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Chapter 1






She was a gorgeous beast. The way the flashlight
bounced off her pale white and ebony black form, the smooth curves
of a body God never intended. We had been cast into hell, and its
seducers were out in force. She hadn't noticed me yet, too obsessed
with a hellacious lover's quarrel with a companion demon.

They were not using words. Most mutants lost the
ability. They gestured and growled. Sometimes they swiped or tried
to take a bite out of one another. The other was just as large as
she was, he had four legs, just like her. They seemed to be arguing
over a long discarded pastry, the sort that was easy to find in any
Seven Eleven, before everything fell apart.

My job wasn't to break up mutant debates. They called
me Erik, last name Copple. I had achieved certification as an
independent field agent, authorized for covert operations, cleared
for demolitions, and with the distinction of completing the
official agent training. You'd think the official agent training
would be completed by everyone, but there's rarely time for any of
that. You learned fast, often in the field, or you failed.

This wasn't to say I was some kind of bad ass. I knew
the two creatures I was watching could cause me a lot of trouble. I
had good tools. An automatic rifle I secured from those survivalist
nut jobs in Fairfield. Come to think of it, I was pretty sure I was
only some five blocks away from them. Might as well have been a
hundred miles. They don't come out of their hospital unless they
have to. Especially not just to help a non member.

"Field Agent Copple," spoke a clear voice in my head.
Ah, the ever faithful comm radio. The only truly universal
equipment, given to every agent. It was something even those
crazed, money loving, Zephyr psychos agreed on. Radio tells home
where you are, tells them if you need help. It lets you talk to
them, and lets them talk to you. It even analyzed combat situations
in real time. I was very proud of it. I had a reason to be, some of
its code was written by the same hands that clutched firmly to the
gun that day.

"Copple here," I replied, ducking back under the
concrete divider.

"Situation's changed, abort mission. New coordinates
being downloaded now."

Was that Mary? She worked the comm station a lot. I
was almost certain it was her. I liked her. All business on the
clock, but she could really party once she punched out. And she was
unsullied. A pure example of woman, smooth flesh, two arms, two
legs, a face without a snout or beak. Only two breasts, just large
enough to want to grab, without getting lost in. Yea, if she wasn't
dating that creep, Jason, I would have made my move ages ago.

"Roger that, en route."

Popping up before my vision, the new target flashed
up. Only I could see it. Only I needed to see it. I liked to think
of it as a secret little letter between Mary and me... Not that she
ever added anything to it outside mission spec.

The directions pointed me to The Mall. There were a
lot of abandoned malls since P day, but only one The Mall. I slunk
away from the crumbling cement divider and started marching off
through the city. I've been to far worse places than The Mall. Mall
Rats lived there. Of all the mutant strains, they're unique in
being entirely functional, and entirely friendly. Some of the techs
are certain the Mall Rats were someone's personal project. A
smashing success, I supposed, considering they got along so
well.

I could feel eyes on me as I walked, but I wasn't too
nervous. Most mutants in that part of the city avoided me, and most
agents that weren't fresh. The tougher ones were sent packing too
regularly when they appeared. Making good time through the streets
of Fairhaven, I approached The Mall. It used to be a gleaming
example of human engineering. It still was, in some ways. Some of
it even still had power, and the Rats got water from somewhere. The
soft report of distant gunfire brought me out of my thoughtfulness,
and I hurried inside to relative safety.

Rod was there. Rod was always there. The front area
was gloomily lit and two stories tall. Right in the center of it
was a stand with a wide variety of goods in glass cases. Price tags
were written in big bold letters and hung off the front of each. I
still wondered where they kept finding soda. It seemed to be one of
the Rats' specialties. There were other rats milling around besides
Rod. Many of them looked up as I came in and a chorus of 'hey dude'
and 'What's up' was thrown at me with some waves and nods. There
are worse places in the wastelands to be.

The Rats lived up to their name. They were usually
thin, though height varied wildly from short to very tall. They
were covered in fur, often black, sometimes brown, sometimes white.
Usually, it was one color, but the occasional spotted or striped
Rat could be seen. They all had long naked tails. They came in male
and female variety. Unlike many of the more feral mutants, they
also wore clothes. Usually brightly colored, or pitch black, Rats
seemed to choose between trying to scream out their tastes, or just
went Gothic. Jewelry was very popular, with piercing in ears and
bangles jangling around on tails a frequent sight. With ears as big
as those, some of them seemed to take it as a challenge to fit an
ever increasing amount of studs and other shiny objects on
them.

