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ONE

 


RULE: ALL MUST SURVIVE OR ALL WILL DIE.

It's written on the wall in the small locker
room somewhere in LA where the contestants are being held before
their flight into the hell known as Neo-Tokyo.

Eric stares at it without blinking. He's a
little stunned still from being shocked near to death by one of the
special police tactical members that came to his home and ripped
him from the bed that he and his fiance Mina were sleeping in after
a rather uncomfortable fight about their future together the night
before.

He blinks and tries his hardest not to think
that “I hate you” will be the last words that he will ever say to
the woman that he has spent six of his 20 years of life in this
world in love with.

The door opens and a overweight young man of
about 25 or so. who looks like he has spent most of his life
inhaling the contents of his cupboard, is thrown to the floor. He
lands with a plonk on what Eric knows are a very cold set of tiles
from personal experience and lies still. His sandy blond haired
head doesn't lift up and Eric notes that his splotchy complexion is
a little pale.

“You alright?” he ask in
his Old Boston accent.

There is a slight ruffle of clothing, but no
other movement. Eric watches the other entrant and prays that this
is not one of his new team members.

Time passes. The fat man gets up and begins
sobbing in the far corner of the room, whispering “mamma” ever so
often. He has snot running down from his nose and his man boobs
jiggle with every cough and snort that he makes. Eric leans his
thin frame back against the cold plastic of the locker behind him
and tries not to stare at the fool too much. The meaning of those
words painted in bright red and bold above where the young man is
sitting are sinking in. Eric is fairly certain that he is going to
die.

He lets out a long breath as seconds pass
into minutes. The steam from it rises in the chill of the room. LA
is always cold this time of year and they haven't bothered to turn
on the heaters. He can imagine the snow on the streets outside
leading up to whatever building they are being held in. At this
time in the morning, people would be slugging their way through the
snows to the subway stations and boarding speed skimmers to get to
their offices. Riding one of those ultra-fast trains that he used
to take for a full 20 minutes to cross the city, crammed to the
brim with sweaty office workers, actually sounds nice in comparison
to where he is right now.

Eric closes his eyes and tries to calm
himself a little. There is nothing that he can do to change this.
He made a mistake somewhere and now he is going to pay for it with
his life. He just wished that he knew what it was.


TWO

 


The door opens and his sergeant steps
in.

“Private Hiro! Get your
lazy ass out of bed!”

Hiro jerks himself to his feet. The naked
young man that was lying next to him groans and covers himself
until he realizes who is waiting behind the sharply dressed
sergeant.

“Captain Harrison,” Hiro
nearly shouts coming to full parade ready and saluting. “Thank you
for gracing my barracks with your presence.”

The military police member steps inside. He
is smartly dressed: Black shoes, black suit, white shirt and red
tie, no obvious military feel to him. The only thing that really
marks him as what he is, is the eyes. They are small, curved and
full of unvented anger. He glances first to the military aide, who
has given up on covering himself and is pulling on his boxer
shorts, to Hiro and to the gang tattoos that cover his upper
shoulders, chest and back.

“You are Japanese,” he
states. It is not a question.

Strolling in with his hands clasped behind
his back, he stops near Hiro's bookshelf and starts ruffling
through the magazines, which is full of military and male-male
porn, that prior being guns and hardware, but just as stimulating
for the young man.

“It is illegal to engage in
workplace relations. Code 19221 dictates that such relationships
are strictly forbidden and any personnel found in such a situation
are to be punished. You know this, don't you?”

“Sir, Frank is not a member
of this base. He works at the Harlington Road Resupply
Office.”

“Yes, and you were assigned
there yesterday.”

Hiro takes a breath.

“What?”

His sergeant steps forward and slaps him on
the chest hard with the flat of his hand. The slim man is pushed
back up against the bed, but doesn't fall to it.

“Have some respect,
faggot.”

“Sorry. What, sir?” Hiro
corrects.

“Code 19221 also states
that your commanding officer may set any punishment that he finds
suitable,” Harrison continues, ignoring the question, “Did you know
that?”

“No, sir, I
didn't.”

Harrison turns to look at him. He has yet to
release his hands and the man stands with his legs set wide and
strong against the cold tiled floor below. He looks read to go to
war. In the background, Hiro can hear some of the base soldiers
calling out in a chant about how they love the army, probably while
doing their morning PE. Right now he doesn't agree.

“I was assigned as your
commanding officer today at 0100 hours because Major Thomson of the
Resupply Department is on temporary leave for a week starting at
1200 hours.”

He releases his hands and brings them out to
his sides. The black shape of a MIG 22 Stunner is revealed under
the right side flap of his suit jacket pocket. It is within easy
reach.

