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  Chapter 1


The American Great Plains, 2114

90 Years after the Fracture




In the darkness before dawn, a large creature padded silently atop the shale.
A red dot materialized in the overlay on Axel Mercer’s right eye, then winked out. The hunt was on.
The implanted oculant surveyed the jagged landscape, but it lost the target’s position as it moved. Instead, the dot reappeared farther away each time it flickered on. The creature was moving. Fast.
If it sensed me, it’s running away.
Mercer wondered whether he should chase it with his electrobike or continue to pursue it on foot. Though the bike was faster and made little noise, tracking on foot gave him the advantage of stealth.
Based on dozens of hunts, an animal in flight meant one of two things: it was not a predator, or it was drawing him into a position where it could attack with ease. The last organism had done that—lured him into a gully where it dropped from above, and it was only by dumb luck that Mercer had avoided being killed. 
He knew never to underestimate the intelligence of these creatures. Living in the hostile plains that had overwhelmed the Americas made every surviving creature tough and clever. And in many cases, as with this one, it made them valuable, especially if they had mutations.
Mercer crept forward, his black combat kit and sable skin obscuring him in the darkness. The breeze shifted, seeping his scent into the air. He was now upwind, overlooking a crackled plateau. Everything everywhere, for thousands of miles around, consisted of hard clay, shattered like glass from the battery the dry storms had drawn over the remains of civilization.
A few meters down, the canyon and shale gave way to a series of mounds. A homestead had once flourished here.
The blip stopped moving somewhere below.
The downhill trek was treacherous. Most of the hillsides skirting the canyon had collapsed, littering the ground with piles of loose rock. The bike’s tires would break through, but on foot, one wrong move could send a man sliding into an avalanche of gravel. Mercer cursed each deliberate step.
I’m getting too slow to do this job. And too tired.
Given his physique as a muscled soldier, his greater-than-average height, a lifetime of physical training that gave him remarkable endurance, and the years of carrying heavy equipment around, Mercer expected himself to be in better shape. Yet the unrelenting ache of fatigue had settled into the fiber of his being, turning recent missions into a sluggish crawl toward retirement.
I’m tired of chasing monsters.
No matter how he felt, it was pointless to return to the fortress without this creature. Mercer had only a vague impression of what it looked like. The drone footage of the animal revealed only that its tawny, black-striped body, bulky and feline, was as large and strong as himself.
The dot flashed on again, then disappeared. Its flashing was odd in itself. The oculant detected organisms and often identified their type using an intelligent analyzer. Mercer’s role often involved hunting the [unknown] designations, as the DNA, phenotype, and behavioral markers, such as gait, were not yet logged in the Imperium database. The inconsistent dot could mean the creature had a way of concealing itself as a mutation, and that posed a whole new set of challenges Mercer had yet to face.
After creeping across the broken ground—and the bleached skull of some other enormous creature—Mercer concealed himself by kneeling behind a boulder. The creature halted a hundred yards north of him. At that distance, just beyond the edge of the canyon, the skeletal remains of a homestead sat crumpled in the dust. The ruins would give Mercer no quarter. 
Like everything in the vast, dead plains between walled cities, homes and towns had long been abandoned and degrading since the Fracture—the time when the atmosphere gave up its fight to protect the world. Massive tornadoes, now classed as high as seven, and weeks of nonstop rain that flooded the plains were all he remembered of the time before his family fled to the city. Not to Omaha, which had crumbled under the devil’s weather, but farther east, to Springfield, Indiana.
Even that city had not been safe from the devastating decade of atmospheric obliteration, but it had fared better than most. Mercer recalled his father staying behind on the corn farm while his mother packed him and his sister into a car. He had witnessed so many people like himself sleeping on the streets and starving in the suburbs. He recalled getting lost in the chaotic, overcrowded city where millions attempted to take shelter.
The blip flashed again, pulling his focus back into the moment. The specimen had backtracked and stopped just outside the canyon. A mound of rubble, what was once a home or barn, rose a few feet above the otherwise flat land. The hollows within served as dens for some organisms, and if it had retreated into its nest, Mercer’s job would be that much easier.