The directions pointed right at Rod, so I walked up
to him as he looked at me. His audacious clothes were splattered
with oil, a common problem for the Rat. He raised a naked, pink,
hand.

"Hey dude. You here for the pick up?"

They say Rod came from another city that didn't get
rescuers until almost everyone had gone feral. Had a girlfriend,
doesn't like to talk about it. I assumed she didn't go Rat like he
did.

"Yea. How are things?"

He smiled. Odd thing, seeing a smile on a snout, but
it seemed many mutants retained their expressions even when they
lost their human faces. He pulled out a briefcase from under the
display case and set it on top.

"Same old, same old. Had some four legs rush in here
and start ripping apart a freezer. You know anything about
that?"

I took the briefcase and held it loosely at my
side.

"A freezer? I did see some four legs, two cats,
Northeast side of town just before I came here. They weren't
holding any parts though."

"Yea? Too bad. I'd love to know what they were
planning to do with them."

Rod's always been a tinkerer. I imagined he was more
curious about their project than angry about the missing parts.

"Were you storing anything in the freezer?"

"Hell no," he said with widening eyes, "You have any
idea how much power it takes to keep a freezer locker running for a
day? I'd rather keep the lights on for a few months."

With P day, there wouldn't be any new oil drilling
for some time. The gas we had was going to have to last us.

"Yea, I can imagine that. You got anything new
today?"

"Well..."

I knew that tone. He had something, but he wanted top
cred for it.

"I got a little something, but it isn't ready for
public release yet. But, see, we know each other. I can trust you,
right?"

"Course you can, Rod. What miracle have you performed
this time?"

He ducked down and came up with a long, narrow, box
and set it on the counter. With two clicks of unbuckled latches, he
flipped it open. It looked like a hunting rifle.

"A gun? That's not your usual style."

"This is no regular gun!" he said loudly, as if he
were offended, but he looked happy. He was always happy showing off
his toys.

"This gun doesn't fire bullets. It uses nanites to
focus heat into a thin line. It's like a laser pistol, rifle
version." He runs his pink fingers across the device, and settles
on a tiny knob, "You can even adjust the power output, but I don't
think it would stay in one piece for long if you fired it at max
more than once a day. Overheating issues."

"So how much is this going to set me back?"

He put a hand on his chest, "Don't say it like that,
dude. I'm only recouping the cost of parts and research. This isn't
easy, or safe, work. You know that." He smiled, a display of many
sharp Rat teeth as he leaned forward, "I'll cut you a good deal." I
could see his tail flickering behind him, jangles coming from the
bands he wore on it.

"I'll give you twenty thousand creds and you'll thank
me for it," I said, low balling the estimate.

I was rewarded with a sputter, "You have to be
kidding me. Just the frame cost that much!" He pulled the gun free
of the case, "Hell I'm not even sure I can make another of these.
It's one of a kind. Way better than that AK you tote around, be
real."

I held up my free hand placatingly, "Relax. I'm
tugging your tail," A favored expression around the Rats, "Tell me
what you want for it, Rod. I'm on a mission and have to get
moving."

"I know you're good for it," he says, holding out his
hand in the air. A loud slap as I brought my hand down on it. The
Rats loved their high fives. "Tell you what. Fifty thou, you take
this guy out for a spin on this mission of yours. You like it, give
me another fifty. You don't like it, give it back and I'll give you
forty back, and we'll chalk it up to a ten K rental."

Rod's gizmos usually worked as advertised. He was a
good guy. He would probably go to pieces if someone got hurt
because something he made didn't work when it was supposed to. I
tapped my comm device, "Fifty thousand credit transfer to Rod."

Rod smiled and tapped as his own. Rat comm devices
were fitted to run along the outside of their large ears. "Fifty
thousand credit transfer from Erik." With the two way confirmation,
a soft chime informed me that my money had left me. Paper money was
a thing of the past. He pushed the box towards me, "A pleasure
doing business. Tell me all about it when you're done, right, and
keep it chill, dude."












