up the low-slung fender of one of the Clenze cars then glared out ahead at the crowd approaching us. At first glance, they were just a few dozen people in wet, bedraggled clothes. Normal folk of all ages shuffling together as if sticking together would grant them any sort of protection.

It was only on looking carefully at the way most of them were walking with a bit of a stutter that things got really weird. Far too many of them wore bloody clothes or looked like they’d tried to tear off their outfits.

“Shit,” I said. “Dumbass! Get into scanning range.” If my little drone could check them out and confirm my suspicions then... then there was no risking any of the soldiers to do the same.

The drone bobbed up and down, then shot ahead with a faint tapping of its little legs on asphalt.

I pulled Whisper off my shoulder as I watched Dumbass skitter along. The moment the drone had crossed the first hundred or so meters and was within spitting range of the people at the front of the group, a few of them detached themselves from the bunch and started running at the drone.

I’m afraid I don’t have any good news. Dumbass One was unable to make a full scan at that range, at least not one that is stable and clean, but even what was taken is enough to find traces of Antithesis nerve-grafting.

“Model Sevens?” I asked.

Someone heard me, one of the soldiers nearby. “Model Sevens!” he called out.

Any attempt to tell them to give me a minute was nixed when half the soldiers opened fire. Hitting a moving target at a hundred meters was tricky, but with thirty or so people emptying full auto on a group of a hundred... I winced as bodies crumpled left and right. Those that started sprinting towards us were only focused on harder.

Within a few seconds there were only bodies left on the road. But behind us, the civilians still being guided into trucks didn’t take kindly to the gunfire. They screamed until the soldiers guiding them in yelled even louder to get them in.

“Damn,” I said. “Monroe, we don’t have time for this, can you speed things up?”

“Yes ma’am!” he called.

Dumbass skittered back to my side, looking no worse for wear, if a bit bloody from its little adventure. “Come on, little guy,” I said as I hopped down. I moved towards the people, the Model Sevens, and tried to keep my lunch down as I stared at all the corpses. “Myalis, I need something to burn this off.”

Understood.

I returned to the convoy after placing a Resonator on the ground behind me, one tuned for human flesh.

I found Monroe waiting for me when I returned, along with Gomorrah. “Ma’am,” he said. “We’re ready to head out. Are you riding with us or...?”

“I guess so,” I said. “What about you?” I asked Gomorrah.

“I’m going to ride with the mobile base. It offers a good platform to attack from.”

I imagined the nun riding atop one of the flat-topped semi-trailers, then nodded. The mobile base at least had a sort of... almost balcony above it. Probably had roof access... and a bathroom. Damned fancy vehicle. “I’ll go with you then,” I said. “Maybe we can make it go last to cover our rear.”

“I’ll tell the colonel,” Monroe said before bolting off.

The convoy looked ready to go. Trucks packed, armoured cars moving about into position and the tank I’d seen earlier roaring ahead of the pack to take the lead.

“Come on,” Gomorrah said. “I think at this point we’re the ones stalling the rest.”

A glance around showed that we were just about the only ones not in a vehicle or another. “Yeah, alright,” I said.

We were greeted at the mobile base by a still-impeccable Colonel Burke. “Lady Samurai,” he greeted us as soon as we were on board. “I take it you’re ready to go?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Let’s get out of this place.”

The man nodded then turned to one of his adjuncts who seemed to be waiting for him. “Give the signal, we’re moving back.”

There was a snap of ‘yessir,’ and a moment later the entire mobile base rocked as it got into gear and started to move along with the pondering slowness of something that weighed as much as the average house.

“We’ll be on the roof,” Gomorrah said as she moved towards the back. I shrugged, waved Burke off, and followed.

By the time we made it to the roof of the base the entire convoy was moving, which is to say, it was crawling along at a snail’s pace. The roads were covered in too many wrecks to get any good speed, and with so many choke points, trucks had to slip by in single file.

Sometimes that required that they maneuver around tight corners, stopping to realign halfway through while all the rest waited. The smaller armoured cars didn’t have that problem, but they couldn’t just rush ahead.

Still, the PMCs seemed to have their shit together. They never let the convoy spread out too much and had cars waiting at intersections in case a flood of aliens spawned out of thin air.

This endeavor of yours is working out surprisingly well. I don’t know if you’re making as many points as you would have had you merely kept fighting, but you are definitely saving more lives this way.