“You are sentenced to
death. How do you plead?”

Hiro sucks in a long breath. It feels like
his whole body is about to explode with the adrenaline that is
burning through his entire being.

“Not guilty.”

“Good,” the Captain says.
“You know that I am able to sentence you on the spot, don't you? No
judge is required for a special branch member performing an
arrest.”

“Shit...”

“You are found guilty and
will be sentenced to death.”

He walks to the door. Hiro falls to his
knees while his bed friend sits against the wall staring on in
shock.

“The manner of your death
is also up to my discretion,” Harrison states, “You head to
Neo-Tokyo tomorrow, Private.”

Hiro lands hard on the floor. It is
freezing, but he doesn't feel it. That place... They really do want
him dead.

“Please,” he whispers.
“Don't do this.”

“It's already done,”
Harrison replies before leaving him to the sergeant and the two
huge MPs standing in the hallway. “You are going home.”


THREE

 


The bar couldn't be more quiet. Luther
'Cinderella' Johnson III is bored. The halo screen in the corner
has been playing election footage since this morning and the owner
is a highly politically minded individual, so Luther has been stuck
watching the annoying prattle of what is more than likely another
rigged election for the last 5 hours of his shift.

On the far side of the large heavily neoned
space the door opens and a cop steps in. He looks around and then
steps out without a word. Luther vaguely wonders if the owner
hasn't been paying the local cops off. They usually don't even
bother to check the place for minors.

He turns his gaze back to the screen and
leans down on the polished bar top, his muscular arms pressing into
the wood. The only one in the bar aside from him is a short old
homeless man that comes in to talk of the days before the Third
World War ruined everything, in his opinion, and drink the cheapest
booze that the bar supplies, which is nothing more than watered
down hydro fuel for the most part.

The door opens again and this time a big
white man with a huge black leather jacket on that barely fits his
most likely steroid induced frame steps in. Another just like him
and another after that follows. They look around the room and then
straight at Luther. The men don't look away.

Reaching under the bar to the homemade
shotgun that is kept there for threatening off thieves now and
then, Luther hopes that this is not what he thinks it is.

They stride up with more confidence than a
man should have.

“You
Cinderella?”

“My names Luther. They only
call me that at the fights.”

“Good.”

The lead man pulls off the dark glasses that
he is wearing. One eye is cybernetic. He looks Luther up and down
then puts them back on.

“Make the call,” he orders
one of his men.

Luther watches on with a mild sense of
concern. Usually these types don't ask questions. They just begin
the beating, take their cut from the till and leave. Most of them
aren't stupid enough to mess with him though. Why they would need
to call anyone is beyond the man. He waits to see if this is some
strange invitation to a fight or something, of which he has had
many of over the years, or more than that.

The rearmost man pulls out a small silver
stick and speaks out the number he wants. He puts the space age
looking thing to his ear. His mouth moves, but no sounds come out.
The guy must have some serious money to have deafening technology.
Luther rubs an ear and wonders if this could be harmful to him. The
other two aren't bothered by it, so he assumes that it is safe.

“They say it's
him.”

The leader nods his head and cracks his left
most index finger knuckle. This is definitely going to go bad.

“You aren't coming
quietly,” he points out.

Luther shakes his head. Whatever they want
him for, he doesn't want any part of it.

The man comes in with a fast jab that is
meant to be deflected so he can get a grip on Luther's work
clothes. It is easy to push aside with one hand and Luther reverses
the movement in such a way that the arm travels just over the big
man's balance point. He then reaches forward, grabs the wrist of
the man and draws him back over the bar with a jerk, throwing all
of his 195 pounds of raw muscle into the movement, and stabs him in
the left cheek with the glass that he shifted into his hand the
second he realized that things were heading towards a fight.

It breaks. Blood pours. Luther yanks it up
into the cheekbone and the jaw muscles under that. It cuts deep.
The man screams and stumbles back gripping his face.

Ripping the gun out, he shoots the left side
man in the chest, but he doesn't go down.

“Vest, huh?”

The second shot takes the knee cap. That
brings him down quick.

Leaping the bar in an easy movement, Luther
approaches the final man. He is looking concerned. That's good.
Fear is a weapon and men who are in the know fear Cinderella more
than anyone else on the street.

He breaks his nose then his arm then his
ribs, three in total, then spins him around and kicks him in the
spine. 4 seconds total; 5 or more massive injuries.

“Look after the bar,”
Luther says to the drunk that is staring on in a rather unconcerned
manner.