Chapter 2






I tucked the new gun onto my back, bouncing lightly
against the assault rifle I already had. It never hurt to have a
backup weapon. Things happen, things break. I wasn't cleared for
trying to fix it either. As I grew accustomed to the new weight, a
low tone noted new information on the comm. I was being sent new
directions. They led to Zephyr.

Zephyr Incorporated. Visiting that place was always a
mixed bag. Their answer to P day was to sell everything. They used
nanites to reproduce things that you just couldn't make anymore.
They made dangerous technology that worked, mostly. You paid the
price tag, you could get anything, and they just didn't care. I've
seen strange things go on in that building. I'm fine working with
Rsx, at least we were working, not pretending the end times are a
great time for a party, or record profits.

It was a short walk at least. A soft bark drew my
attention. A feral was standing there, gazing at me with an
entirely unwholesome fixation. She was gesturing at me with clear
intention and wagging her upturned tail invitingly. A husky. They
were fairly common in this section of the city. I was told some
people, mostly Zephyr, take the huskies up on their offers. If you
ignore the fur, the muzzle, the tail, well, there was a well shaped
woman under all that mess. Not much better than laying with an
especially willing doll if you asked me.

Fortunately, they were also harmless unless you
looked like a fresh faced rookie that couldn't hold a gun without
their hands shaking. I was past that point, and the husky didn't
dare to try stopping me and I strode past.

I hadn't mentioned them yet, but there are mutants
that aren't animal hybrids. Elves, vampires, giants. I even heard
of a candy family of infections. I didn't volunteer to check that
one out, thanks. At least the nanite inoculation I was given was
holding up well. I haven't woken up with a tail or become a woman
when I wasn't looking. Thank God for small favors.

The Zephyr building rose up before me. It was one of
the taller buildings in the city, and it had lights. That last part
made it very easy to find as the sun sank towards the horizon. Way
up at the top of the tower, a softly blinking light flashed red,
warning the planes that no longer flew past that it was there. The
stylized 'Z' shone down on me. That was a recent addition, as if
everyone who could know didn't already know Zephyr was here. I
moved in and pushed at the bar at the glass door, admitting myself
to the lobby.

The lobby, what could I say about it. It was a shady
place in bright lights, where people from all walks of like
collided in a pile of mixed feelings of being lost and sating
various itches. People came in many sizes and shapes here, almost
all mutant, with the occasional nanite immune standing out, a
normal human in a land of strange parodies. There were guards, but
I never heard them taking action except for that one time someone
became violent and was waving a gun around. Besides that, you could
do whatever you wanted in here.

It's worth noting that the guards were as varied as
the people they watched. One caught my eye that day, a gryphon on
six legs, with a humanoid torso on top. She had four tails that all
moved in different patterns, fanning over genitals that made her
not quite a she, even with the mild attempt to cover them with a
long skirt. Gender identity was a difficult task those days. Her
lower belly was distended. I had heard rumor that the absurd
reproduction rate of mutants was slowing down. That didn't stop
them from trying though.

The gryphon had a vest with a badge that proclaimed
them as part of the security, and their name as Sparhawk. I made my
way through the crowd, avoiding the cold looks of some, and the hot
looks of others. Rsx and Zephyr were not on the best terms. We had
different ideologies. We weren't at war, either. Who could afford
one in those troubled times? It made some people uneasy.

Only ten feet from Sparhawk, a figure moved into my
path. She had large round ears and equally round glasses perched on
a mild snout. A mouse. She wore grease stained blue overalls that
bore a name tag, 'Chell'. Besides the overalls, she was naked if
you didn't count the light beige fur that covered most of her. Some
mutants lost their human hair, this one still had it in spades.
Long black hair done up in a ponytail. She smiled brightly at me,
"That's a fancy looking gun you have on your back there, don't
recognize the model," she said in quick excited tones. "Can I
see?"

She reminded me of Rod, but then, mice and rats were
pretty similar in their ways, and she looked just as eager to
experiment with things. "Sorry," I said, "I'm on assignment."
Zephyr or Rsx, both sides had things to do. It was a universal
language between us.

"Won't take more than a second," she insisted as she
leaned towards me. Maybe I was hasty in my declaration of
universal. "Where are you heading off to, anyway?"

"I don't even know yet," I said honestly as I tried
to move past her, but she was quite persistent, "If you would
excuse me?"