“Maybe,” I said. “We’re still leaving a lot of people behind.”

Gomorrah looked my way for a bit, but she didn’t seem to have anything to add to my apparently one-sided conversation.

Points aren’t everything. They are a means to an end, and that end is often ensuring the survival of as many as you can.

I nodded before leaning against the side of a post with a sort of antenna sticking out of it. I was... tired. The day had been a long one even if it was still just mid-afternoon. I could probably keep going, but it was only going to work thanks to an over abundance of adrenaline and some self-asskicking.

I wanted to be back with my friends, with the kittens and Lucy.

Was I selfish?

“Cat!”

I tore myself away from my own contemplations and looked over to Gomorrah. She was pointing to the sky. A sky darkened by flitting black forms.

My new eye zoomed in on the mass slowing around the tops of the nearest buildings like a smog bank and made out hundreds, maybe thousands of pitch-black birds.

“Model Ones?” I asked.

“More than that,” the nun added. “They’re heading this way too.”

I picked up my gun with a sigh. “Well, more points for us, then.”


Chapter Seventy-Six

The Big Players

Younger samurai, and by that, we mean those who turned into samurai recently (it has nothing to do with age!) are generally pretty well protected by the older ones.

But they can’t stop us from shipping them!

Deceased anonymous forum user, 2030


There were so many flying models out ahead that they were practically a cloud of living flesh, swarming out towards us like grasping vines.

“Damn,” I said.

“I’m going to need a bigger flamethrower,” Gomorrah said.

I nodded, ready to agree with her, when a large flamethrower appeared right next to Gomorrah at just the right height for her to grab onto its twin handles and angle its nozzle up.

It was nearly all-black, except for white detailing within and it was festooned in crosses and skulls and small statuettes across its entire surface.

“Did... did you put extra points into making it all... gaudy?” I asked.

“Don’t you have more important things to focus on?” she asked.

“Not right at this very second, no,” I said. I gestured to the swarm approaching us. “We’ve got like a minute before we’re pecked apart. I’m not going to spend it moping.”

Gomorrah sighed. “You are so unserious.”

“That’s not a word, I’m sure,” I said.

“You know what I meant,” she snapped. “And yes. I did spend an extra point to decorate my flamethrower. So what?”

“Nothing, nothing. I mean, it’s not my kind of thing, but it looks really pious or whatever. I’m sure Jesus will appreciate you burning things to death more if your flamethrower has the symbol of the thing that killed him on it.”

“Shut up, Cat,” she said. “At least I’m not slowly turning into some sort of heathen animal person. You’re one fur coat away from being a god-damned furry, you know that, right?”

I slapped a hand over my chest. “That stings, little G.”

She paused. “How long have you been waiting to call me that?”

“A bit,” I said. I wanted to rib her some more, but time was running short. I wiggled my shoulders and Myalis must have caught on because my new guns deployed from over my shoulder. Dumbass the First installed itself nearby, its plasma rifle twisting around and aiming at the sky. “Ready?” I asked as I adjusted my footing and brought Whisper up. I couldn’t even remember what kind of ammo I’d used in it last, but I was sure it wasn’t pleasant for anything it hit.

Gomorrah shifted her robes with one hand and let her leg poke out of them so that she could place her foot on the railing and hold her new flamethrower up towards the sky.

I snorted. “Trying to distract them with a bit of thigh?” I asked. She did have nice legs. “It’s working for me.”

“Shush you,” she said. “And yes, I’m ready.”

“Whenever you want to start,” I said.

We were still rolling along, the mobile base rumbling beneath as it slowly navigated around wrecked cars and abandoned trucks at a speed that most mobility scooters could outpace. There was going to be no outrunning the swarm.

The base’s main gun turned around and aimed up, as did the machine guns sticking out of its sides. “Myalis, get ready to spend a lot of points on stuff to clear the air,” I said. A big enough bomb might be able to do it, I figured. It wouldn’t be pretty, but if it worked then it was worth it.

Certainly.

The Model Ones flocked closer. I really wished they’d make more noise than the flap of their wings, it felt as if there were some sound-effects missing as the swarm scattered, then started to swoop down towards us.

Gomorrah and I both tensed. My finger started to pull back on the trigger.

The sky filled with actinic arcs of jittering energy. I squeezed my flesh and blood eye shut, but my cybernetic one was enough to capture the sparks darting from bird to bird, each flash leaving an imprint of their bones through their skin before the Model Ones were peeled out of the sky like so much snow.

