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The barren wasteland surrounded the greatest mountain of Artecha like a snake winding itself around a jagged rock. On the jagged rock – known as Efirion Mountain – lived the last descendants of the indigenous aliens, run from their underwater cities by the humans who polluted the ocean with their foul machines. 

The people of Planet Omicron were originally known as aszet. They lived peacefully on their planet for thousands of years before humans invaded and enslaved them, and down through the centuries, they forgot their self-given name, becoming known by the human-given name of “demon.” 

Unlike the aszet people who dwelled on it, Artecha’s largest mountain was the only piece of geography in the country that had maintained its ancient and original name, as if the invading humans, content with having seized the land’s resources, couldn’t be bothered to rename the mountain as well. 

Artecha’s land was as dry and defeated as its native people, crying with blood from its cracked earth, screaming for release from the relentless hand that smothered it. That hand was actually referred to as “the Hand,” the tyrannical government of the invading human aliens who had slowly conquered the planet. 

Artecha was the first nation to fall to human rule. Before the Hand, it was solely inhabited by the tornoth, one of many sub-races of the aszet. The tornoth were mono-gendered aquatic women, black-haired with brown skin and blue scale plates on their cheeks and hands, the narrow pupils of their water-cyan eyes glowing in the dark like lit candles. 

The tornoth were one of the most ancient sub-races on Planet Omicron and had lived in Artecha – then known as Azkia – since the dawn of time. 

During the invasion, the tornoth were driven from their underwater cities and scattered to the dry lands above, where most developed a water deficiency for lack of their natural element. Once vulnerable, the defeated tornoth were then enslaved as pets and servants. The invention of robot companions brought slavery to a crawl across Omicron, but it was still very much in practice in Artecha’s Ardoncog, the planet’s capital on the edge of the Sife Sea. 

The majority of the remaining tornoth were driven into the wasteland, and it was only every now and then that a young tornoth would disappear, having been taken as a slave. The rest were restricted to Efirion Mountain by law, and should they deign to set foot outside their designated perimeter, they were murdered in a place that quickly became known as the Killing Fields. 

Naturally, many tornoth rebelled. Their continuous rebellions were met with brutal and swift retaliation from the Hand, who would send robot soldiers, tanks, and  mechanical beasts out to the wasteland in droves – either that, or they would send an assassin to quietly remove whatever new tornoth leader had arisen. Those tornoth not killed in the endless conflict were rounded up at the foot of Mount Efirion and were publicly executed. 

Over time, generations of tornoth learned what it meant to defy the Hand. Generations of tornoth learned hopelessness. Learned despair. Learned they were inferior. Learned their place. But not all of them learned their lessons well. 

Corin had always been a very bad pupil. She refused to see herself as helpless, hopeless, or inferior, but like many of her kin, was clever enough to silently pretend otherwise.

Because the humans had driven most wildlife to extinction in Artecha, the beasts had been replaced with mechanical animals that were rigged with cameras to spy on the tornoth for the smallest signs of defiance. In retaliation, the tornoth would form hunting parties and go on killing sprees, destroying any mechanical animal that crossed their path. It was a pastime mostly given to hot-blooded youths who had not yet been worn down by the ever-smothering hand of the Hand.

As time passed, one of two things happened for tornoth youth. Some would grimly come to accept their stifled lives and would slink into the same hunchbacked depression as their elders. Others would refuse to submit and would leave Artecha altogether. 

Corin was one of the youth who left. 

When she was sixteen, Corin packed a knapsack and told her mother she was leaving Artecha because “The rift was too wide” – the rift being the amount of miles separating Ardoncog (and its wealth of resources) from the barren and depleted Killing Fields where the exiled tornoth dwelled. It was a saying tornoth youth employed to announce their departure. 

Corin’s sister had been killed the year before by the Hand. Corin was afraid of winding up like her. She also wanted to know what pizza tasted like. She’d heard good things.

“Did you hear me, Mother?” Corin said. She stood in the middle of the room with her knapsack on her shoulder, waiting unhappily. “I said the rift is too wide.”

Corin’s mother didn’t look up. She was hunched over, washing socks in a basin. 

