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      Old Chicago

      Waste Population: 10,389

      

      Coming to Steel Serpents territory was a mistake.

      Yet Dante continued on. In the shadows.

      His boots crunched over broken concrete as he crept forward. Dante scanned the dark housing area, then pressed his back against a crumbling wall along with Owen, Marcus, and Mila. His three captains. Perhaps his only friends.

      The stale night air carried whispers of dirt and decades of decay. Above Dante, the hollow shells of old Chicago housing projects reached toward a starless sky, their jagged edges like broken teeth.

      "Owen, I don't like this," Dante said, keeping his voice low. "We're too exposed."

      "Relax," Owen replied, though his whisper echoed too loudly in the empty courtyard. "We've only seen two guards, and we dodged them easily enough. Long as we stick to the shadows, we're golden."

      Mila shifted beside them, her hand never far from her modified bolt gun. "Dante's right. This whole thing feels wrong."

      Marcus was uncharacteristically quiet. And he looked nervous. More than usual. Guess he felt it too.

      "You both need to trust me," Owen said, gesturing toward a half-collapsed building ahead. "My source says there's enough pulse rifles in there to set us up for months."

      Dante found that hard to believe. But they also couldn’t afford to have a rival gang like the Serpents possessing such a haul. He had to check it out. Despite the risk. And sneaking around in rival gang territory was absolutely a risk. There also could be were-cats lurking around. Definitely not a good mix—or a good time.

      "Who's your source?" Mila asked. "The local morgue collector?"

      "You'll thank me later."

      Dante's fingers brushed the familiar grip of his pulse pistols. He never went anywhere without them—not even to bed. The pistols’ weight was reassuring as they picked their way through what must have been a housing playground before the Fel'ran invasion. Fifty-plus years the bloodsuckers had been occupying Earth. The aliens earned the nickname bloodsuckers since they wouldn’t hesitate to drain you if you pissed them off.

      They crept past a twisted, rusted swing set, shadows stretching long beneath the area’s few working lights. Except for the two guards on the outside perimeter, the place looked deserted. Owen pointed south. “We’re almost there.”

      About seventy feet.

      Harsh white light exploded across the field, transforming night into searing day. Dante's muscles locked as he threw an arm across his face, but there was no escape from the merciless beams that stripped away every shadow, every hiding place. Had to be flying drones. Four of them most likely.

      Once the white spots faded and his eyes finally adjusted, Dante found himself staring down the barrels of eight plasma rifles, held by soldiers in crisp uniforms bearing Fel'ran noble colors of black and gold. Their leader, a towering man with a face like carved granite, stepped forward. He was the only one not wearing a helmet.

      "Which one of you bitches is Dante?"

      Owen and Marcus took a synchronized step backward. "This guy," Owen said, pointing at Dante. "Now where's my payment?"

      Ol’ granite face sneered at Owen. Then tossed a small bag that landed with a metallic clink at Owen's feet.

      "What are you doing, Owen?" Mila's voice cracked with disbelief.

      "Feeding us for the next two months," Owen snickered, bending down to retrieve what had to be money.

      Dante’s body moved on instinct. His boot caught Owen square in the rear, sending him sprawling face first. In the same fluid motion, he spun and caught Marcus with a hook to the chin that dropped him like a stone.

      The night erupted with the distinctive whine of plasma rifles discharging. Dante was already moving through and bolting toward the familiar embrace of darkness. His heart hammered against his ribs as he rolled behind a fallen concrete pillar.

      "After him!" the squad leader bellowed.

      Okay. Confirmed. They didn’t want him dead.

      Yet.

      Dante exploded back into motion, legs pumping as plasma bolts sizzled past his head. Adrenaline surged through his veins and the soldiers chased after him. A bolt struck the ground at his feet, spraying superheated concrete fragments against his legs. But Dante kept running.

      The entrance to the building ahead was his answer. No door, just darkness beyond a frame of broken metal. Dante lunged through it, rolling across broken tiles as more shots punched holes through the wall behind him. The darkness swallowed him whole, his eyes struggling to find even the smallest hint of light. The musty stink of mold and rat droppings assaulted his senses as he scrambled deeper into what used to be an apartment complex.

