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Dawn. The sky was slowly starting to light up. The three Runners were a little more than two miles from the food processing plant. Cassie was staring at the forest with a far away look in her eyes. There were a few minutes of complete silence as they drove. They were all still in a state of shock over how Leader Kang had ruled the food processing plant. Cassie quickly remembered why they were travelling along the main road and tried to forget about it and focus her attention on looking for her sister. To try and get Axton and Berin to stay focused on why they were travelling, she told them that she didn't really want to stop at any more ghost towns because she thought Gusta and Coleson might have travelled much further away from them while they were helping the workers at the food processing plant. Axton reminded her that there was still a slim possibility that the two of them might have found a ghost town that had enough reusable materials to start building a new home. Berin said that they also might have found a ghost town with enough fruit trees growing around it. For a moment, she was torn between the possible scenarios: either Gusta and Coleson were still travelling and were even further away from them, or the two might have found a place to call home and start a new life together. She looked at her two companions and agreed that they should still keep looking in every ghost town that they found. She reminded them that they had already gotten a bitter foretaste of what savage and merciless people were roaming around on the outside, and that they should be ready to defend themselves at all costs and at any given moment. 

A few minutes later, as they were driving around a bend in the road, Cassie spotted an entrance to a ghost town. They drove up to the entrance and stopped right in front of it. None of them said it but all three of them were afraid of what they might find if they entered the ghost town. All three of them took out their guns for just in case there were bad Runners living in that ghost town. The car slowly drove in. Axton and Berin both kept a straight face, but they were nervous. Cassie's heart was racing. The fear of what bloodthirsty psychotic bad Runners might be living in this ghost town combined with the slim hope in her mind that Gusta might be there made her heart race with fear and excitement. But her fear and excitement were short lived. As they entered the ghost town, all that they could see before them was destruction and devastation. Between all the rubble of all the destroyed houses and the bits and pieces of rusted remains of destroyed cars, there were no signs of life. To the naked eye, it didn't appear as if any Runners had tried to start over in this ghost town yet. But what they couldn't see was that there was a shallow hole in the ground hidden beneath a rusted piece of sheet metal. There was a torn dirty blanket and a few rotten fruit in the hole. And lying on the blanket was the decomposing remains of a young Runner who had died a little over a week earlier. He had been bitten by a snake one night as he was eating the fruit he had picked from the trees of the forest.

The car backed up out of the ghost town and the three Runners continued driving down the main road. Axton and Berin could see Cassie was disappointed that they didn't find Gusta there, but they could also see the determination in her eyes. Cassie wasn't going to let another empty ghost town stop her from spending her every waking moment searching for her sister.
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At that very moment, Gusta and Coleson were both awake in the car at the side of the road. Neither of them said a word as they both were wondering how far they were going to have to walk along the main road before they'd reach Sin Detroit. They stared at the long road in front of them. She breathed out a long tired sigh before she looked at him. Coleson was almost in a trance-like state as he stared at the road and tried to scrape together all his courage to prepare for the long walk. He looked at Gusta and without saying a word, they knew it was time to hit the road. 

They took what little belongings they had out of the car and started to walk down the main road. She was still troubled by the nightmare she'd had. But her fears of the possible dangers that might have been lurking in the forests around them soon made her forget about her nightmare. The two of them looked a little crazy because they kept looking around for dangers and even the sound of birds singing in the trees made them walk a bit faster. Coleson tried to take Gusta's mind off of their current situation by talking about anything that popped into his mind. He started to talk about how excited he was that they were getting closer to Sin Detroit, then he began saying things he'd said to her before about how great he believed their life in the new city was going to be. She didn't seem too interested in what he was saying because she was too busy looking around for any signs of danger, and in the back of her mind, she was thinking about Cassie. Totally unaware that her sister was on the outside searching for her, she hoped that Cassie would be okay in Driven City without her, but at the same time she felt guilty and sad that Cassie didn't leave the city with her and Coleson.
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Conroy and Milda were conducting business in a large enclosed area right behind their home. Five heavily armed Elms Cops stood in a row behind the brother sister duo while they were doing business with three drug pedlars who worked for them. All three drug pedlars had brought them metals which they had gotten from bad Runners in exchange for EH pills. There were a few big containers in which they threw the different kinds of metal. Milda gave each of the drug pedlars a plastic bag filled with EH pills before she took their Grade cards, inserted them in a device one by one and paid them for the metals.

“If any of you find a ghost town where there are Runners who you can't get addicted to the pills, let my brother know,” Milda said. “We can't have Runners on the outside who don't serve our family and our interests in some or other way.”