Scanning the mound from behind the boulder, he looked for an entrance—a hole or a crack the creature could squeeze through to protect itself from the harsh sun, the freezing winter nights, or the occasional monster storm. He found one at his ten-o’clock position. He readied the taser-net by attaching it to the end of his rifle on a secondary barrel. Then he pulled a smoke grenade off his belt to toss into the hole. When the creature burst out, the net would give it a jolt of electricity to subdue it while the webbing closed around it.
Mercer crept around the left side of the boulder to inch closer to the den’s entrance.
The dot disappeared. He had not seen anything go into or come out of the mound, so it was not interference. Mercer switched views in his oculant to scan for thermal signatures, and, finding none, flipped through a variety of other filters.
Nothing.
He froze, turning the oculant back to the bio-scanner. Only the rustle of his clothing and gear reached his ears; not even an evening breeze stirred the dark dust.
A light crunch trickled behind him. A kicked pebble.
Reflexes gave him just enough warning to glance back before the dot flashed in the oculant. A sudden blow from behind sent him sprawling into the ground at the base of the mound. When he landed, the air exploded from his lungs. A jagged piece of rusted metal protruded inches from his face.
As he sucked in air, a growl rumbled the back of his neck. Something tugged at his flak vest. The creature’s teeth ripped at what it thought was flesh. Grabbing the pistol from his right thigh, he turned it backward and shot blindly at the creature. The shock cracked his inner ear, rendering him deaf but for the painful ringing. He must have missed the mark. Teeth sunk into his right shoulder on either side of his shoulder armor, forcing him to drop the pistol as he bellowed in pain. The creature tugged at him, shoulder in mouth, flipping him over onto his back and standing on his chest with a broad, clawed paw. The animal was feline.
Hot, fetid breath sprayed from the sides of its gaping mouth, wide enough to take Mercer’s head in one bite.
Mercer never lost his head. His left hand felt around for where the pistol had landed, while his legs and knees shifted to leverage the monster to the side. The pale, furred belly of this beast vibrated with each deafening growl, but Mercer squared a foot into the softness between its legs and thrust outward with his heel. The hindquarters lifted and shoved to the side, but the creature’s teeth only tightened on his shoulder.
The hand found the pistol. He swung it forward, shooting the creature in the chest three times. It howled and arched its back, but even as it fell sideways, dead, it did not release its grip on Mercer’s shoulder. Instead, its angle shifted enough for Mercer to let out another cry of pain.
They lay still for a few minutes while Mercer caught his breath.
Trapped under the cat’s body, Mercer used his left hand to pry its massive teeth out of his shoulder. This, too, was excruciating, but he worked the jaw and jerked the lower canines out. Blood oozed through holes in the front of his flak jacket. After struggling free from under the heavy head, he pulled on the two upper canines that had pierced his shoulder armor and his clavicle. The head dropped to the ground with a thud.
Shit.
He was supposed to bring it back alive.






  
  Chapter 2


The aerial drone dipped so close to Mira Shane’s head, she was sure it had detected her. 
Mira flattened her body beneath the burned-out car that had been disintegrating on this road for almost a century. To her left, only ten feet away, Jorge beckoned through a hole in the makeshift canvas cover. It was difficult to see him, as it was still before dawn, and a flashlight would give him away. Fortunately, the overcast sky diffused the moon into a faint, ambient glow—enough to see by, but barely.
Eyes darting around for the location of the drone, which she could hear in the distance but not see from under the car, Mira waited for Jorge to give her the “all clear” signal.
The drone’s high-pitched buzz stopped short at the report of a machine gun around a corner behind the car. The gunfire resolved with a minor explosion, followed by pieces of drone crashing down on all sides of Mira.
“Go go go go!” Jorge shouted.
She scrambled toward Jorge’s cover. Her flak jacket had slid up her torso, and Mia’s belly scraped against the rough pavement. The sting did not stop her, but a loop on the back of the jacket caught something on the car’s undercarriage. She jerked, but it would not come free.
Inches away, the drone’s crackling chassis crashed into the ground. She recoiled as sparks flew into her face. Had she not been stuck, she would have been crushed.
In a burst of speed, Mira scooted to the front of the car, where the gap was large enough for her to squeeze out without scraping her back. As she moved, whatever had held her loosened. She sprang free and scrambled to her feet.