The young man grabs his keys from the safe
and heads to the door. These three are only the tip of the iceberg.
Luther has spent his whole life in the fight scene and he knows the
deal. His first was over 20 years ago at the age of 10. The man's
stepfather took him down to the local fight pit and threw him in
with a boy of 18. Probably the fool was aiming to get rid of an
unwanted house guest, but Luther walked out victorious. It only
took him until 15 to get big and good enough to beat down that fool
so badly that he never wanted to come back. After that the last 15
years have been ones of constant violence, but very few trips to
the emergency room.

He steps outside to find seven cops and
their cruisers waiting in a big semi-circle. They are lined up like
they expect some kind of violent terrorist to walk out of the bar.
Luther takes one look at them and sighs. They have stunners. To
attack the police is a death sentence. He is smart enough not to
get involved in that.

The street is silent as the cop that entered
approaches him. He holds his stunner dead on Luther's chest. The
man stops right in front of him and looks him up and down.

“You are under arrest for
attacking an undercover police officer.”

Luther closes his eyes and groans. So it was
like that.

“I'm not coming with you,”
he says. “You'll have me with a needle in my arm in under an
hour.”

The cop smiles. It is quite unpleasant.

“That's not how it's going
to go, Cinderella. We are sending you to Neo-Tokyo.”

The stunner flares red. Luther goes down
hard to the snow covered cracked pavement outside the bar. He wants
to scream “No!” but he can't draw breath. In about the same time
that it took to beat down the undercover cops inside, he is in the
back of one of the police cruisers and on his way to be processed.
They are sending him to hell to die. What the heck did he do to
deserve that?


FOUR

 


Eric couldn't have hoped for a worse bunch
of people to be sent to hell with.

The fat young man that hasn't stopped crying
in the past 48 hours that Eric has known him is tucked into the
flight seat with the straps so tight that his stomach and chest and
thighs look like a criss-cross section of tenderized beef. Next to
him is a short athletic looking Asian man dressed in only a pair of
light green boxer shorts. He has very obvious gang tattoos all over
his chest, shoulders and back. Eric recognizes half of them from
back home in Old Boston. That guy didn't grow up anywhere nice and
from the military crew cut that he has going on. Next to Eric is
the last of the members that Eric preys do not make up his team
members. He's large, all muscle and has a dagger tattoo on his
right forearm. Worst thing is the man is black. Where Eric comes
from that usually means poor and likely to mug you. This one even
looks like a criminal. He closes his eyes and begs whoever might be
listening that this bunch of idiots aren't the ones that he has
been placed with.

A bit of turbulence hits the carrier that
they are in and Eric is shook about. He has never been in a plane
before, as air travel is restricted to those with money enough to
afford the multiple visas and clearances required to use it. It's
fairly unpleasant.

Hours pass. He snoozes. The only interesting
thing that happens is that the black man jerks awake only to be
shocked into submission by one of the guards standing to either
side of the four men. It's cold. He wonders why that always is.

He awakens when they start to descend. It
feels like his bladder is compressing. They aren't anywhere near
home.

“Get up,” a guard orders
after they touch down on something solid.

Eric unstraps himself and shuffles towards
the big set of doors at the end of the plane. A few guards rush in
and start dragging the four men outside. Eric is thrown into some
snow. He tries to stand, but a large soldier in green hammers him
back down.

“These are it?” a cultured
voice asks above him.

“Yes, Doctor. This is the
last batch.”

“Good. Bring them to the
laboratory. We will need to begin the operations.”

“Operations?” Eric gets out
through a mouthful of snow.

He is let up for a moment. A old man with a
pair of gold spectacles on squats down in front of him in a lab
coat that has blood on one edge.

“Yes. You are going to be
fitted with some rather unique technology. It will be quite
painful. I promise you that.”

The man gives a signal and two guards a
piece drag them towards a small concrete compound in the middle of
what appears to be the wilderness of some foreign country.

Eric is thrown to the concrete inside the
main doors. Other men in white uniforms continue the trip by
dragging him along the floor, stunning him every time he tries to
move. He is biffed into a small room with a bunch of medical
equipment. The doctor strolls in after him with his hands in his
pocket and a disinterested look on his face.

The only sound for a time is Eric screaming
for help as they inject him in the back of the neck with some green
chemical.

He is dragged to the table and tied down.
The doctor comes into view.

“I can't knock you out
because I'm going to need to test your response to the machines we
are about to put in you.”

A white clad assistant brings over a
scalpel. Eric faints. He wakes up a short time later to the doctor
murmuring something at him.

“What?” he
groans.

“How is it?”

Someone lifts his hand. He blinks. There is
a halo display coming out of his arm.

“What is that?”

“Good. The implants in your
eyes are working fine.”