All three of the drug pedlars bowed their heads and simultaneously said, “Yes my master.”

She gave them back their Grade cards, pointed at the gate and told the three to get out and get back to work. The three drug pedlars bowed one more time before they left the enclosed area through the gate.

Conroy looked at the two bags of pills that stood on the ground between him and his sister.

“I've been thinking about adding a little something to the ingredients. If I tell the doctors to put something in the pills that would give the users the same high but also keep them awake for longer and give them more energy, then Grade H workers everywhere should be made hooked so that they work faster and harder for longer,” he said as he picked up one of the bags of EH pills.

“Sounds like a brilliant idea,” Milda replied. “But have you done what I asked you? Have you talked to the scientists about... you know?”

Conroy smiled as he put the bag of pills down, and said, “Looks aren't everything.”

Milda started to sound annoyed as she replied, “Your sarcasm is insulting. You know how I looked when I was still thirty. Even in my fifties, I was still one of the most beautiful women on the planet.”

Conroy tried hard not to laugh out loud as he said, “That was long, long ago. Why do you care what your face looks like? When your body starts to wither, you can just choose another one.”

“It's not my body I'm worried about. It's my face. If the doctors can't find a way to make me look younger and more beautiful than any of the women inside or outside of our cities, then they must find a way to give me the entire face of the most beautiful woman that we can find.”

“Now you are just being ridiculous. You're starting to sound like you're competing with mother.”

Milda gasped out of sheer shock. She couldn't believe what he had just said.

“How dare you speak ill of mother. Father goes out of his way to make her happy and gets her every relic he can to make her more powerful. And to what lengths has he gone over and over again to keep her beautiful. I want to be that beautiful too.”

Conroy just shook his head and said, “I was only kidding. You almost sounded like you were going to give me just as long a speech as Thadius gave me when I told him that woman he uses as a plaything was unattractive.”

“I admit that Slave isn't much for the eye, but at least she keeps him occupied until he finally gets his brides.”

“Why don't you ask him if you can have Slave's face when he's done playing with her,” Conroy asked before he tilted his head to the side and tried to mimic Milda's facial expression in a mocking way.

“Stop that,” she said as she covered his face with her hand. The two of them were chuckling together as another drug pedlar called out at the Elms Cops from the gate. Conroy looked at the drug pedlar and recognised him before he signalled to one of the Elms Cops to let him in. After the gate was unlocked, the drug pedlar dragged a young woman in along with him whose hands were bound behind her back. She was gagged and blindfolded as well. 

“What do you bring us?” Milda asked.

The drug pedlar bowed his head before he answered, “My master Milda, I bring you a bad Runner who I found living alone in the forest. I haven't harmed her in any way.”

“Is she still a virgin?” Conroy asked.

“No, but she still looks pure and in good health.”

Just as Conroy and Milda were about to start inspecting the woman from head to toe, another drug pedlar arrived outside the gate with a bound, gagged and blindfolded woman. This woman was putting up a fight as she tried to escape, but the drug pedlar had a long piece of chain tangled in with the rope that her hands were bound with. When one of the Elms Cops unlocked the gate, the drug pedlar pulled her in by the chain.

“Ah, another one,” Milda said with a smile.

“I must say,” Conroy said as he took out the payment device. You pedlars have been very productive the last few days with the metals and the possible brides you brought for us. For that, I believe you both deserve a few extra Hobart.”

The two drug pedlars eagerly took their Grade cards off from around their necks, bowed their heads and handed their cards to him. Conroy inserted their cards into the device and paid them while Milda was walking around the two bound women, looking at them from every possible angle. After handing the cards back to the drug pedlars, both of them were escorted out through the gate by one of the Elms Cops. Conroy joined his sister and also inspected the two women. Both women were filled with such immense fear. They were crying and their bound hands were shaking. 

“I can't really see flaws on them. We can never be too sure before we send them to the voids, so I'd say this calls for a more thorough inspection.”

“I couldn't agree more,” Milda said before she started to tear the coveralls from one of the woman. Conroy did the same to the second woman. They could hear the women's muffled screams as they stripped them. They then inspected both women's bodies for a minute which felt like a lifetime to the two women. 

Conroy pointed at one of the women, and said, “This one can be taken straight to Void One. Find something to cover her up with and take her there.”

Two of the Elms Cops took the naked woman into Conroy and Milda's home through the backdoor. 