She paused. Beyond the edge of this former town, black dots filled the hazy, pale sky above the horizon. Beneath them, the convoy’s steely armor glistened under the moon’s glow. Shooting the scout drone had been a bad idea. Now their fleet would arrive and clear the rubble of this shit-hole town of any organic life forms.
Shouts erupted everywhere as the fighters took their places and prepared for the coming battle.
“Come on! Come on!” Jorge called. Mira bolted to her right, diving under the canvas. Jorge reached for her wrist and pulled her up. Together, they dashed into the shell of the broken building they were using for cover. It was hardly secure—the second floor and roof had long since collapsed, and the walls had come down with them. However, the pair snaked their way through a gauntlet of rubble and downed beams into the hole they would use for cover.
Mira’s older sister, Jenae, reached out to yank the two teenagers deeper, then lifted a broad scrap of metal over the hole and retreated to the back.
The buzz of the approaching drone fleet grew louder. They crouched, listening, waiting. With a quick flash of her flashlight, Mira sneaked a peek at the scrapes on her belly but found none.
Jenae grabbed the collar of Mira’s flak jacket and pulled her face close. “Damn you,” she whispered. “I turn my back for one second—” Their father had protested against both girls joining this mission, and Mira knew it would kill him if either of his daughters did not come home.
“Ssh!” Jorge hissed.
The first wave passed their building, dropping gas bombs to fill the street with a translucent, greenish mist. Body flushing with adrenaline, Mira pulled out her gas mask, squeezed it through the front of her bulbous helmet, and fitted it over her face. Tendrils of a faint, gray gas billowed into the cracks in the walls, snaked across the ground level of the building, and gradually seeped into the traps beneath the grates that the squad had installed overnight.
Objective one complete. The traps sucked the gases into the containers, where they would remain until these fighters needed them to turn the tables on the Imperium soldiers in the convoy. None of the gas reached their hide-out, but Mira left her mask on just in case. The cyanide gas was by far the scariest thing the Imperium would throw at them. Mira wondered how evil someone had to be to continue making deadly poisons after so few had survived in the world after the Fracture.
The drones passed by again, dropping a second load and scanning for surviving life. Their scans swept the streets, but the rusted steel girders and corrugated metal sheets that littered the area confused their sensors. It was under these meager forms of shelter that the fighters waited.
The waiting was the hard part. They had spent the early part of the night preparing, working, building the traps and these shelters in anticipation of this moment, and now that it was here, the minutes felt like hours. Mira was itching to get out there and shoot some drones or something.
The roar of the convoy in the distance, the rumble of its giant, armored wheels breaking ground along a ruptured street, now reverberated up the road. The convoy had not slowed. In another minute, when the gas was clear and the convoy entered the town’s perimeter, she would feel its thunder on the ground and in her chest.
Jorge loosened the chin strap on his helmet. He took a piece of cloth from a pocket, unwrapped it, and stuck a used wad of chewing gum through the side of the mask into his mouth. Mira wondered where he had found gum and…why he wasn’t sharing.
“Why the hell did you go out there?” Jorge whispered into his comm.
Mira looked down at her fist. Turning the flashlight on with her other hand, she opened her palm, revealing a tiny, dirty, chewed-up pocketknife. Without pulling the parts, she showed him each side: two blades, a screwdriver, and some other tools she didn’t know.
Jorge’s helmet moved side-to-side. “If you die, I’m taking it.”
“Don’t be morbid. I’ll never die.” She smiled, but Jorge let the humor slide by.
“Lucky you,” he whispered. Did his tone float a hint of bitterness? Mira knew she should not call attention to her unique gift. It seemed unfair that others might perish in the next few hours.
The ground trembled. The convoy tanks rumbled past their building. Mira heard bricks and debris crash around the decayed building walls.
Boom! The first IED exploded. Boom! Boom! Boom! Mira felt more than heard the explosions. More detonations followed, interrupted by sporadic staccato bursts of machinegun fire around the town as fighters took down the drones one by one. The drones fought back, dropping explosives and firing their nasty red laser bursts all around.
But…objective two was complete.
Shoving her prize knife into her thigh pocket, Mira grabbed her rifle from the ground beside her and followed Jenae out of their hiding spot. This was it—the moment they had been preparing for. Mira’s stomach tightened with excitement.