Their small home was inside one of the mountain’s many caves and was tiny and cramped. All around them were piles of junk: gears, cogs, and scrap metal Corin’s mother had taken from the mech beasts during her stints into the wasteland. Though it was illegal for the aszet to tinker, Corin’s mother was a great mechanist, her pockets always loaded down with tools. Even now, Cylora was clad in overalls, from the pockets of which poked wrenches and lengths of wire, and she had a pair of welding goggles pushed back on her forehead, a flashlight and a magnified glass taped to them.

Corin waited for her mother to look up. When Cylora finally did, her cyan eyes were wet with tears, and her filthy face was streaked with them. People were always filthy in Artecha. Just going outside meant walking through the smog that rolled in from the ever-patrolling mechanical beasts. 

“Cira keep you safe,” Cylora whispered, eyes down. She sniffed and went back to washing.

Corin turned away. As she marched resolutely from the cave, she took up her mother’s old pistol and tucked it in her baggy pocket. She was wearing stained overalls and a plaid jacket with a ragged hood, over which was strapped a frayed leather chest guard. In her knapsack was a week’s worth of rations. 

Corin managed to travel the wasteland for six days unnoticed before a mech beast attacked her. The giant mechanical tarantula dragged her kicking and fighting in a wire net to its owners, a group of human slavers who wandered the Killing Fields, looking for young tornoth girls. 

After her captors injected a drug in her from a syringe, Corin was released from her net and was forced to walk on the end of a chain. She tried to fight, tried to flee, but was too dazed. The humans laughed at her, and as she staggered dizzily through their camp, they talked about her like highly prized game. 

Corin seethed, unable to scream for the mouth-muddling drug, but she was surprised and relieved when her captors did not sexually assault her in the night. They didn’t even beat her, stating nastily that they didn’t want to sully their merchandise. It was then that she realized she was going to be a sex slave. She fought harder, but they injected her with more drugs. 

When Corin later awoke, she had been transported to Ardoncog, where she remained a slave for four years before eventually murdering her owner. 

Now a hardened adult, present-day Corin had returned to Artecha a hired assassin. She found it sadly ironic that her last kill should happen where her first kill had happened, sending her down the path of assassin in the first place. 

Black-clad Hand soldiers had gathered at the foot of Efirion Mountain and were marching chained tornoth into a line to be executed. A crowd of tornoth had been forced from their homes to watch in grim silence, and the mech beasts of the Hand loomed on the edge of the scene, calmly clicking pinchers and metal eyelids. 

Corin marched in line with the prisoners, heavily draped in rags, a hood pulled up to hide her face, head down as her quick eyes counted the number of soldiers and mechanical beasts. There were only ten soldiers for the execution and – thankfully – only two mech beasts. The airship that had brought them circled at a lazy distance in the sky, waiting to be signaled down with a flare. 

The two mechanical creatures brought along for the execution were golden scorpion models, quite large but easily dismantled, while the soldiers were carrying standard black Hand rifles and were clad in standard black Hand garb, their long coats lifting in the dry breeze. 

Hand soldiers were known as “Crows” both for their black coats and for the golden long-beaked masks that whizzed with gears on their faces. They were all of them robots, manufactured to be identical and disposable. They stood in cold, emotionless patience, waiting silently for the prisoners to finish shuffling into a neat row. 

Each prisoner positioned themselves in front of the grave they’d dug the night before. Corin was the only prisoner who hadn’t dug her own grave. During the night, she’d come to the camp where the prisoners were being held and had set one of them free. Now she stood in said prisoner’s place, the last in line, as a high ranking member of the Hand stood near her with a roll of parchment. 

The high ranking member was Corin’s mark and the only one she was supposed to kill, but she glanced with contempt at the soldiers aiming rifles at her people and was filled with the sudden furious inclination to kill them all. As a Rublade assassin, she had always meticulously performed her duties down to the last detail, but this was her final job, and for the first time in years, she wanted to say to hell with the rules. The prisoners standing in line with her were innocent people whose only crime was fighting their subjugation at all costs.

“For crimes committed against the Hand . . .” read the woman from the parchment. She stood in a long black coat, open to reveal her high pants and waistcoat, and upon her tendrils of locked black hair was a ridiculous hat shaped like a windmill. She was Admiral Tontecvica and had come all the way from Ardoncog to personally preside over the execution because the people in question had dared to smuggle themselves out of Artecha on one of her airships. Her brown face was smudged from the smog and she paused quite often in her loud reading to cough it away. 