“Not good enough,” Milda said as she looked at the second woman, shook her head and turned away as if she was repulsed by the woman. “She has scars on her body. If she looks so bad on the outside, who says her insides aren't damaged as well. If the outside of an apple is bruised, who says the inside isn't already rotten. She's not good enough to be one of the brides or to be in the Harvest House. She isn't even good enough to be used in Void Two.”

Milda pointed at one of the Elms Cops who then marched up to her. She took his gun and pointed it at the naked woman's face. The woman let out one final muffled scream before Milda pulled the trigger and blasted a hole straight through her head. Nobody flinched or showed any emotion whatsoever as the woman's dead body fell on the ground. Milda handed the gun back to the Elms Cop before she started walking towards the open backdoor.

Conroy looked at the Elms Cop who was standing close to the dead body, pointed at it, and said, “Clean up that mess before you continue your duties.” 
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Cassie didn't know it, but she and her two companions were closing the gap between them and her sister now that Gusta and Coleson were on foot. She was driving while Axton and Berin were looking for any signs of more ghost towns alongside the road. Cassie and Axton were having a mixed up conversation. She was talking about how far ahead on the main road she thought her sister might be if Gusta and Coleson weren't busy starting a new life together in some or other ghost town next to the road, and Axton kept talking in between about how he hoped that when they finally found Gusta, he and Cassie would find a ghost town that had enough reusable materials so that they could build their new home together. When Cassie stopped talking about Gusta and commented on what he was talking about by saying that she hoped their new home would be near a river, Berin couldn't stop smiling as he listened to the two of them. With the two of them talking about how they wanted to start over together, he was waiting for the two of them to finally confess how they really felt about each other. He knew that they were in love with each other and even though he appeared to be a hardened tough-as-nails kind of guy, he was actually a big old romantic softy at heart. He listened to the two of them talking for a minute or so longer before he asked, “So, when the two of you find a place to start over, do you plan to have any kids together in the near future?”

Cassie and Axton were both silent as they stared at the road in front of them with wide open eyes. Neither of them knew what to say. They knew that he was implying that the two of them would start a relationship when they settled down somewhere, and neither of them knew how to react or how to answer his question. Berin kept smiling because he knew that his question had sent their minds racing at lightning speed in a hundred different directions. He was hoping that by putting them in this position, one of them would finally unmask their true feelings for each other. But the first words out of Cassie's mouth when she broke the silence in the car had absolutely nothing to do with her love for Axton.

“I think I see something up ahead,” she said as she started to drive slower.

Axton and Berin also saw what looked like people moving between the trees close to the side of the road. It was only when they stopped in front of the spot where they'd seen movement between the trees that they saw there was an entrance to another ghost town partially hidden between the bushes. They saw two women running down the entrance into the ghost town. Both of the women were spilling most of the water out of the buckets that they were carrying. The two had just collected water from a nearby stream. 

Cassie and Axton got out of the car while Berin struggled a bit to climb out from the back of the car. 

“Gusta!” Cassie called out with the hope that her sister was somewhere in this ghost town. Axton and Berin both had their guns ready just in case. She called out her sister's name two more times before she started to walk towards the entrance. Axton and Berin went after her and stopped her.

“Hold on there. We can't just go waltzing in there like we own the place,” Axton said.

“He's right, little lady,” Berin added. “We don't know if them folks who live here are of the friendly kind.”

“But what if she's in there? I have to...”

The sound of footsteps made all three of them look down the entrance path. A big muscular man dressed in torn coveralls that were stitched together came walking towards them with a big .50 calibre rifle in his hands. There were a total of five semi-automatic pistols in holsters on his belt. Axton and Berin were ready to point and shoot, but then Cassie did something very unexpected and risky. She raised both of her hands and waved at the man to show him she wasn't holding a gun. Little did she know that this Runner was the reason why so many Runners on the outside were armed. When he and his two female companions left the city life of slavery and started to build their ghost town, they found a whole arsenal of weapons and ammunition in a underground bunker that was hidden beneath the rubble. Having more than enough weapons and ammunition to protect his ghost town and to hunt for food, he had given some of his weapons to other Runners whom he had become friends with who lived in their own ghost towns nearby. Together, they'd formed a small community who helped each other, who hunted together, who shared whatever fruit or veggies were growing in or around their ghost towns. 

“What do you want? There's nothing for you to steal here,” the mean-looking Runner said.

“We're looking for someone. Her name is Gusta and she's my sister,” Cassie said.

The Runner saw their car and the first thought that popped into his mind was that they were drug pedlars. He took a step back and held his finger firmly on his rifle's trigger as he said, “I've heard about you pedlars looking for women to kidnap, looking for metals and trying to get us Runners hooked on those damn pink pills. Well turn right around and as far away from here as y-...”

