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          CHAPTER 1

        

      

    

    
      Atlantic City, May 30, 1929

      Soon it would be all over for her, as it was for so many others. Ah, how he loved the forgotten runaways. He smiled at the woman next to him as he approached the boardwalk city. She was a plain woman he’d picked up in some forgotten town in Kansas. Or was it New Hampshire? He couldn’t remember. Midas Mink drove his new Dodge Senior Six along the Atlantic Coast Highway. He was in a fantastic mood. Everyone said it couldn’t be done, but he got that fat Quaker into office. This was going to be a year to remember.

      Oh, I love how this new car smell. After I seal this next deal, I will be set for life.

      “Can’t this jalopy go any faster? You promised I would get to meet the president,” the woman said in an annoying tone.

      “The vice president.”

      “What?”

      “I said you’d get to meet the vice president. They have invited us to dinner at the new Boardwalk Hall that is being unveiled tomorrow.”

      “Oh, well, then, I want to meet him. Don’t fuck it up like the last time.”

      “Don’t worry, Gladys, you’re the star attraction at tonight’s event,” Midas said.

      He turned his ring around so he could see the signet that helped him seal many deals. He considered it his lucky ring, and its gaze was all-knowing.

      “Oh, what a pretty ring,” Gladys said.

      “This is my lucky signet. Ever since I came into contact with it, I’ve never lost a negotiation.”

      She took his hand and stared at the oblong curiosity.

      “What the fuck?”

      “What’s wrong, my dear?”

      “This ring… it winked at me.”

      “That’s impossible. You must have had too many of those Gin Rickeys at lunch.”

      Midas smiled to himself. He knew full well the power of the ring and what it did to those who met its gaze. Tonight was to be a very special night indeed. Before he could finish the thought, the woman opened the passenger door. A gust of wind blew the door back. The woman giggled as she repeated the action. Her dress blew across her face, and Midas glimpsed her tiddles.

      He licked his lips in anticipation as her flapping dress revealed her exposed private area. She took his hand and licked his fingers. A tingling sensation like no other overcame him. The vehicle swerved as he momentarily lost control.

      “Stop, Gladys, we don’t want to get into an accident now, do we?” Midas said.

      The woman ignored him as she guided his ring finger deep within her. Midas slowed the vehicle to accommodate the extracurricular activity. The woman grasped his hand like she was possessed. She screamed, then a gust of chilly air peppered his face. He slammed the brakes as she tumbled onto the jagged rocks below. His signet ring winked at him. Its bloodshot gaze looked at him expectantly.
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      Treeka’s heart sank as massive explosions ripped through Manhattan. The buildings reverberated so violently that her teeth rattled. Screams of hundreds washed over her, like a torrent of water flowing over a gentle stream. The monster tossed her skinless cybernetic robots around like a kid’s playthings. And there wasn’t much of anything of her resistance left.

      “Get out of there, Treeka,” Jonny D said.

      Aiko tugged her arm. “We need to leave—now!”

      “Not without my father,” Treeka said, falling next to the remains of Tsuyoshi Kiyomizu, her father.

      “I got him,” Mia said as she covered the remains with a makeshift blanket.

      Treeka watched in horror as the hairy woman removed her sweater, then scooped up the remains of her father with her bare hands, before tying the bloody mess into a neat bundle.

      “Treeka, let’s go now,” Aiko said.

      “I suggest you listen to your young protégée. A hostile force is heading your way,” Eliza, her AI, urged.

      Treeka snapped out of her fog and into reality. It was like she woke in a battle of flesh and despair. Everywhere she looked, there was carnage.

      “There she is. The one who caused so much pain and destruction,” a male voice said.

      “Get her, before she gets away.”

      “I think we’ve worn out our welcome,” Treeka said.

      She ran like the wind. A quick glance behind her confirmed that Aiko was far behind her. She slowed her movement so the teen could catch up. Mia was holding off the crowd. She wielded a bus stop sign like it was a broadsword, braining anyone who got close. Treeka ducked into an alley. Aiko and Mia barricaded it with a dumpster. Aiko tried to reach a fire escape ladder, but came up short. The roar of the mob slammed against the dumpster. Mia groaned as the dumpster moved. The woman was strong, but the crowd was too many for one cybernetic warrior.