      Dante didn't stop moving. Couldn't stop moving. His body was on autopilot, scaling a mountain of debris blocking the lobby. Broken glass splintered beneath his feet. Somewhere above, a support beam groaned. The whole structure felt heavy with menace and rotting secrets.

      How could Owen betray him?

      No time to think about that. If those soldiers caught him, his life was as good as over. He had to escape.

      So he ran. Up the stairs to the second floor. He needed to whittle down the enemy’s numbers.

      The building's interior was a maze of collapsed walls and hollowed out apartments. Perfect. Dante counted footsteps as heavy boots thundered up groaning stairs. Three sets coming from below, two from above. Dante moved like smoke through the darkness, years of survival instincts guiding every step.

      I can get through this.

      Trusty pulse pistols out, Dante waited. Willing his heart and breath to slow down. The first soldier rounded the corner too fast, too carelessly. One shot to the neck… Seven left. Plus the squad leader with the partially removed eyebrow and chin of granite.

      Time to move.

      Dante became a ghost in the rubble, using every shadow and broken wall to hide his movements.

      The second soldier crashed through a door. Dante caught him with a brutal combination. A right elbow to the side of the soldier’s face and a knee to the solar plexus. A single shot to the chest took him permanently out of the game.

      Noises… down the hall. Damn. Overconfident buggers weren’t even trying to be subtle. Sounded like they were trying to flank him from both sides. Kudos to them for picking up on his trail so quickly. Or maybe he was just getting sloppy.

      He briefly considered jumping from a window but didn’t want to risk twisting an ankle if he could help it. Stairwell was now a no-go, so he hustled through a giant hole in the wall into an adjacent apartment.

      “In there!”

      Dante watched in silence as two soldiers rushed through the hole, plasma rifles swaying back and forth against the darkness. These numbnuts likely had night vision thanks to their helmets. But as long as they didn’t look up and as long as these ceiling beams didn’t snap…

      The darkness made it harder, but the broken windows offered at least some moonlight. Dante aimed his left pistol and fired. Four times to be sure.

      The soldiers crumpled to the floor obediently. No blood though. He should check to make sure they were dead. Shouts from not far away made him reconsider and dash out of the door.

      His pursuers’ heavy footfalls telegraphed their position. Dante drew both pistols, rolled into the doorway, and dropped them both with direct hits to the chest.

      "Amateur hour," he muttered, pushing deeper into the building's gut.

      A burst of plasma fire forced him into what had once been a kitchen. The granite-faced leader stood in the doorway, his rifle's targeting laser painting a red dot on Dante's chest.

      "Not bad for a Waste rat," the squad leader said. "But you're done running."

      Dante ducked behind a rusted refrigerator as plasma rounds whizzed past him. The refrigerator metal grew hot against his back. He blind-fired around its edge, forcing the leader back long enough for him to sprint for the next room.

      His shoulder hit rotted drywall at full speed, bursting through into empty space. Dante twisted in the air, firing twice more before gravity took hold. He crashed through a wooden awning, tumbling to his feet in the building's central courtyard.

      Freedom was thirty meters away. Twenty. Ten.

      Dante froze.

      A goddamn Fel'ran bloodsucker came out of nowhere and now was blocking his path. Well over six feet and thin as a breeze, the alien’s gray pallor and giant non-blinking eyes along with its egg-shaped head made the smiling monster a creature to be reckoned with. Dante raised his pistols. How he would love to kill it. Kill every one of them. But if he failed or was captured… instant death sentence.

      Instead… he sprinted toward the bloodsucker, then dropped and slid between the creature's legs as its claw-like fingers scrambled to capture him.

      Dante bolted away with all his strength. But something wet and cold wrapped around his ankle. He hit the ground with a smack as a second tentacle snaked toward him. The third tentacle caught him completely by surprise, lifting him like a rag doll before slamming him into the pavement with inhuman strength. Knocking the wind out of him and probably cracking a rib or two.