The trio tumbled out of their hole. A drone hovered above. Firing at them as they emerged, it pierced Mira’s left forearm with a laser burst. She lost her balance trying to duck under cover and fell onto Jorge, who aimed his rifle upward and fired at the drone. He hit it as another two bursts flew down, hitting Mira in the buttock and the back—which blew a hole in the flak jacket. She growled, rolling off Jorge, who, with Jenae, took out another two drones zooming in through the holes in the roof. Their rifles had auto-targeting adjusters that focused on the drones, which Mira was grateful for. At fourteen, she was only beginning her training as a combatant, was not as experienced with weapons, and had not mastered the skills required to hit drones without the adjusters.
“Dammit!” Mira shouted. Every blast and every piece of rubble hurt. But she sat up, grabbed her rifle, and joined Jenae and Jorge in target practice. Squeeze the trigger. Breathe. Look around. Breathe.
“You all right?” Jorge shouted between bursts, his voice muffled by his mask. He was a year older than Mira, considered an adult by their community’s standards, almost sixteen.
“Yesjustkeepfiring!” She stood, sending bullets into the air and hot shell casings onto Jorge’s boots. They had trained together for the past few months as part of the fighters’ buddy system, and they had been friends in their community’s version of school for years before that.
The scent of burnt gunpowder mingled with the acrid smoke wafting off her own singed flesh. Mira realized her mask had come off. With her back against a barrier, she searched for it in the dirty clutter. If there was any lingering gas in the area, or if the drones dropped any more of it, she would need that mask.
She spied it, but Jorge grabbed her arm and pulled her toward their original outdoor hide-out with the canvas cover. As she stumbled to her feet, she reached down and snatched the mask with her left hand. She could hold her breath for a moment if need be. With her rifle tucked under her right arm, she slid the mask back on and hurried after Jorge.
Just as they reached the broken wall, she heard the drone come in above and behind them. She spun, pulling the rifle into position to fire, but the drone exploded before she pulled the trigger.
On the far side of the building, Mattias climbed over the rubble, his eyes skyward.
The canvas cover had disintegrated. The car Mira had been hiding under was flattened. Gray and brown smoke obscured the sky. Explosions and machine guns rattled all around.
Mira and Jenae stepped back into the building to pull out a metal panel to cover themselves. It would not stop a bullet, but it might keep the drones from spying them for a while. Jorge helped them position it, while Mattias shot down several more drones out on the street as he came up behind them. They had not expected this many drones.
The four of them crouched behind the metal panel. Farther up the street, the convoy had stalled. Three heavily armored, magnetically shielded, windowless tanks on massive six-foot tires made a straight line between two collapsed buildings. Ahead of the convoy, a mountain of cinder and brick at least fifteen feet high covered the first tank and blocked its path. Mira thought those tires should be able to take them over the rubble if needed, but the tanks waited, as expected, for their drones to clear the area.
Boom! Boom! The two buildings on either side of the convoy crashed down behind the convoy, blocking them in and burying the rear of the third tank. The vibration rattled more brick and debris from their own building, and Mira covered her head despite the helmet.
The drones, like an angry swarm, flew around the convoy in a frenzy. Mira had heard these types of drones were autonomous, controlled with a type of computer program that made decisions based on the situation. No one knew how it worked, because they operated their own few drones by remote pilot.
Objective three complete: trap the tank. Now they waited to see if the hatches opened and Imperium soldiers poured out.
Mira, Jorge, Jenae, and Mattias aimed and fired at the drones. When they clustered together, it was easier to land a hit by sheer luck. But when they scattered and buzzed around, they were harder to hit with precision, even with the rifles’ targeting assistant. Short bursts, Mira reminded herself. Don’t waste bullets.
All thirty-plus attackers in the assault group gradually picked off the drones. A few of the drones fired laser bursts at the fighters, but while targeting their human assailants, they created the perfect opening for the fighters to aim and fire. Drone programming made contextual decisions, but they did not learn from mistakes.
Fifteen minutes later, the last drone crashed to the ground. As the air cleared, Mira pulled off her mask. Objective four complete.
The assault team waited while the dust settled. Sometimes Cheyenne or Springfield’s Imperium sent soldiers along with the convoys. But nothing came out of the tanks.