Alien bodies rained down onto the street with a thudding pitter-patter like heavy hail, some of them crashing through windows, others bursting apart against the road. Only a few of them, with wings locked in place, managed to swoop as far as the mobile base to crash against its side and roof.

“What the—” I began.

A form blew past above us, a person with a pair of mechanical wings carrying a gun as long as I was tall that sparked with electrical discharges. They looked our way, face hidden by a bird-shaped visor, then flew on.

I was about to start swearing when I heard a low hum from behind and turned to see a second flier approaching our position.

Deus Ex landed atop the mobile base’s main gun with a heavy clunk, her twin engines hovering by her side and her face entirely covered by her mask. “Heard you got a name,” she said.

I paused for a moment, then refocused. “Hey,” I said. “Yeah, I did.” I flicked a thumb over my shoulder. “You know the idiot that did that?”

She nodded. “I do. We’re running clean-up in the area now. The way should be clear from here to the edge of the green zone. Good work out there, by the way. That’s a lot of civvies.”

“So, what, you’ll just... take over?” I asked.

I didn’t know why I felt so disappointed, or betrayed for that matter.

“Pretty much. Can’t let the small fry die because they bit off more than they can chew,” she said. “Plus you’ve been out for what, five hours? Six? Go take a break. In a couple of hours it’ll all be over.”

She glanced past me and to the road we were leaving behind.

“On that note, I’m off. I’ll give you a call tomorrow.” She bunched her legs up under her and jumped into the air with her entire rig pulling her up and away.

I lowered Whisper by my side and looked over the field of dead Model Ones. A minute ago I’d been wondering if I could take them all on, and now they were dead. It felt as if someone had just yanked me around and shown me the chasm between me and the other samurai out there.

“Damnation,” Gomorrah said. “I got this thing for nothing.” She wiggled her flamethrower about.

I sighed. “You can probably make toast with it or something,” I said.

My guns retracted and I slung Whisper over a shoulder before looking out ahead of us. We were getting closer to the front meter by meter. At that rate, we’d be there in a few more minutes.

“You think we’re done?” I asked.

Gomorrah nodded. “For this incursion? Probably. I don’t know how much time you’ve spent with other samurai, but they tend to treat new ones like, well, they treat us like children. It gets better relatively quickly though. I think it’s more about how well you can pull your weight.”

“Hmm,” I said. That made a sort of sense. We’d done a lot today, Gomorrah and I, but I was willing to bet that an older, or rather a more experienced samurai, could do a lot more a whole lot more efficiently.

“Home,” Gomorrah said.

“Home,” I replied. “Not... I don’t think I have a home, exactly.”

“You mentioned someone close to you, no?” she asked.

I nodded along. “Yeah. I guess wherever she is, that’s home. I’m pretty sure Myalis can track her down for me.”

That would be as easy as... done.

My mood lightened a bit at that, so I found a spot to sit on the railings running around the roof and enjoyed the bumpy ride. It had been a hard day’s work, but one capped by some success. More success than failure. And in the end, I’d get to see Lucy and the kittens again.

That meant all sorts of new problems, but I doubted they’d be as challenging as facing an alien invasion while poorly prepared.


Chapter Seventy-Seven

Anticlimax


We crossed the barricaded street and moved through a crowd of wide-eyed idiots who didn’t seem to understand the concept of not standing right next to the incursion zone. I got the ping telling me that I’d saved some two-thousand odd people, but I waved it off. Later. I could look into that when things had settled down.

It was probably not that big a deal, but I imagined one of those bigger flying bastards showing up. There would probably be more deaths to trampling than anything the xeno could do.

The mobile base came to a rolling stop next to the temporary forward base I’d visited just a few hours ago. Hours that felt like weeks.

“Where will you be going now?” Gomorrah asked.

I looked over at the nun. “I... I think I’m going to go check on my family,” I said. “They were caught in the middle of all that and....”

She nodded. “That’s fine. You go see if they’re safe. I think I’m going to stick to the edges for a while. I doubt there will be much work for me to do, but I’ll be around if I’m needed.”

“Cool,” I said. “Keep in touch?” I asked before extending a closed fist towards her.

She bumped it after a moment’s hesitation. “Likewise.”