Eric blinks. His vision feels funny. It's
like everything is suddenly clearer. He glances to a red dot on the
wall above. Suddenly everything zooms in.

“What did you do to me?” he
cries.

“Shhhh...” the doctor
murmurs. “That's not all.”

He walks out of the room with a small white
pen shaped device in his hand. The door is closed. Eric can somehow
hear him striding down the hallway. Somehow he knows the man is
quite far away before his footsteps disappear.

“Can you hear me?” he
asks.

Eric wants to cover his ears. It hurts so
much that he nearly feels like the man is yelling straight into his
skull.

“YES!” he
screams.

The man chuckles. It feels like Eric's brain
is being rattled about.

“Sniff. What do you
smell?”

Eric does. He tenses in shock.

“Meat. Beef
probably.”

He looks around. There isn't any such item
in the room.

“And more?”

“Chemicals, sweat, blood,
something... fear?”

“Good. It's probably from
that fat loaf in the other room being operated on. You are
adjusting quicker than expected.”

Strolling in, the doctor stops in front of
him.

“There is one last thing I
need to test. This is where you really feel the pain I
promised.”

He holds up the white device and speaks into
it. More silencing equipment. Even with what appears to be
improvements to his hearing, Eric cannot hear a thing.

“In 10 seconds you are
going to feel something terrible. Be aware that you are under the
influence of a very large dose of pain killing medicine. If you
were to experience this without then you might die.”

The old man waits quietly. He adjusts his
spectacles once with his middle finger.

“Please. You don't have to
do this,” Eric begs.

“10.”

A surge of something so incredible that it
nearly sends him straight to unconsciousness rips through his slim
frame. Eric's brown eyes stare at the roof as his body spasms and
he tries to scream out in agony.

“Good,” the doctor says.
“You felt that?”

“Yes,” Eric pants out.
“Please...”

“Quiet. Let me show you
something interesting.”

He lifts Erics arm. There are a variety of
displays on it.

“Look at the top right hand
corner. Do you see the timer? What does it say?”

“Yes. It reads 2 days, 23
hours, 59 minutes, 59 seconds.”

“That is how long you have
to complete the first mission. I recommend that you don't take too
long to recover.”

Eric is about to ask from what, but a little
tingle of pain in his face and arm is enough to tell him that what
he is experiencing isn't half of what he will feel soon enough.

“Take him to the tank and
set it to high,” the doctor commands.

One of the assistants comes over and starts
undoing the straps. He yanks Eric out off the table and carefully
puts his arm under the young man's shoulder.

“In less than 24 hours you
are going to have to fight for your life, Eric Stet. I hope you are
ready.”

He is carried out. Eric will be not
ready.


FIVE

 


The suit is tight. It's black confines, the
color only broken by a red stripe down the side, fits him
perfectly. Eric pulls at the helmet a little to adjust it, but one
of the guards gives him a stern look and he takes his hand
away.

They are back in the air again. The doctor
saw him off with the advice to keep his team mates alive no matter
what. So far he has seen no reason to. The black man is still
unconscious and the Asian man and the fat man haven't been very
good conversation. One is still crying and the other hasn't replied
to anything that he has asked him so far. All silence, no
conversation, just some fat guy with 'Loot' printed in dark letters
on the left arm of his suit sobbing away.

Eric glances to the other two. Their names
are Hiro and Cinderella; the latter indicating a very stupid mother
and father. These men are the ones he is going to have to rely on
to survive this thing? He wishes he was back in the office
crunching numbers all day. 12 hours of that is better than the one
day and change that he has to make it out of this alive.

There is a loud beep and the guards yank
everyone up.

“When we land, you are to
get out of the plane as quickly as you can and run. The natives are
probably waiting for you. There is a 1 million dollar bounty and a
free ride to any country your killer wants on your head,” the
leader of the guards tells them at the door.

That gets the men's attention.

“Damn,” the Asian man
says. “You really do want us dead.”

The guard leader doesn't bother to reply. He
puts his hand by the door and grips the frame firmly. His eyes are
pinched around the edges and he has the look of a man about to do
something rather dangerous.

“20 seconds to landing,”
the call comes from the intercom above the door.

“Be ready,” the guard
leader says. “It all begins now.”

Eric tries to struggle his way out. The suit
is heavy and has metal plates under the fabric. His guards have
little problems holding him still.

His eyes meet the Asian man's. They both
look to the black man.

“What about him?” Eric
asks. “He's not even conscious.”

“Carry him,” the guard
spits out as the door slips open.

They are thrown out. Obviously, the men on
the plane have a very funny idea of what a landing is. The four men
tumble and roll along the broken concrete of what is most likely
Neo-Tokyo. It takes them a few seconds to come to a halt and by
then the plane has disappeared into the gloom.