The admiral’s assistant – a skinny human girl in short pants and suspenders covered in whirling tech – was perched on a stool, holding a crooked umbrella over the woman’s head to shield her from the relentless smog. It wasn’t working. 

Corin kept her head down as Admiral Tontecvica droned on. Her arms were chained in front of her, though the manacles had been quietly unlocked by her minutes before, and the long sleeves of her ragged disguise were draped over her leather gloves, garments that were heavily rigged with tech. One of the soldiers noticed Corin’s unlocked manacles when she moved her hands ever so slightly, and she stiffened when the flashlight on his rifle snapped on. 

It was a dark day due to the smog and the cloudy sky combined, and the darkness had allowed Corin to hide for quite some time. The soldier shined the light in her face, and when her glowing pupils narrowed like a cat’s, he saw them reflected in the silver tech on her fingerless gloves. He opened his mouth to shout the alarm, but he never had a chance: Corin gave the button near her thumb a push, and long knives snapped free on the back of her gloves, drawing a gasp from the crowd. 

Corin burst from her chains with a swipe of her arms, and Admiral Tontecvica barely had time to sputter, “RUBLA —!” before Corin had slit her throat in a splash of blood. Admiral Tontecvica tumbled over with a gushing neck as her child assistant squealed and fell backward off the stool, the battered umbrella spiraling away across the desolate desert. 

“RUBLADE!” bellowed the Crows in alarm.

“She’s Rublade!”

“Shoot her, you idiots!” snarled the captain of the firing squad. 

Before the soldiers could react, Corin had thrown off her rags and was flipping through the air. She was slender and fit, wrapped in tight leather pants and a loose black shirt, over which a protective leather chest guard had been strapped. Her brown skin was smudged from the filthy air, and a great deal of black oil had been deliberately smeared around her slanted eyes like war paint, in true tornoth fashion. 

As she landed catlike on the back of one of the mechanical scorpions, Corin’s wild black hair hung uneven in her face, the ends of the locked tendrils tipped blue as the ancient skies of Artecha. 

As the giant scorpion scuttled and reeled, Corin stabbed it in a splash of gears with her knuckle knives. It shutdown with a long whizzing screech, sagging to a puffing heap in the dust. She flipped away, landing on the next one. The cheering crowd made her lips curl in a small, private smile behind the scarf that covered her mouth. 

“Get her! Stop her!” screamed the captain of the firing squad, whose mouth was twisted in fury and streaked with the admiral’s blood beneath his half-mask. He was trying in vain to help the admiral, who hung limp, staring, and very dead in his arms. 

Corin surfed the reeling mechanical scorpion to the ground, its great golden body whirling and whizzing out steam as it crashed, pushing up clouds of green dust and burrowing through the dry soil. She leapt lightly from its back and landed amidst the Crows. As they nervously closed in, she tilted her head down, amused eyes darting from soldier to soldier. The very idea of facing a dreaded Rublade had paralyzed them, and several had dropped their weapons entirely, while others seemed to have forgotten how to shoot. They fumbled, sputtered, and backed away, completely horrified and occasionally emitting buzzing sounds. 

“Get her!” the captain snarled. “She’s one filthy organic! One!”

The robot soldiers hesitated but obeyed, closing in on all sides. Corin pulled a grenade from her pocket and tossed it over her shoulder, and as she launched into the execution squad, the fiery blast that erupted behind her silhouetted her body in a striking pose. The mechanical scorpions burst apart, parts spraying in sudden unison. A great cloud swept the air like a falling curtain, and the soldiers scattered in the sudden hail of hot scrap metal and gears, screaming terror. 

The sound of swiping blades and buzzing screams filled the air, and when the smoke had cleared, Corin was standing in the center of shredded, twitching robot bodies. 

“Rublade!” the happy crowds cheered.

Corin’s slanted eyes smiled at the captain as she slowly approached him, knuckle knives at her sides and still dripping bright red with the admiral’s blood.

“And here I thought Rublades had a code,” snarled the captain when Corin was standing over him. His mask had fallen off, and a hot piece of scrap had burned his synthetic casing, until his cheek was drooping down. His face looked like dripping clay. “ ‘Kill the target and only the target.’ What happened to that?” He made a scoffing noise. “But what can you expect from an organic? No care for protocol, no care for precise organization, no care for the sophistication of beauteous order —!” 