I grinned at her before stepping off the side of the mobile base. Or at least, over the railing, then down along one of the sloped sides and onto one of the tires. The drop from there was a bit lower and a whole lot more manageable. The two Dumbasses clattered along after me with robot-cat-like grace.

It earned me a few looks, but the pervasive ‘don’t fuck with a samurai’ field kept people off my back. “You got the kitten’s address?” I asked.

I do. The rooms they’re in have cameras. I can confirm that they’re in good health and somewhat safe.

“Somewhat?” I asked.

They’re within five kilometers of the edge of an incursion.

That was... a fair point. I was going to comment on it when I saw a familiar soldier moving by. “Monroe!” I called out.

The man stopped and turned my way. “Ma’am?” he asked.

“Hey, you think I can borrow a car?” I asked. “And, uh, someone to drive it?”

“Are you returning into the incursion zone?” he asked. “I’m afraid that, per corporate regulations, our squadron won’t be able to return for another few hours, but I can find another to accompany you.”

“Nah,” I said. “I just need someone to drive me out into the city. Uh, the part of the city not filled with aliens.”

“Oh,” he said. “One moment then.” The soldier turned away while bringing a hand up to the side of his head. I could hear a faint murmur as he spoke at someone, but his helmet insulated me from most of it. “Speedy is free,” he said. “You can meet her over by the hovercarpool. That’s just over there. We appropriated a parking garage.”

“Thanks Monroe,” I said.

“No problem ma’am. And good work out there. We did good.”

I gave him a thumb’s up before he went on his way, then I took off in the direction he’d pointed me in.

The parking garage was a few floors up, but the power was still on and the elevator I called down cleared up real fast when the people within took a look at me. I was a bit... bloody looking. My pants had a few tears and my hair was a bit wild. I tried to fix myself up using the reflection on the inside of the stainless steel door.

When I stepped out of the elevator—having given up on cleaning myself—it was to find Speedy waiting for me leaning against the far wall. “Heya boss,” she said before flashing me a gap-toothed grin. The meds I’d given her were supposed to grow her missing teeth back, but that still left her looking like a meth addict for a bit.

“Heya Speedy,” I said.

“I requisitioned one of the faster cars,” she said while pointing over her shoulder with a thumb.

The ‘faster car’ turned out to be some sort of muscle car, all squarish and brutal, with armored plates riveted to its sides and a light bar across the roof. It even had additional lights at the front; the super-bright sort that could blind a person in mid-day if they annoyed the driver.

Speedy was giggling to herself as she slid into the driver’s seat. I was tempted to maybe call up an Uber instead of riding with her, but the extra effort that would demand—and the charge on my rather pitiful credit account—lead me to folding.

“Where to?” Speedy asked as she settled into her seat.

I started looking for the belts before we took off. “Myalis can give you the address. It’s... some hotel somewhere.”

“Nice!” Speedy said. A moment later one of the screens on the dashboard switched over to a map and Speedy floored it. “So,” she said as she ducked us under a lorry. “Heading to your friends?”

“More like my family,” I said.

“You’ve got kids?” she asked.

“Nine of them.”

We almost met a grisly end into the side of a skyscraper as Speedy whipped her head around.

“Orphans!” I said. “Orphans. Just a big bunch of brats.”

“Oh, oh that makes more sense,” she said. “Just a group of kids you’re keeping safe, eh?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Me and Lucy watch over them.”

“Ohh,” Speedy said, drawing it out long and low. “You and Lucy huh?”

I grinned. “Yeah. I miss her.”

“I’m sure she’ll be real... excited when her hero comes back.”

“I sure hope so,” I said. “I could use a bit of relaxing.”

Speedy lived up to her name, because a minute later, after a dozen harrowingly close calls, we were pulling to a stop before the front lobby of a hotel. Not one of those pod places, but an honest to god high-rise hotel with an entrance lobby filled with marble and statues and art pieces that were probably worth more than what most people made in a lifetime.

The moment the car stopped a pair of valets ran out of the entrance, neither of them looking terribly happy.

“I’m off,” I told Speedy as I unbuckled myself. “You have fun Speedy, and try not to run into a building.”

“See you around, Cat,” she said. “And don’t forget to wear protection!”

I laughed as I stepped out and closed the door behind me.

Speedy rolled off just as the valets arrived and a group of security guards showed up by the entrance. It had to be a pretty fancy place if they had their own guards. “This parking is for esteemed customers of the Meri—”

“Shush,” I said as I turned around to the valet who’d started. “I’m looking for a group of kids. Probably called the Kittens?”