"Hey!" She suddenly darted past me, and grabbed at
the gun, "This is Rod's mark" she declared triumphantly as she
pointed to the insignia of the knotted naked tail.

Getting the impression that trying to brush her off
wasn't going to work, I took the gun from her excited hands, "Yes,
it is, he just sold it to me." Thankfully, she didn't resist,
surrendering it to me as she gushed.

"Is he selling more? How much? What's it do?"

"He said it was like a large laser pistol, using
nanites for power. Don't as how it works, I couldn't tell you, but
he said this was the only one he had so far."

Her ears sagged and her tail fell. I had to give it
to the mutants, their extra body parts could send strong signals
when it came to basic emotions. "Aw man. Uh, tell you what." She
started frisking herself, checking pockets rapidly, "I'll give you
something of mine, and you let me see that thing after that mission
of yours. Just see it, I won't break it, I swear."

Allow me to say, I prefer human girls over the rest,
but this mouse was built nicely, and she wasn't trying to get into
my pants. I guess I always preferred doing the chasing instead of
being the chased. Either way, my eyes strayed to her assets as she
patted herself down. She was cute, I had decided, and if she wants
to handle my gun for a little, it couldn't hurt too much.

She fished out a small canister, "Here we are. Re
usable grenade. Just push the button here," she indicated a
depression at the long end of the cylindrical, gray, shell, "And
toss." She pushed the grenade into my hands, "Come back when you're
done, ok?" And she flashed a wide smile.

"Thanks, I will, but, you said it was re usable? How
is that possible?"

She waved a hand dismissively, as if it should have
been obvious, "It's a flammable gas grenade. The gas is
manufactured inside, released and ignited with the button press. It
only takes about a minute to reload," she explained as she tilted
her head at me. "Handy, huh?"

"Sounds like a blast," I joked, and reached to take
her furry hand and shake on it, "I'll be back, after business is
done." She had a good grip. I decided I could trust her at least as
far as I was watching her.

With her satisfied, I was free to approach that
guard. Sparhawk looked at me with the far off gaze of someone
checking their comm read out, "I've been expecting you. Are you
looking for Mike?"

A helpful chime from my comm alerted me that I was,
"I need a ride out of the city, ASAP, you know how it is."

Sparhawk nodded and pointed off through the crowd,
"He's lurking by the elevator. Good luck out there. Say, Chell
didn't give you any trouble, did she?"

I shook my head, "No, harmless girl. Thanks for
checking though." We flipped each other halfhearted salutes and I
re entered the crowd, ignoring the further invitations for wasting
time to get to the elevator. Mike was where he was advertised.

A blue gryphon on two legs, wearing a newscaster
station jacket over normal looking clothes. All the wild blue
gryphons I ever ran into were he shes, but Mike was all male. That
happened sometimes. Some people were just wired to stay a man or a
woman despite whatever else the nanites change in them. "Mike, you
get the info on where we're heading?" I asked in way of
greeting.

He tapped at the comm piece riding on his ear,
"Minutes ago, been waiting for you. Did you get lost with the
huskies again?" he asked in a teasing tone.

"You know they don't do a damn thing for me. How soon
before we can get off the ground?"

"Right now if you're that eager," he said as he
slapped the elevator call. As the elevator approached, he looked to
me, "Do you know where we're headed?"

"I was hoping you'd tell me. They seem to be guiding
me on a very short leash today."

"One of those, is it?" he asked as he looked at me
side long. The elevator dinged as it arrived, opening and
disgorging a very confused looking man that squeaked with every
step. He looked like a pool toy, though made of solid rubber, or
latex I heard. "Ooo, newb coming through," Mike whispered to
me.

The latex foxes were low ranking threats, right up
there with the huskies. No one but the fresh recruits had anything
to fear of the nuisances. I was sure my mission would involve
something a little more challenging, "So, where are we going?" I
asked as we entered and pressed the roof button.

"We're heading to Berkeley," he said as he flashed a
peace sign at me with two furry digits, "Couldn't tell you why
exactly, but I'm bringing you right onto the college campus. Never
been there since P day, I admit. I wonder what sort of craziness
took that city. Maybe they lucked out?"

Not every city was blanketed with nanites, just most.
Not having nanites over your head was a bit of a blessing in some
ways, but a hassle in others. Nanites could be used for things, but
they also did things you didn't ask for. What a choice, starve to
death in the dark, or watch as mankind goes slowly extinct.