      “Eliza, activate a jump on my mark,” Treeka said.

      Treeka ran toward the fire escape and ladder that ensured freedom. It was twenty feet off the ground. She used her cybernetic legs to propel her toward the fire escape. She slammed against the ladder. It was locked, but Treeka crushed the padlock in one hand like it was made of paper. The ladder rattled as it slammed against the pavement below. Seconds later, Aiko joined her. Mia wasn’t so lucky. She got caught up in the crowd’s frenzy. Someone smashed a glass bottle over her head. Blood oozed over her face. She screamed as another plunged a knife into her gut. One man scaled the ladder. Treeka punched the man so hard she nearly took his head off.

      “We didn’t cause this,” Treeka said.

      “Boombally boonuka,” another man said.

      “Hopsey duna,” a child screamed.

      Some people attacking Mia started biting; others punched, stabbed, and pulled. One crazed-looking bald man bit her neck. Fresh blood oozed. He lapped it up like a thirsty dog.

      What the fuck is the matter with these people?

      Treeka and Aiko pulled up the ladder and secured it. Gunshots rang out and a white fiery blast of searing pain overwhelmed her senses. She diverted the pain sensors to dull the effect. But Aiko had no such defenses. They needed to leave this hellish chaotic mess and find out why these people were acting so strange.

      “We’ve got trouble,” Jonny D said over her communications link.

      “What’s the matter?” Treeka said.

      “A chopper is hovering and spraying some green mist over the crowd.”

      “Is it making them crazy?” Aiko asked.

      “Yes, they are acting erratically. How’d you know?”

      “We have a bloodthirsty mob on our asses. Mia didn’t make it.”

      Jonny D was silent for a long moment. “Mia was a good person. That bastard will pay for all the suffering he caused.”

      “He will, but first we have to survive. Meet us at the theater. We need to regroup.”

      “Affirmative, see you—”

      The connection was severed.

      “Come, we need to get the hell out of here. Soon the entire city will be after us,” Treeka said.

      Aiko nodded as the teen slit the throat of a crazed, half-naked man with what looked like a bloody rolling pin. He was naked from the waist down. The rest of his outfit resembled that of a cook. Other men leaped toward her like deranged frogs.

      “Get that green goo on them,” a man said, laughing.

      Barrels dropped from a nearby building. Treeka had to jump out of the way to avoid getting hit. The barrel exploded toward the men. They tried to run, but a shower of green goo hit them. They screamed as their skin vanished. Treeka could see the bone.

      “You’re hit,” Aiko said.

      Treeka looked down at her disintegrating right pinky finger.

      “Warning! Imminent danger. Let no more radioactive fluid penetrate your armor. Exosuit integrity is at thirteen percent,” Eliza said.

      Treeka phased to avoid getting hit by any more goo. She scanned the area for the young ninja, but couldn’t find any sign.

      “Up here,” Aiko said.

      Treeka glimpsed Aiko scaling another fire escape. She ascended the nearest ladder and joined her young friend as they performed various parkour movements across the rooftops of the nearby brownstones. The streets were filled with what she called the impaired, people with no apparent control over their actions. Treeka had seen nothing like it. Some of the affected acted erratically, while others took more deliberate actions. It was as if these people were remote controlled.

      “Over here,” Aiko said as she flung herself atop another building.

      Treeka followed and landed on the edge of the next building. It collapsed, and Treeka reached for the nearest object: an ancient-looking gargoyle.

      “You will perish if you fall from this height,” the AI chimed in.

      Treeka glimpsed the ground, a cluster of impaired below. She reached up to get a better handhold. The stone gargoyle’s head shattered. The slow, distant roll of what could only be gunshots echoed between the buildings.

      Who is shooting at me?

      As Treeka contemplated this, Aiko’s hand came into view.

      “Take it,” the ninja said.

      “Someone is shooting—”

      Before Treeka could complete the sentence, a hot burning sensation shot up her hand.