“Where are we?” Eric
asks.

The fat man sobs. Only the Asian man
replies.

“Hell.”

From the desolate buildings around them a
cry goes up. It sounds like the death wale of some wounded
creature.

“They are coming,” Hiro
says. “We need to move.”

Eric stands up slowly and starts running,
but the Asian man calls him back.

“What are you doing? We
need to carry this guy.”

He is about to say “Leave him” when he
realizes that that would result in their deaths.

“Help me get him up,” he
says instead.

They drag him to his feet. The fat man sits
on the ground and continues sobbing.

“Loot, get to your feet,”
Eric says. “We can't stay here.”

The screaming sound is getting closer. It
won't be long before whatever is coming reaches them.

“Get up,” Hiro growls,
kicking the man in the side when he doesn't.

Loot starts crying louder and begins sobbing
“mamma” over and over.

Hiro takes one look at him and says, “He's
going to get us killed.”

“We need you to move,
Loot,” Eric insists. “Whatever is coming is going to tear us all
apart. You have to stand up.”

A half dozen figures come rushing around the
corner of a building. Eric feels a very strong sense of fear pour
through him. He knows a little about Neo-Tokyo and the situation
that they are stuck in. Those are probably the Japanese that
couldn't leave the area with the refuge groups because they didn't
fit the health requirements that were put in place during the mass
evacuations of the devastated country several years ago. From all
reports there are several million of them and they mostly inhabit
the Neo-Tokyo area as it is the least ravaged and has the lowest
levels of radiation. He has also heard that they are cannibals.

Hiro drops his side of the black man and
drags Loot to his feet. He punches him square in the gut twice and
yanks the man up by the helmet again to look deep in the eyes.

“If you get do not start
running with us in the next 2 seconds I am going to tear that
helmet of yours off and give you a taste of what fourth world
pollution tastes like. Suffocation is a painful way to
go.”

Eric can see Loot's eyes through the clear
visor of his helmet. He is terrified and that is a good thing.

They run. It is a stumbling effort. Hiro
drags Loot along, hitting him every time he slows, and Eric tries
his best to carry the heavy frame of the hoodlum. They make it to a
nearby building and rush to the stairs. Hiro helps Eric pull
Cinderella up as the screaming mob starts to catch up.

“We are done,” the Asian
man says.

Loot falls to his knees on the second floor.
Eric turns back to see a filthy woman in rags with so little weight
on her that she seems like a corpse climbing towards them.

“Don't let them knock your
helmet off. The air in Tokyo is poison to those that haven't
adjusted to it,” Hiro says, picking up a big piece of rotting wood
from the floor.

“We are going to fight?”
Eric asks.

“There's nowhere else to
go. They surround their prey before killing it.”

“Great...”

Eric grabs a two foot broken piece of stair
railing and stands beside Hiro. Behind him the black man stirs, but
doesn't wake up.

“Here it comes,” Hiro
says. “The first wave.”

The woman jumps them just as a large group
of similarly dressed people rushes around the corner. She claws at
them. Eric cries out and hits her in the center of the forehead.
She tumbles down the stairs and lies still at the bottom, her neck
broken on an odd angle.

“No...” he
whispers.

It means nothing. In this thing you fight or
you die. That is what he knows and what he must do.

They come at them. At first it isn't hard to
fight their attackers off. They are uncoordinated and barely strong
enough to fight. Eric makes easy work of three men and two women
and Hiro knocks back several more. The sounds of his strikes coming
down on weak flesh, cutting it and cracking bones is disgusting.
His hearing is definitely much better and his eyesight more so. He
sees and hears it all: Breaking, cracking, popping, cutting and all
the sights, smells and sounds of violence,

“Are you okay?” Hiro asks
after the first group are fought off.

“Barely. I want to
vomit.”

The other man nods his head and readies
himself as the next bunch of people come around the corner.

“Me too,” he offers before
getting back to work hacking at the broken and filthy men and women
that they face.

Wild eyes, crazed faces, howls and screams
and words yelled out in short curses. The ones trying to kill them
fall back down the stairs or into their comrades. The stink of
their bodies begins to fill the air. It's the smell of unclear, of
rot, of fear and death and hardships that Eric can't even imagine.
They beat them back until a large wave of men and women, pushing
and pulling at their comrades to get at the two men fighting for
their lives on the stairs.

Eric screams as one of them rips at the arm
of his suit. The metal plating is strong and stops their ripped and
torn fingernails from tearing through the material. He loses his
piece of railing. A tall gaunt man gets a hold of his arm and yanks
him towards the crowd. His grip is so strong that Eric can't break
free. He looks to Hiro, but the man has two people trying to tear
off his helmet.