      The last thing Dante saw was the bloodsucker's face, far too close to his own, its breath reeking of copper and rot.

      He tried to hold his breath and wiggle out of the thing’s grasp. Dante thought he heard the alien laugh. But that could have been the sound of him being whipped up into the air and crashing into the pavement a second time.
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      Lord Kaelith Estate

      Serf population: 209

      

      Blackness faded into white haze, but the voices Dante was hearing were clear. So he kept his breathing slow, his eyes shut, and his ears open.

      "I’m sick of squandering my time on a piece of Waste," said a woman. "I have real work to do."

      "Doctor Harper," whispered a calm, familiar male voice. "These are Lord Kaelith's wishes."

      "You know damn well, Mustafa—it's you who put it in his mind that this piece of filth can be useful."

      "Sssh. He can hear you."

      "He's awake? Oh. You're actually right."

      Dante willed his body still. He wanted to learn as much from these people as he could before he actually had to interact with them. Luck… once again… was not patting him on the shoulder. The man named Mustafa spoke again.

      "You may open your eyes now, Dante."

      Dante's eyelids felt like lead weights, but he forced them open. Harsh white light assaulted his retinas as two figures standing beside him came into focus. "The name's Ransom. Only my friends call me Dante."

      The squad leader’s winter-blue eyes carried that same dark amusement from their fight. "You have no friends, Dante."

      The truth of those words stung worse than the restraints biting into his wrists and ankles. The vertical table he was on held him spread-eagle like a specimen ready for dissection. Naked except for gray-white boxer briefs. How long was he unconscious? And what did a pair of pampered Serfs want from a guy like him?

      Square shaped holo-screens surrounded Dante in a half circle, each projecting cascading strings of biological data in neon blue. The room temperature was cool but not uncomfortable, and two medical drones hovered near the ceiling like mechanical insects. The drones could help a lot of people in Chicago. Including his gang. Former gang. Owen's betrayal still burned fresh in his mind. Maybe he deserved whatever was coming.

      Surgical arrays above him hung from robotic arms. Hell… This whole setup screamed next-gen medical research facility. Only with a darker edge. Like a butcher shop dressed up in chrome and holograms.

      Dante looked back to his two captors. The woman beside Mustafa—Dr. Harper—manipulated the data on the holo-screens with precise, carefree gestures. She looked too young and cute to be running a cold tomb like this, but the scowl she was wearing aged her a good five years. As for Mustafa… the squad leader cut a less impressive figure up close. His uniform showed more skin and muscles than authority, like some kind of military honeytrap working the wrong side of a Serf city. Still… the man managed to give him a hell of a time back in the housing projects.

      Best to assume the man was competent and intelligent.

      A sharp pain drew Dante's attention to his left forearm as a robotic arm pulled away. Beneath his skin, crystalline circuitry now pulsed in geometric lines—a Biostrip barcode that seemed to swim through his flesh like liquid metal. Each pulse sent tiny electric needles through his nerves. The sight of it made his stomach turn. Not just a tattoo, but a living circuit grafted into his body. "Dirtbags."

      "Charming." Harper's lips curled. "Get this piece of Waste out of my facility. And don't bring him back until he's injured."

      Until he’s injured—not if.

      Dante's stomach dropped, but he willed his desperation from his face. At least they hadn't collared him like most captured Waste. Just branded him with a Biostrip—though that was bad enough. No more avoiding direct tracking by the authorities or the Fel'ran.

      Mustafa watched Harper's exit from the chamber with a smirk before turning back to Dante. "Good news is… Your new implant is a modifiable Biostrip."

      "What the hell does that mean?"

      "We can change your identity anytime we want."

      Disgusted, Dante shook his head. "What do you guys want?"

      Mustafa stepped closer, his voice dropping low. "How long have you had spirit abilities, Dante?"

      Dante said nothing. He wasn’t going to tell this guy squat. Mustafa smiled at him. Then drove his fist into Dante's gut, forcing the air from his lungs.