      “Danger. An unknown assailant is targeting you from a distance. Judging from the range, I estimate it to be fifty yards away. Your metacarpophalangeal joint has been severed in your fifth digit, or pinky finger,” Eliza said.

      Treeka watched in horror as the exosuit’s effectiveness, along with her finger, evaporated. Aiko grabbed Treeka’s forearm and pulled with both of her hands. Treeka’s lifeblood made the effort difficult, but she was halfway over the ledge when more shots rang out. Chunks of stone exploded around them. Explosions of agony coursed through her left leg as she made it to the rooftop. The ninja dragged her behind an air conditioning unit. Bullets ricocheted as the shooter attempted to compensate for the new position. A pink milky liquid oozed from her hand. Aiko examined her body, then tore strips of her shirt, revealing bare skin. She formed a makeshift bandage over Treeka’s right hand.

      “Go easy or we won’t have any shirt left,” Treeka said, trying to make light of the situation.

      “We need to get you real medical help. My makeshift patchwork will only go so far,” Aiko said.

      A nearby door providing access to the roof slammed open. A man dressed in black stood with a shield and a curved sword.

      Who is that? Someone to finish us?

      A spray of bullets rang out over the rooftop. Treeka heard the tinny sound of clanking metal around her. The man with the shield moved in their direction, holding the shield in front of him. The bullets stopped.

      “Come, while they are reloading,” the man said.

      Treeka glanced at the man. He was tall, lean, and muscular and wore the garb of a Japanese warrior. His face was covered in a battle mask that reminded her of a devil. Treeka’s father had one, and she thought it was called a Mempo, the mask of a Samurai.

      There’s more than one of them?

      With the aid of Aiko, Treeka limped toward the door that the mysterious man had exited. He covered them as they escaped into a darkened stairwell. Treeka wondered who this man was and who might have sent him. Pain shot through her hand and backside as she descended deeper into the darkness below.

      “Who are you?” Aiko asked.

      “The name’s Sumoto. I’m a friend of your uncle’s. Enough chit-chat. Your friend has lost a lot of fluid. And I have friends in the underground who can help, so let’s roll,” the man said.

      Treeka drifted in and out of consciousness. She couldn’t tell how long it had been since she had been shot. She remembered entering a basement, then going through a hidden entrance. Then the next memory was lying on a makeshift operating table. A doctor was operating on her. She didn’t know who it was, but she hadn’t given her permission.

      “What are you doing?”

      Darkness...

      Sometime later, Treeka awoke to an all-too-familiar feeling of pain. Aiko sat on the floor, her head resting on her knees. It looked like she was trying to sleep. A man dressed as an ancient warrior stood on the opposite side of the bed.

      “How are you feeling?” the man asked.

      “Better—the pain has reduced.”

      “Good. Hiroto would be sad if they had hurt the daughter of his best friend.”

      “So you work for Aiko’s uncle?”

      “Not exactly. We’re business associates. We’ve worked together in the past. It’s more than that. We’re friends.”

      The man appeared to be conflicted about his relationship with Hiroto. She suspected it was more than a casual friendship. His feelings for the man ran deep.

      “How do you know Aiko’s uncle?”

      The man looked around. When he was satisfied that no one was listening, he continued. “I’ve known Hiroto Abiko for a long time. I was betrothed to his sister, Jane—but that was a long time ago.”

      “Aiko’s mother?”

      The man shifted his gaze downward like there was something more interesting on the floor. He glanced at Aiko, then leaned closer to Treeka.

      “Few people know this, but I’m Aiko’s godfather. I’ve been keeping a close watch on her since her mother was murdered.”

      Treeka realized she knew little about Aiko’s past. She changed the subject.

      “Who was the doctor that operated on me?”

      “His name is Dr. Clemmant. He runs a secret free clinic in Alphabet City. He also dabbles in cybernetics.”

      “Doc Chop must not like the competition,” Treeka said.

      “He doesn’t know about Clemmant. If he did, he would be in danger. At one time, the men were friends. But that ended when he got Doc Chop’s wife away from him. But that was before... never mind, I’ve said too much.”

      “Before what?”