A fist pounds the face of the tall man and
sends him back. Eric is thrown to the broken floor in the dirty
stairwell. Above him stands the black man. He kicks and punches and
grapples and does forms of violence that he never imagined possible
before this moment.

The wave of human flesh falls back. The
front are dying.

“Come on,” the big man
growls in his very rough accented voice.

Eric watches on as the people all the way
down to the back turn in fear. It had to be under 30 seconds, but
Cinderella unleashed hell on them sufficient enough that they are
running in terror. He turns and looks to the three men staring at
him in shock.

“You can't be the guys I'm
stuck with,” he moans. “Do you even know how to fight?”

The Asian man gives him a hard look and gets
to his feet.

“We did our best,” he
says. “You slept through most of it.”

Rubbing his neck where the guards had been
shocking him at regular intervals, the man grimaces and says, “I
came back in time to save your ass, didn't I?”

Eric pulls himself to his feet and helps
Loot to his knees. The man is whispering “Mamma” over and over
again. This is really getting out of hand.

“Cinderella---”

“Luther. That's my
fighting name.”

The young man stares. He actually chose that
name for himself?

“That is the
gayest---”

This time it's the Asian man that gives him
a hard look.

“Oh... Ah, are
you...?”

“Yeah. I don't want to
talk about it.”

Eric sighs. Great. He's got a black hoodlum
that admits to being a fighter and a gay Asian, who is probably
from the armed forces from what he's seen so far.

Loot sobs.

“And, of course, the fat
idiot...” Eric thinks outloud.

The others give him irritable looks.

“What makes you so special
that you think you are above us?” Luther growls.

“I'm normal.”

They stare at him blankly.

“You know, picket fence,
American, marriage quality kinda man.”

“Then what you doing
here?” Hiro asks. “You must have done something wrong.”

“I don't know. They came
for me and never told me why.”

Luther chuckles.

“I don't think that the
selection process has much to do with what you did wrong, but more
who you are. Wouldn't you agree there, faggot?”

“Who you calling a
faggot?”

It takes sometime for Eric to calm them
down. They shout like a bunch of kids in a classroom gone wild.

“You two are going to have
to give me a break,” he says. “I might just kill myself at this
rate and have us all dead.”

Hiro grimaces. They probably didn't need to
be reminded of that.

“Is it like they show on
TV?” he asks.

“I think so.
Watch...”

Eric looks down at his arm and concentrates
on the right hand corner of the halo screen that appears. A text
file opens up. There are two lines.

“You can see it? I figured
out how to use this a little while they had me in the
tank.”

They gather around. Even Loot only sniffles
a little as they read what is there.

“So we all make it or we
all die?” Luther asks.

“That's what I've heard. I
don't have watch the government channels much. Hiro?”

“Not much either. It's not
my kind of thing.”

They all read the second line again.

“I don't even want to
think of what happens when that thing goes off,” Hiro
says.

“How long do we have?”
Luther asks.

Eric shows them how to find out the
time.

“Less than 24 hours. I
haven't figured out what we need to do yet. The doctor that did
this to me said something about a mission.”

A beeping sounds in his left ear.

“What's that?”

“I'm not sure.”

Eric looks to his halo screen.

“Oh, no...”

It couldn't get any worse than this.


SIX

 


Luther looks over his shoulder. It takes him
a little time to understand what is going on.

“I've seen those things in
combat,” Hiro says. “We won't stand a chance.”

“There isn't any choice,”
Eric says. “That's what they want us to do.”

They sit down on the stairs for awhile.
Loot's fearful crying is all that is heard for some time.

“You were military,
right?”

“Yeah,” Hiro
replies.

“If you had to capture
only one of the four, what would you do?”

“I'm not sure. They are
fairly secure and we can't afford to damage it. The others would
pounce on us and destroy it before we could steal it off to the
drop point.”

“Hmmm... okay. Well, what
do you suggest?”

“Intel. We don't know who
is riding in the Mechs. Those big mechanical devices need a driver
and I'm betting that it is someone from another team.”

Eric blinks and then smiles.

“Are you saying that they
could be manned by people like us?”

Hiro nods his head.

“It'd make
sense.”

Eric stands and grabs the shorter man by the
shoulder.

“They are just like
us.”

The three other men stare at him. His
excitement on hearing this has obviously not reached them.

“Think about it. If one of
us dies, what happens?”

“We all die,” Luther
says.

“Exactly.”

They get it now.

“All we have to do is kill
one of the drivers and the rest are dead. We'd be free and
clear.”