      "Your idea of foreplay?" Dante wheezed after he caught his breath.

      "Not at all. Foreplay would entail slicing off your fingers and feeding them to you."

      Dante met the man’s wintry gaze, reassessing him. Mustafa had him by an inch or so and wasn’t only dangerous. He was downright lethal. Someone he'd most likely have to kill to escape this place. "Where am I?"

      "Answer my question first."

      Dante closed his eyes, presumably in thought, before he answered. "Not quite sure what you mean by spirit power."

      Mustafa sighed. “Telepathy. Telekinesis. That kind of stuff."

      "I can't do those things."

      Mustafa leaned in further, his breath hot against Dante's cheek. "But you can do other things, can't you, Dante? You don't honestly think it's skill that helped you take down six soldiers?"

      "Can't help it if your boys are a bunch of amateurs and die easy."

      A smile from the squad leader was the last thing Dante was expecting. "They're not dead. Shadow armor protected them from those low-grade pulse pistols of yours.”

      Dante shook his head, not believing the man.

      “My men were instructed to play dead if tagged by you. Though you did manage to send some to the infirmary with those fancy dance moves of yours."

      This guy was two steps ahead of him. Better play complacent. For now.

      Dante allowed his shoulders to sag, hoping the soldier would buy it. "Sixteen. It started when I turned sixteen." He met Mustafa's gaze. "Who told you about me?"

      "Who do you think?"

      Owen. Always Owen. They had both grown up on the streets of Old Chicago. Mostly homeless. Orphans. Definitely not an easy childhood. But they always had each other's back. Until money got in the way apparently.

      "Enough with the gloating. Tell me what you want from me."

      Mustafa's slimy grin sent ice down Dante's spine.

      "Everything."
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      Dante hid his shame behind a mask of indifference. The Ravens would piss on themselves laughing if they saw the getup he was wearing. Like Mustafa, he wore a jacket that barely reached his pecs and black pants tight enough to make a rent-boy blush.

      Mustafa, who hadn't offered his last name or title, led the way through the most lavishly decorated hallway Dante had ever seen.

      The walls gleamed with inlaid precious metals, forming delicate patterns that seemed to shift in the soft amber lighting. Genuine hardwood floors—not syntho-planks—stretched ahead, each board worth more than it took to feed his entire gang of Ravens for a week.

      Even the goddamn air tasted expensive, filtered and perfumed with something that reminded Dante of summer rain.

      His eyes drifted to the shock baton attached to Mustafa's right hip. The squad leader's back faced him. Meaning the squad leader must feel awfully confident about his ability to fight Dante off, or—maybe—Mustafa’s just confident that he won’t try to escape just yet.

      But Dante knew better than to try anything. Not yet at least. Not until he knew exactly where they had taken him.

      They stopped at a set of wooden double doors that looked like they could withstand a pulse cannon. Mustafa pressed his thumb to a sleek biometric pad masquerading as a doorbell. The doors swung inward without a sound.

      Mustafa gestured for Dante to enter first. The invitation screamed trap, but what choice did he have? Still, the urge to tell his captor to go screw himself was almost overwhelming. Mustafa raised an eyebrow—the one partly shaved through the middle—and waited.

      Dante stepped into the room.

      Darkness pressed in from all sides, broken only by a single shaft of light illuminating a floating marble dais. Dante froze. On the dais sat one of them. A Fel'ran noble, his purple collar marking him as one of humanity’s supposed high-ranking saviors.

      Mustafa’s baton nudged his back, so Dante moved forward, his skin prickling as they approached. The alien's ghoulish gray flesh seemed to absorb the spotlight's illumination, its bulbous head grotesque in its stillness. But it was the eyes that made Dante's throat tight—massive black saucers that never blinked, never shifted, never showing a hint of anything resembling emotion except contempt. Somewhere beneath the alien’s robes, hidden tentacles waited.

      Mustafa halted eleven feet from the platform and executed a fluid, deep bow. Dante straightened his spine. Screw that. I'm not bowing to you a-hole—or to anyone.