      “Dr. Clemmant helped Dr. Javitts’—Doc Chop’s real name—wife Martha escape his clutches. It was not until later that Martha died.”

      “That’s terrible. No wonder Doc Chop hates him.”

      “The good doctor has all but forgotten about his wife. From what I hear, he’s taken a new bride. Your sister Meeka, if I’m not mistaken.”

      Treeka flushed at the memory of Meeka clobbering barrels of radioactive juice and covering hundreds of innocent people with it. Then later, the drones gassing innocents on the streets as they fled the clutches of Doc Chop’s meat beast.

      “How do you know so much about me and my sister?” Treeka asked.

      “You’re sort of famous in the cybernetic underground. Doc Chop has enhanced many with his back alley clinic. He must have implanted some backdoor in their security, because on the night of the attack, these people joined his fight.”

      “Fight against whom?”

      “Anyone who isn’t working with Doc Chop is working against him. Hence the reason you are here.”

      As Treeka thought over recent events, it all made sense. The meat beast was a distraction from his real agenda—world domination. Or at least to take control of New York.

      He must work with someone else, or even a group of people.

      “How long has she been awake?” Aiko asked.

      “Not long. I was just bringing her up to speed with what I learned about Doc Chop,” Sumoto said.

      “We need to strategize on how we’re going to take the doctor down.”

      “I think you need to recover from that hole in your side,” Aiko said.

      “I feel better already. That doctor that Sumoto arranged fixed me right up.”

      “Allow me to find the best path forward. I have eyes and ears in the underground that can help us here.”

      Treeka smiled at her fearless companion. She hadn’t known her long, but she couldn’t have asked for a better ally. Her traitorous sister betrayed her and, after many attempts to reason with her, she remains under the mad doctor’s spell.
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      Detective McKean pulled up to the brownstone on the Upper East Side. His shift was almost over, and he was looking forward to spending some quality time with his wife. His job often put a strain on their marriage, and after nearly fifteen years he had given some serious thought to quitting. But being a cop was in his blood, and he couldn’t think of doing anything else. Reports of a man threatening to kill a group of hostages with his bare hands had hit the 911 channel. The operator informed the police dispatch of a prank. Then more calls came in for the same disturbance. Two other cruisers were at the scene and had set up a perimeter. McKean pulled up behind one of the vehicles.

      “What’s the situation?” McKean asked as he exited the cruiser.

      “A suspected enhanced man on the top floor of this complex has at least ten hostages. And he is threatening to kill another unless we get him to his doctor,” a uniformed officer replied.

      “His doctor? Is he hurt?”

      “He doesn’t look injured, and I don’t know who this doctor is. We have snipers on the roof of a building with a line of sight into the penthouse where the assailant is holed up. According to the snipers, he is more than capable of fulfilling his promises. He threw a three-hundred pound victim to their death, with his bare hands.”

      “If he’s not enhanced, then he’s probably on drugs. We need to be prepared for anything,” McKean said.

      “The thought crossed our minds, but he is lucid. The snipers pulled up a heat map of the room and the man is half machine.”

      “I don’t think I’ve seen that much metal in a man before—”

      A window on an upper floor smashed outward as two more people came flying down.

      “He’s throwing victims out the window,” the sniper said.

      “If you have a clean shot, then take it,” a man said.

      Moments later, shots rang out and echoed between buildings.

      “We got him,” the sniper said.

      “Who’s the officer in charge?”

      The uniformed cop pointed to a middle-aged man in a suit talking to someone on the radio.

      “Detective McKean here. I heard the call on the radio. I think you could use a hand.”

      “Thanks for your offer, Detective, but I will have to decline. We have things well in hand here,” Sargent Ramirez said.

      News helicopters flew overhead, and people at the perimeter began to shout.

      “I don’t think you understand what you are dealing with,” McKean said.

      “Excuse me?” The sergeant turned on him, irate. “The hell I don’t. Now get the hell out of my crime scene.”

      McKean sighed, returned to his car, got in, and started it. Before he could put it into gear, the uniformed officer waved to him. McKean rolled down the window so he could hear the officer.

      “Hey, McKean, come here, will ya?”
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