Hiro shakes his head and says, “You aren't
thinking it through enough. Do you think the Mechs are all that is
waiting out there? This is Neo-Tokyo. What we got wasn't even a
taste of what we might face here. And that's not to mention that
there are probably several teams and they are all after the same
objective.”

Eric bows his head in thought.

“We fight or we die,”
Luther says. “I'd rather die fighting to live than sit here and
worry about what we can't predict.”

He gently knocks Eric on the thigh. “Isn't
that right?”

The other man looks to his team mates. Maybe
he was wrong. They might make it after all.


SEVEN

 


She wiggles the controls in front of her and
the huge machine, bigger than any of the buildings around it,
shifts to the right, targeting the vehicle moving in her direction
at high speed. A line runs from her arm to a large tank of liquid.
A yellow line of chemicals reaches out from the nozzle on the tank
to her skin where a needle is poked through the skin. The woman is
aware that she is unnaturally calm, considering she has so far
killed over 75 enemy combatants according to the various screens
that are flickering in her vision.

The woman pulls the trigger on the weapon's
mechanism, which is ironically in the form of the same gun that the
machine holds, and the vehicle becomes an inferno.

“Target
terminated.”

Her voice sounds hollow. She repeats the
phrase trying to make it more empathetic. It doesn't work.

Turning her eyes back to the screen, the
woman continues her vigil. Somewhere a voice inside of her is
whispering something. She listens for a moment. Yes, he will be
waiting at home for her to return from the police station. She can
imagine that he was quite shocked when the secret police busted
into their bedroom to steal her away for the fraud she has been
committing at the medium sized business that she works at. He
probably was shuttled back home by the local cops and is wondering
whether she will be home soon.

“I hate you,” she
whispers, not sure entirely why.

Another target comes into view. This one is
moving at high speed. Running it would seem.

She pulls the trigger.

“Target
terminated.”

Just another digit on the kill counter.


EIGHT

 


Eric ducks low and dives behind a burnt out
car.

“They have guns!” he
yells.

“M27s. Stay low. It'll
incinerate you if a round hits,” Hiro calls.

Luther streaks across the road dragging Loot
behind him. The man rushes into a nearby broken down two story
building and charges up the stairs. Eric watches him for a moment
on the radar display on his halo screen. It indicates that he's on
the second floor.

“They are coming in,” Hiro
yells. “Get low.”

Three men in dark black suits with red
strips down the sides step out from an alleyway and spread out into
an orderly triangle formation. They stalk forward as one, firing in
short bursts at the car. Eric cries out as the vehicle bucks back
under the weight of the explosions.

“Help!” he screams in
terror as they get within a few meters.

Luther must have heard him because he leaps
from the window of a building above and lands among the men. They
turn as one and fire straight into him. Thankfully, the man is
smarter than they are in combat and manages to drop all of his
weight down on his hands and feet, so the rounds miss – almost.

“He's hit!” Hiro calls,
pointing to the man that is now gripping his chest, his visor
showing a fearful face.

“Take them down!” Eric
yells to Luther.

Spinning up and around, the big fighter
yanks the injured one down by the thigh. He almost gets a fist up
in his face, but a shot from behind has him rolling over and over
on the ground with a red flare spurting out from his shoulder.

“You ok?” Hiro
calls.

“Yeah!” Luther calls back.
“Just a fleshy.”

The three men are already dragging their
friend away. Luther rolls three times like an acrobat until he is
sitting next to Eric behind the car.

“Do you think that round
killed him?”

Eric looks out over the top of the car. The
street is a wreck. He can hear the sounds of fighting going on
nearby. It's not his group, but the Mechs that they are hunting
taking down other teams.

“I think they are out for
awhile. He'll need medical attention if he's going to live through
this. The smart money is they dump him somewhere and continue with
the mission.”

“Agreed,” Hiro says,
squatting down beside him.

The young man takes a breath and jerks his
thumb over at the building.

“Let's get Loot and keep
moving. We have to get closer if we are going to observe those
things.”

Eric glances back down to the display that
is hovering above his hand and curses.

“Follow me!” he
yells.

Charging across the street, he rushes up to
the second floor. The room is square and probably an office before
the war touched these parts. There is blood on the dusty floor near
the window.

“Someone has him,” he
tells the others when the rush into the room behind him. “They are
moving...” He points towards the wall down the same alley the other
combatants left by. “That way.”

“I have point,” Hiro yells
as he runs downstairs.

“Shit,” Luther says before
turning to follow. “I shouldn't have left him.”

Eric shakes his head and chase after him. It
wouldn't have mattered. He would have died out there if the black
man hadn't intervened. Loot being taken was unexpected.

“They aren't killing him,”
he yells to the other two as they sprint down the
alleyway.