Corin brought her fist down and coldly ended him. Her work done, the knives retracted with a snap. She leaned down and roughly snatched the pocket watch from the admiral’s waistcoat, but as she was turning to leave, her head spun, and she staggered to a stop. Seeing spots, she patted her chest guard, searching frantically for her inhaler. The device wasn’t there, and she realized with a curse that she’d dropped it several feet away. It lay on the barren earth, coated in dust and sprinkled in blood. She took a staggering step toward it . . . and fainted. 
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Corin awoke when she felt a hand groping her right breast. Her glove snapped over the intruding hand and squeezed until she felt bones crumbling in her grasp. The hand’s owner screamed and snatched their crushed fingers away. 

“Shit! She’s alive!” yelped a woman. 

“Told you,” said a second woman dryly. 

Corin frowned and opened her eyes. She was stretched out on the ground and three tornoth were standing over her. Her chest guard had been removed. It lay in the dirt beside her, and she slowly sat up, dragging it toward herself. 

The three tornoth took a hasty step back. One was holding a canteen, and Corin realized her lips were wet from having been drip-fed. She gratefully licked the moisture from her lips and sluggishly strapped her chest guard on. Her head was still spinning and spots danced before her eyes. Moaning tiredly, she drew her knee up and rested her forehead against it. 

Today was the first time in a long time that Corin had allowed herself to faint on the job. Perhaps it was a good thing her contract was at its end.

Glancing around, Corin noticed the crowds had gone, and with the admiral dead, the small human girl who’d been assisting her sat some feet away, hugging her knees and sniffling with tears. 

The three remaining tornoth glanced at the child anxiously every now and then, but they mostly stared at Corin. The one who’d been feeling her up cradled her injured hand and sniffled like a child. One tornoth gave the injured one a derisive look, and Corin recognized her as the prisoner she’d helped escape the night before. 

Corin got to her feet, and the woman with the broken hand turned and fled in horror. 

“Thanks for the water,” Corin said hoarsely, and the remaining tornoth nodded. Corin’s inhaler was on the ground, and she snatched it from the dirt, sticking it in one of the pockets on her chest guard.

“My name is Onra,” said the tornoth Corin had recognized. Hers was a proud and tall body, with narrow eyes that always appeared to be squinting in serious reflection. She looked at Corin with her somber gaze now, the wind streaming loose black hair across her narrowed eyes. “I believe we’ve met before,” she said with a solemn nod.

“Yeah,” Corin answered, tying her scarf back over her mouth. She pulled up her hood and peered from beneath it at the woman in silence. “Thought I recognized you,” she said after a pause. 

Onra nodded again solemnly.

“You should go,” said the tornoth with the canteen. Her voice was raspy and anxious, and her cyan eyes wide with worry. “Mechs will be here soon, and they’ll report the massacre.” She pointed to the airship, which was still circling above, its occupants as of yet oblivious to what had taken place on the ground mere minutes before. 

“Then it’s only a matter of time before they’re hunting you,” added Onra.

Corin’s eyes darted once around the wasteland. The destroyed mechanical scorpions lay in crumpled gold mountains in the green light of day, their crushed bodies still gently puffing steam. The smoke from the explosion was clearing, and the destroyed Crows lay where they had fallen to Corin’s knuckle blades, bodies stiff in pools of gears and black oil. 

Even if the airship above was lazily oblivious, the quake from the explosion would have caught someone’s attention over in Ardoncog. There was always a watchtower watching, for the Hand had eyes. Corin would have been surprised if more Crows weren’t already on their way. She nodded in farewell and was turning to leave when the woman with the canteen spoke up again. 

“Are you really Rublade?” the woman asked uncertainly, raspy voice like gravel crunching.

Corin hesitated and looked over her shoulder, her cat-eyes searching the woman’s face. The woman was suspicious. Corin turned to face the women again, studying them more closely. Onra was calm, though a bit uneasy, and a look of fear crossed the other woman’s face. Onra glanced down at Corin’s hands, and suddenly, Corin understood: they’d seen her markings.

Soon after Corin escaped slavery in Ardoncog, she was recruited by the Hand. Before what was now known as the Five Wars, Corin had worked for the president of Artecha as her personal bodyguard. All agents of the imperial army were
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