My introspection was interrupted as the first real
bit of information started flooding into my comm. The mission was
suddenly clear. I was to approach on Telegraph Avenue and secure
the campus. Secure the campus? Berkeley campus was a large place. I
frowned at the thought of one man doing it alone, "Are you taking
anyone else on this job?"

"You're the only one I got on schedule," said Mike
with a shrug, "That going to be a problem?"

"Might be. Let me guess, you're pulling out the
moment I touch ground."

"Standard procedure," he agreed with a nod.

"Great."

I stewed in resignation at the impossibility of it
all. Maybe they were sending agents through other ways. I was far
from base. For all I knew, they sent a helicopter out of Rsx
directly hours ago and they're waiting on me. Maybe I was blowing
the whole thing out of proportion. A man could hope, but hopes
rarely panned out in those days.












Chapter 3


We arrived at the roof and piled into the helicopter.
One of only two working helicopters that I was aware of. The other
belonged to Rsx. It rose into the air and powered off into a
Southwesterly direction, carrying us over the gloomy remains of
Fairhaven. There were a few scattered lights down there, hold outs
of survivors making do. Only The Mall and the Zephyr building shone
like stars in the darkness.

"Tell me if this is proprietary info, but where does
Zephyr get the gas to keep this thing moving?"

Mike looked over at me a moment, "To be honest, I
don't usually ask. They send out the agents to forage for things
all the time. I kinda just figured they picked up some gas along
the way. With almost no cars running, there's not a lot of
competition for the stuff."

"Yea, but we're at that point that any gas left
laying around has to be going bad."

He shrugged, "I'm a pilot, not a scientist. They top
up the tanks every time I put down, and I take off again, flying
good as new. I don't question it."

That was the difference between what was,
essentially, a non combat agent, like Mike, and a field operative,
like myself. We had to ask questions, or things didn't get done. I
would put the question to some of my scientist buds. Having little
better to do, I sent off a quick mail about it while we soared over
pitch dark wilderness.

Silence settled between Mike and I for a moment
before he spoke up, "You asked a question."

I just nodded, unsure where he was going with the
statement.

"Alright if I ask something?"

"Go for it, but same condition applies. Company
secrets, you know the deal."

He shrugged and peered out into the darkness as if he
could see something. Maybe he could, if his comm were set up
special for the helicopter. It seemed pretty likely. "It's not
about your company, about you. You were always total human
right?"

I was caught unaware by the question, "Yea, why?"
Mike never struck me as the racist sort. One thing you could give
Zephyr, they didn't much care what their clients looked like,
almost to a fault.

"Relax, just curious. I got caught on P day. Zephyr
agents rescued me out of a pile of gryphons. And here I am. It's
been, what, two years now?" He looked across at me a moment, "I
can't remember not having a tail, or fur, or feathers. What's it
like?"

It was my turn to roll my shoulders, considering the
question a moment. "Could you tell me what having a tail is like?"
I countered, "It's hard to say, you are what you are. You don't get
more used to much anything else in the world. It gets cold at
night. I can fall into a seat without crushing anything. And I only
have to trim hair off a few parts of me instead of everywhere.
Barber must charge you guys a fortune."

He burst into a sudden laugh, "Barber's on Zephyr
payroll for us agents, but yea, it's a half day trip when you need
a trim. Half of it naked. A lot of people skip on it... But could
you imagine if I was shedding in here? Nothing doing."

The idea of a shedding mutant tickled. I smirked at
the mental image, "That could get messy. Don't the nanites regulate
that sort of thing?"

"You'd think," he said, pausing a moment, "But no.
They only change hair length when you're first hit. For some of the
field agents, changing all the time, not a big deal. Every change
is a reset. But for guys like me? Stuff just grows, like normal.
You have to take care of it."

"So how do you avoid it? I mean, I know you're not
going out on combat missions, but I'm sure mutants give it a try
once in a while?"

He smirked, which still struck me as an odd
expression on a beak, "Sure they have, but I'm a, what do you call
it, a native, at this point. Even if a creepy crawler tried to
convert me, I'm just so used to being a gryphon now, I don't turn
very easily, and usually end up changing back if you give me a day
or two."

"Free haircut," I noted dryly.

He snorted at the joke, "Not the way I prefer
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