The man straightened. “The privacy of our clients is—”

I raised a hand. “Myalis, do the thing where you show off that I’m a samurai.”

Of course!

The valets and the guards all twitched, and just like that, their demeanor changed from pissed off idiots with rods up their asses to hyper-obsequious idiots with rods up their asses.

“Just, just bring me to my friends,” I asked.

One long elevator ride all the way to the top and I arrived at one of the penthouse suites. That Deus Ex had casually tossed around a few million credits to rent the place for a few days was... appreciated. It was a lot of cash to drop on a stranger on a whim. I couldn’t help but be suspicious about it, but there wasn’t much to do right then and there.

I knocked on the door leading into the rooms and waited. There was screaming and tussling going on on the other side, the kind that I’d grown quite familiar with.

And then the door opened and I looked down to see Junior staring up at me.

The teen took me in, from my boots to my messy hair stuffed under my hood. “Shit Cat,” she said. “I’m digging the pissed off action hero look.”

I sighed. “Heya Junior. Can you get out of my way or will I have to move you?”

She grinned, then that grin faded a bit. “Your threats aren’t any fun when I know you could carry them out,” she said. “Can I get an arm like that? Oh, and you still owe me a knife.”

I barked a laugh. “Fuck off,” I said.

She pulled the door open wider to let me in, then, because she was a little shit, she shouted. “Room service!”

“I swear!” came an all too familiar and angelic voice. “When I find out which one of you ordered room service again I’ll...”

Lucy stepped around a corner and froze up.

“Cat!”

I was rammed backwards by a few dozen kilos of worried Lucy, her arms squishing me tight while her crutches clattered to the floor behind her. “Lucy,” I said as I pulled her close and let my head fall atop her head.

“Oh, you’re alive,” she said.

“Why do you sound surprised?” I asked. The joke fell short when I saw the tears in her eyes. “Hey, it’s okay?”

She sniffled, then smiled before climbing onto tip toes and pressing her lips against mine. Her hands crawled up my sides and she let out a surprised little noise when she bumped into my new arm.

I melted a little, the stress keeping me rigid dissolving, and when she tugged me back and we stumbled deeper into the penthouse, it was all I could do not to collapse onto the floor with her.

“Kids!” Lucy said as she pulled away for just a second. “We’re going to be busy for a bit.”

There was a chorus of ‘ewws’ from the Kittens.

And then a deluge of questions. Where had I been, did I kill lots of aliens? Did I film it? Could they see my guns? What was up with my new eye, and the arm?

“Later,” I said while counting heads. The twins were there. Nose was on a couch staring at a screen. Daniel was out of his chair and on another couch where he waved.

Spark and Tim were... doing something to a toaster and Bargain and Nemo were paused halfway through the act of rolling across the hardwood floor mid-fight.

That’s all I had time to see before Lucy yanked me into a bedroom. A nice one, with a four-poster bed, and an attached bathroom and a thick carpet underfoot.

My boots came off with a clunk and my invisibility jacket fell off at some point.

And then I was sitting on the edge of the bed, Lucy pressing down on me until I fell. “How was your day?” she asked rather coyly.

“It just got better,” I said.

She paused, eyeing me down from within a curtain of her long hair. “Do you want to talk about it?”

“I... maybe?” I said.

She smiled. “Give me a minute then. I need to use the washroom, and then we can... talk.”

I grinned up at her and watched her move off. She was a bit awkward without her crutches, but it was fine. A temporary problem.

My head rested back onto the bed and I smiled at the lingering scent of Lucy’s cheap shampoo.

Good night, Cat.

I didn’t have the energy to ask Myalis what she meant. I was safe. I was as close to home as I could possibly be.

My eyes slid shut...


Afterword

Heya!

My name is RavensDagger, the author of this hot mess. I hope that if you’ve made it this far, it’s because you enjoyed the ride with Cat and company!

There are more exciting misadventures to come in the sequel, Stray Cat Strut: A Young Lady’s Guide to Exploding the Corporate Ladder!

This story was written entirely as a web-serial, with chapters available in advance on my Patreon, then adapted into book form with the help of a few great friends. Shout out to Gwen and Cedric for all of their help, and of course the nutcases on the Raven’s Nest discord for the questionable moral support!

I hope to see you around in volume two!

Keep warm; stay cool,

RavensDagger
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