He was stunned speechless when Cassie bravely took a step forward, looked him in the eye and started describing what Gusta looked like. He realized that they weren't pedlars. He didn't lower his rifle when he asked her to describe Gusta again. For a moment, Cassie thought that her sister might be in that ghost town. She had an optimistic smile on her face when she described her sister again. The mean-looking Runner thought hard for a moment as he tried to remember if he had seen anyone matching that description. He lowered his rifle and shook his head. It broke his heart to see that optimistic smile disappear from Cassie's face. He realized that they weren't drug pedlars. Cassie wanted to thank him for his time, but she was on the verge of crying. Axton and Berin thanked the Runner before they started to follow Cassie back to the car. The Runner breathed a long sad sigh as he watched the three Runners driving away.
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Thadius was wearing a fancy white suit as he and Slave were being escorted down a narrow hall by three Elms Cops. Slave was carrying a big silver briefcase with the Elms family crest on it. Thadius smiled sadistically as he was busy putting on a pair of surgical gloves. When they reached the old solid wooden door at the end of the hall, one of the Elms Cops unlocked the four locks on the door and opened it.

“You wait right here,” Thadius said to the Elms Cops before he and Slave entered the room and shut the door. The inside of the room looked horrible. There was blood spatter on the walls and claw marks on the door. On the wall right next to the door was a small device with a plastic cover over it. There were twelve cameras up on the walls and the ceiling.

Standing on his knees in the middle of the room was a young man who was handcuffed, gagged and blindfolded. He was one of the prisoners from Thadius' prison. He had been a hard working Grade H worker in Death Angeles for a number of years until the day that he realized everyone in the city were nothing more than obedient slaves to the Elms family. He began questioning authority, refused to be told which parts of the city he could and couldn't enter, and openly criticised the ruling family's laws. And it were those true statements which he'd made in front of many people in his workplace which led to him being arrested. In the prison, he knew that he was as good as dead. He tried to escape and when the Elms Cops caught him, they brought him straight to this room.

Thadius looked at the prisoner as he slowly began walking around him in circles. He wanted to fill the prisoner's heart and mind with nothing but pure mortal fear. The prisoner was afraid because he knew that his final hour had arrived, but he wasn't going to give any member of the ruling family or any of their cronies the satisfaction of seeing his fear. He was using all his inner strength just to stop himself from crying and he was pressing his tightly clenched fists together to stop his hands from shaking.

Thadius stopped walking around the prisoner when he realized that he wasn't getting a fear-filled reaction from him. He looked at Slave who stood in front of the door, holding the briefcase with both hands. He snapped his fingers twice, pointed on the covered device on the wall, and said, “Let's go live.”

She flipped the device's cover open and pressed a button which switched all of the cameras on.

Out in the streets of Death Angeles, workers who were travelling from their apartment blocks to work to start their shift, and workers who were busy working outside of a number of the buildings in the city saw how all of the large screens on the walls stopped showing images of the ruling family as images of Thadius standing in front of the prisoner appeared on each and every screen in the entire city. All of the workers kept working and acted as if nothing was wrong, but all of them knew what they were going to witness next. Thadius had done this a number of times before.

Thadius took the prisoner's blindfold off. He was expecting to see the pale faced prisoner's fear in his eyes, but the look the prisoner gave him as he looked him straight in the eye was one that screamed out: I hate your fucking guts!!!

Thadius still couldn't believe that this prisoner wasn't showing any fear. This only fuelled his twisted desires to cause this prisoner as much physical pain and suffering as possible. He snapped his fingers twice and pointed at the briefcase. Slave brought the briefcase to him and held it while he opened it. The first thing he took out of it was a whip. There were tiny sharp pieces of metal in the tip of the whip. He looked up at one of the cameras, and everyone in the entire city could hear him say, “Let this be a lesson to anyone else who dares to oppose me and my family!”

Thadius began whipping his upper back mercilessly. Slave kept staring at the dirty floor even as she heard the pain-filled muffled screams of the prisoner. 