The first tank rolled back and forth to climb the front pile of rubble, but it was slow, tilted, and exposed. Several fighters approached from either side to attach bombs to its undercarriage. This, too, was armored, but these bombs disabled the magnetic shielding, which would cause the hatches in the tanks to unlock. A flash from those bombs caused the front tank to bounce. An electrical arc coursed backward along the tank, jumped to the second tank, and then to the third. The stench of ozone and metal struck Mira’s nose.
A handful of the fighters climbed the tanks to reach the hatches. Mira, Mattias, and Jorge pushed the metal barrier aside and trotted toward the third tank—their target. Mira hoped the rubble had not buried the hatch, or they’d waste time in the recovery.
A clicking noise caught her attention. She snapped her head to the right just in time to see a downed drone lift its barrel in their direction. Leaping to push Jorge down, she caught the laser burst square on the right shoulder. She landed on top of Jorge, who hit the ground with a grunt. The drone re-targeted and fired several times, hitting the debris between itself and the two teens as they floundered to crawl toward cover.
Mira’s shoulder burned. Her attempts to use it only resulted in her collapsing on top of Jorge again. The drone’s second assault hit them both, this time hitting Mira on the front of the flak jacket, knocking the wind out of her. She tried to point her rifle at the damned thing, but her arm would not move.
A blaze of light erupted from Mattias’s barrel as he put a few rounds into the drone from above. Lying on top of Jorge, Mira watched its light fade out. Those stupid things don’t die.
Mattias and others stood over her, pulling her off Jorge and setting her against the side of the tank’s enormous tire. It stank of rubber and dust and electrical fire. Closing her eyes, she leaned her head back and fought for a normal breath. She wanted to rest for a minute…but no—she had work to do.
The pain in her arm subsiding, she hauled herself to her feet and joined her squad atop the tank. Four muzzles pointed at the hatch, while Mattias jammed a crowbar under its protective lip. Once released, he pulled it up just enough to toss a flash grenade into the compartment. He counted to three—or Mira supposed he was counting—then pulled the hatch door open and stood aside. The flash blinded any soldiers who hid in the compartment—or drivers, or cargo hands.
When no one came out, the fighters went in. Someone called “clear,” and Mira turned to give the clear signal to the captain standing on the crest of the middle tank. Objective five complete. Just two more to go: load and leave.
A head poked out of the hatch. “It’s a gold mine of medical supplies in here!” the woman, Gemini, said gleefully. “I don’t think we’ll be able to get it all into the trucks.”
“We’ll find a way,” Mattias replied. “We aren’t leaving anything behind.”
Mira looked around. Where had Jorge gone? For that matter, had he come up?
This task done, she slid down the sloped side of the tank between two tires and landed on her feet. Jorge was nowhere to be seen. 
As she slipped between the two tanks, her breath caught in her throat. Moving swiftly away from the convoy, two fighters hauled Jorge on a stretcher.






  
  Chapter 3


Bracing and compressing his shoulder, Mercer shuffled back to where his bike and supplies waited. Blood pooled under what remained of his flak jackets he grit his teeth against the pain. By the time he reached his med pack and jabbed his right deltoid with a stabilizing pen, he was ready to lie down and call it a day. 
I’m going to insist that I retire. I might not survive another hunt.
This was hunt thirty-two, perhaps his last. He didn’t believe the corps, though, as they had told him “Only one more” too many times. He often felt his welfare meant less to them than the specimens he delivered.
This was also the first time he had killed the specimen. He had no idea how they would react to that. Whatever benefit made this creature desirable, its death might negate it.
Mercer smeared combat glue into the four holes to stop the bleeding, then straddled his motorbike to take him back to the body of the beast. Time now threatened his own life as the sun crept toward the horizon, filling the eastern sky with its rapacious glare. In a few hours, the ground itself would radiate so much heat, no amount of water or shelter out here would keep him alive. Some animals had adapted in amazing ways. People had not.
The creature lay where he had left it. Blood from the creature and from himself pooled atop the repellent ground. The Earth itself refused the blood of its butchers. With a quick motion, he tapped his fingers to his forehead and flicked them outward, wishing the creature well in its afterlife. He never wanted to kill these beasts and had been lucky until now.
Mercer estimated the striped cat might weigh four hundred pounds. That was a lot for a man to haul, even in his prime. And I’m hardly in my prime.