“That's good,” Luther
replies between gritted teeth.

The run becomes long. Gray and black
buildings line either side of the alley that they are now jogging
down. Eric looks up to the windows. There are people watching. He
looks back over his shoulder and finds that they are not the only
ones running. Behind them the citizens of Neo-Tokyo are on the hunt
and they are the prey.

“We have company,” he
pants out.

Hiro looks back and ups the pace. Soon there
isn't enough air in Eric's lungs to complain. He feels like his
chest is about to explode and still they don't stop.

“Left,” the Asian man
pants.

The two others follow behind. They come into
a large open area with fires burning here and there. Eric takes a
closer look at one as they run by, following Loot's radar signal,
and finds that they are corpses. It looks like the enemy still has
rounds left. He knows nothing of the guns that these men are using.
The type that he is used to is from years well gone by and don't
stand up well to the stunners that he's seen the police use on
people from time to time. These weapons they have are very
dangerous.

In front of them a large building appears in
the distance through the smog that hangs over everything. Hiro
calls back that it is a hospital.

Running onwards, they continue their weary
chase. The people that were chasing them have thinned out a fair
amount and only a dozen are keeping up, although quite far behind.
Eric figures that food must be very scarce around here. Everyone is
malnourished and that means that the three of them are probably in
better shape than anyone around here.

They come to the big double doors and slow
as they come inside. A man is standing in the lobby with the muzzle
of the rifle that he is holding pressed to Loot's head.

“Stop there,” he says
calmly.

The three men spread out and come to a
halt.

“Let him go,” Eric
says.

The man shakes his head, “Not going to
happen.”

Eric glances to Luther and Hiro. The silence
grows as he tries to figure out a way to save their lives. Loot is
sobbing again and crying for his mother. If Eric could turn back
time, he would have killed the man back in the locker room days
ago. Why they are stuck with this weak little fat man is beyond
him.

“Can we bargain?” he
asks.

“What for?”

“Money? I don't know. What
do you want?”

The one holding the gun laughs.

“I want you to get me some
intel. That's why I have your friend here.”

“Intel? What
kind?”

The man gestures to the doors and smiles
under the visor. He has brown eyes and Asian features. Hiro gives
him a strange look, but says nothing.

“I need the firing paths
of the four Mechs. We have two, but the one in Area 92 is
resilient.”

“You have been testing
those things?”

“Of course,” the man says.
“We have meet a few other teams already. They were quite
helpful.”

Eric stares. They aren't the first to be
caught out.

“How do we test these
firing routes?” he asks.

“You run down there and
get shot at. That's how.”

That doesn't sit well with the other
two.

“I think I'd rather take
my chances here.”

Loot's captor shrugs and slings his gun over
his shoulder.

“Hank, come show them
something interesting.”

Strolling out from a door to the side, the
one that was shot earlier strides over to Eric and stands in front
of him.

“Head or
balls?”

“What?”

“Balls.”

Before he can react, the large man hits him
square between the legs.

“Ouch...”

Luther makes to move forward, but a gun
barrel is placed to the back of his helmet.

“Relax. He'll be
fine.”

Eric stammers something. A display comes up
in his vision. It shows a percentage bar with the listing
'Nano-Machines Remaining'. Immediately the pain subsides and he is
able to slowly stand up.

“That's one ability of
your suit. I'm surprised that your friend hasn't noticed. Where I
grazed him has already healed.”

Luther puts his fingers to where the hole
should be. It is no longer there.

“The second thing I want
you to know is that you can use that same ability to enhance your
strength and speed.”

Loot is thrown aside and the man sprints
forward with inhuman speed to tap Eric in the groin lightly.

“I'm not so much of a fan
of breaking people's balls as Hank is.”

He comes back and looks once to Hiro before
skipping back to yank his weapon out and put it to Loot's helmet
again.

“Concentrate on that
feeling when you were hurt. You'll get the hang of it.”

Their comrade is yanked to his feet.

The man turns back to them.

“You have two hours. Bring
me intel or he dies.”

Turning, he makes to walk away, but Hiro has
a question for the man and it won't wait until later by the look on
his face.

“You are Satoshi Shinji,
aren't you?”

“I am, Hiro Tanaka. We
came home, didn't we?”

Hiro's face twists into what is likely
disgust.

“If I get the
chance...”

“If,” Satoshi says, “is a
very big statement coming from someone like you. Good
luck.”

He and his men leave. Eric watches them go.
A mystery and a demand. Can he really succeed at this? Concern
rises in his body. He feels his feet tingling and his stomach
twisting into knots.

“I think I'm going to
throw up.”

Thankfully, he doesn't.
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