      The baton caught Dante behind the knees before he could finish the thought. Pain shot through his legs as his knees hit the floor.

      "M'lord," Mustafa said. "This is Dante Ransom. Our newest recruit."

      Recruit? If these bastards thought they were going to pimp him out to god-knows-where... he'd see them all dead first.

      The Fel'ran's gaze chilled him. Filling Dante with self-loathing. "Why did you not attack me when you had the chance, human?"

      So… This was the thing that had taken him down in the Projects. Dante kept his mouth shut.

      "The master asked you a question, Dante." Mustafa raised his baton, but the alien lifted one gray hand, and Mustafa’s weapon lowered immediately.

      "I am Lord Kaelith," the Fel'ran said. "And you, human... are now my property."

      Dante's lips curled. "So much for the lies about the Fel'ran abolishing slavery and human trafficking."

      The creature almost looked like it wanted to smile as it continued to study him with those terrible, creepy eyes. "You want to kill me," he said.

      Silence was the safest answer. So Dante kept his smart mouth closed.

      The alien turned to Mustafa. "He will do, captain."

      The bloodsucker flicked a gnarled hand at Mustafa as if swatting away a flea. Mustafa’s winter-blue eyes shifted briefly to the doors, a silent command to Dante. The man sure liked giving orders. And… had no problem taking them, apparently.

      From Earth’s conquerors.

      Dante felt the alien’s dead eyes following him out of the room, like a dark threat clinging to him. Goddamn bloodsucker was right about one thing—Dante did want to kill him.

      Him… and all of his kind.
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        * * *

      

      Dante felt like he needed to wash and scrub himself raw after being in the room with the Fel'ran. He hadn't seen many of them in his life before—and definitely not this close. Well, except for the time the bloodsucker kept slamming him into the pavement.

      Stop spiraling, Dante. Focus on the objective. As in getting the hell out of here.

      He needed to find out where "here" was first. Obviously outside Old Chicago, but how far? So little information to go on. Well… At least, he knew Mustafa's rank now. Captain. But captain of what exactly?

      Their footsteps reverberated through the tiled confines of an underground tunnel and transitioned from the mansion's grandeur to something entirely different. The walls morphed from wood and precious metals to white seamless panels that pulsed with buried tech. Like the spaceship corridors Dante had once read about in an old book. His self-taught education suggested humanity had once reached for the stars, but never made it past their own solar system. The Fel'ran, though—they'd crossed galaxies to get here. Dante pushed that thought aside. He didn't care where they came from. He just needed to know where he was.

      "So where are we?” Dante kept his tone casual.

      Mustafa glanced over his shoulder at Dante. "Your new home."

      He continued leading the way, his boots tapping softly against the carpeted floor. Every step radiated smugness. The bastard knew Dante was plotting escape. And he didn't care.

      Mustafa led him through a maze of identical corridors, each turn deliberately measured. An obvious attempt to disorient him. But Dante's internal compass rarely failed him—each twist and landmark locked into his mental map like coordinates in a grid.

      "So… You going to tell me where my new “home” is, or am I supposed to guess?”

      Mustafa stopped and turned to him. "We're on Lord Kaelith's estate. Fifty-five kilometers from Old Chicago."

      Hmmm. That would be a mighty long walk. He would have to jack a car or something.

      They continued walking. Neither of them making any further attempt at conversation. The corridor terminated at a charcoal-gray metal door, an unusual contrast in the gleaming corridor. Mustafa stepped aside, obviously Dante’s cue to proceed. Dante took two steps forward, and the door slid upward without a sound, vanishing into the frame above.

      Beyond lay absolute darkness. Not the kind you could adjust to. Not the familiar shadows of Chicago's ruins. This was a void, engineered to swallow light whole.

      Dante hesitated but forced himself forward, inwardly cursing the darkness. His vision was good but still useless without even a hint of illumination to work with.

      The door slammed shut behind him, sealing Dante in nothingness.
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