“Oh come on! You can do better than that! Let the whole city hear you!” Thadius said before he pulled the prisoner's gag off and kicked him in the back. He fell over and let out a deafening scream as his face hit the floor. As he was lying face down on the floor, Thadius began whipping him again. Slave showed no emotions whatsoever as she just stood there with the open briefcase. Thadius glanced at her a few times while he was whipping the prisoner. He tossed the whip aside, snapped his fingers and Slave brought the open briefcase to him. He briefly looked around inside of it before he took out a knife with a short strangely shaped blade. He got on top of the prisoner and began to slowly cut his back, his shoulders and the back of his head. The prisoner kept screaming in agony and Thadius thought that at any moment he would start begging him to stop or to put him out of his misery. But in as much pain and agony as he was, he still refused to show fear or weakness. By that time, he knew he was as good as dead and he wasn’t going to give Thadius any satisfaction by begging for his life with his last breath. Thadius got up off of the prisoner. His white suit was stained with blood. He dropped the knife and snapped his fingers. Slave held his briefcase open as he took his time to look for the next weapon he wanted to use. He took out a small .22 calibre revolver, looked at it, but put it back again. 

“Haven’t used this in a while,” he said as he took out what looked like a slightly larger than normal silver scarab beetle with five three inch long solid steel drill bits sticking out of the top of it. He placed the silver beetle on the back of the prisoner's neck and pressed a small maroon button on the beetle. The prisoner screamed as the beetle's hook-like legs closed inwards, piercing through his skin and attaching itself to the back of his neck. It made a faint buzzing noise for a few seconds, as if it was charging itself, before all five of the drill bits sticking out of the top of it were simultaneously switched on and they slowly moved down as they started drilling deep into the back of the prisoner's neck. He manage to let out one loud final scream before being killed by this strange and sick device. There were a few seconds of silence before Thadius looked up at one of the cameras and said, “Take this as a lesson. My family and I will not show any mercy to any man or woman who opposes our rule. Elms forever!”

He took off his bloody surgical gloves, snapped his fingers and pointed at the device on the wall. Slave pushed the button and turned off the cameras.

“Have my guards dispose of the body and clean all my tools before you put them back in the briefcase. But you can do that a little later. Follow me.”

Slave followed Thadius out of the room. The two of them went to his room where he handed her a big pair of scissors and told her to cut the bloodstained suit off of his body. She slowly and carefully cut the suit off of his body, after which she went to fetch a big bowl of water, liquid soap and a towel. Thadius just stood there as she washed him from head to toe. As he wrapped the towel around his body, he told her what he wanted to wear. She quickly ran to the big room that he used as a closet. When she returned to his room with his outfit, he was waiting for her on his bed. She knew what this meant. She shut the bedroom door and undressed as she walked up to his bed. He had sex with her for a little over an hour before he got dressed and told her to go take a shower. Slave was just about to get dressed and leave his room when one of the screens on the wall made a long beeping sound and flashed an image of Hobart.

“He can't see you in here like this! Get out now!” Thadius shouted at her. Slave was forced to run out of his room stark naked. As soon as she shut the door behind her, Thadius stepped closer to the control panel and answered his fathers call. The green hologram of Hobart – who clearly didn't look very happy – appeared in front of Thadius.

“Greetings father.”

“Have any of your worthless diggers found any new items for your mother?” Hobart asked. Clearly he sounded a little agitated and grumpy for some or other reason.

“You'll be please that two of my groups of diggers has found gold. I'll send every single nugget and flake they find to you. They have already found more than - ”

“Yes, yes, yes Thadius. Thank you. But have any of your diggers found any more buried relics or artifacts lately?”

Thadius hesitated for a moment before he answered because he knew what his father was going to say to him.

“No. Not today father, but was mother happy with those that I sent to you?”

“She's never happy! You know she constantly wants more and more of those things! Don't disappoint me or your mother. Have your diggers work longer hours, work harder and look further than the few places they've found relics!”

“Yes father.”

Thadius breathed out a long frustrated sigh as his father's hologram disappeared.
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On the main road, Cassie and Axton were keeping an eye on the sides of the road for any more ghost towns as they were driving. They had been driving for almost an hour. Berin also kept his eyes open for any ghost town entrances, but he kept his eye on the little lights on the dashboard to see when they had to stop somewhere in the sunlight so that the car could charge again.

The long road was starting to take its toll on Cassie mentally and emotionally. She tried to stay focused on finding Gusta, but it was as if a thousand thoughts and unanswered questions had slowly formed a tidal wave that crashed in her mind. She didn't even want to think of the possibility that, with all the bad Runners on the outside, her sister might already be dead. She tried to block that thought out of her mind.

“We're gonna have to stop for a while if we want this piece of junk to take us any further today,” Berin said.

Cassie was so busy looking for the next ghost town and thinking about a thousand things at once that she didn't even hear him talking. Realizing that she wasn't responding to what Berin had just said, Axton put his hand on her leg to get her attention and said, “We think it's time to give the car a rest in the sun.”

Cassie looked at the lights on the dashboard, and said, “There's still
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