His right arm was going numb, but he needed the muscles to function for just a few more minutes. Hitched to the back of the bike was a containment cart with a wide wheelbase and heavy bars looped over the top of a wagon. Mercer backed it up to the creature. Lowering the back hatch, which formed a short ramp, he dragged the body into the cart. Since it was dead, he didn’t need to worry about it resisting or escaping, but its deadweight and his immobility wasted energy and time.
What he did worry about was whether his unhappy employer would punish him somehow. Maybe refuse a pain killer or move him to a less desirable apartment. Maybe not let him retire.
With some effort, he stuffed the carcass into the bed of the wagon and closed the bars over it. Pulling on his helmet and lowering the shield over his stubbled face, he swung a leg over the electrobike’s saddle and took off.
Skirting the canyons along a drifting trail that had once been a road, Mercer sped across the baked plain toward the southeast. To the west, a dark cloud spanned the horizon. The cell had yet to form its broad, striated head, though blue flashes speckled its black interior. Not only would the region soon be intolerably hot, but by nightfall a dangerous storm would sweep over this land.
As he rode with his back to the ominous horizon, Mercer was reminded of the first time he had outrun such a storm.
Axel dallied between two rows in the field, inhaling the sweet fragrance of ripening corn even as the water lapped at his ankles, while his mother fastened his sister in the car seat. Axel’s father grabbed him and shoved him into the front seat, a rare treat. The car raced across the narrow, flooded road toward the highway, leaving his father behind. Axel saw nothing but a black sky and the dark green stalks of the cornfields whipping by in the headlights on either side. The car slalomed in the deeper layers of water, threatening to hurl the car into the ditch on either side of the road. While his mother focused on driving, Axel’s hands covered his ears to muffle his baby sister’s screams.
“Hold on to her!” his mother shouted above an explosion of thunder. The car slid as it hydroplaned, throwing Axel into the dashboard, but his mother regained control. His sister continued to wail in the back seat.
The car broke free of the fields where it intersected the by-road that crossed the highway. Axel saw nothing but stopped cars, a jagged row of headlamps against the blackness beyond. Everyone was fleeing to Springfield. Everyone was stuck.
Two hours later, when the sun had crested the horizon and the heat penetrated his jacket, Mercer arrived at the ruined outskirts of Springfield, Indiana. What was once a thriving metropolis had receded into a walled fortress, where a small population of survivors made their home. Outside those walls, the world had crumbled to dust.
Axel and his mother and sister had arrived when these suburbs smoldered shortly before the city began building the wall. But in the chaos and confusion of the city’s growing refugee camps, authorities separated Axel from his mother and deposited him in a military school—a place for lost boys.
“Your parents will come for you, and then you’ll go home,” they said.
They said that for years until Mercer gave up waiting. Instead, he succumbed to the rigors of his training and lost himself in the class war that followed.
At only twelve, his career began with a rifle, defending the city’s new fortress walls from the starving masses on the outside. He did not want to remember their anguished, hopeless faces, their haunting cries of desperation. But remember he did. Those faces found shelter in his nightmares.
Despite gaps in his memory, the past eight years had shaped changes in his career and in his body. The war was over. The wall separated the living from the damned. His hair was turning gray. And at this point, there wasn’t much anyone could do about any of it.
Now he hunted mutated, grotesquely evolved creatures that still roamed the wasteland they called the plains. Because that’s all it was: plain, flat, barren, blazing; scorched by a solar furnace and waves of catastrophic storms. With the vengeance of the atmosphere came the collapse of the biosphere. He had heard the entire world was much the same.
The bike traversed the half-buried suburban homes and protruding rooftops that had been townships outside the city. Inside any of these buildings, many smaller creatures might survive in the crevasses. The collapsed structures often had hollow areas inside them, where reinforced beams fell like a bundle of sticks. Mercer knew where many of these hollows lay, as he used them to store supplies and sometimes to hole up when daylight brought the inferno. With the sun now rising, he had to choose: retreat to one of his shelters or push on to the city.
A fresh corpse was better than a bloated one, so he carried on.
To the east, a featureless wall as tall as the highest building within the fortress loomed over the suburban ruins. Like an immense castle, Springfield shielded its residents, who thrived within. The walls themselves sheltered many; Mercer’s own apartment was within an extension of the fortress. Nearby, the wealthiest, those who governed through the Imperium, lived in beautiful buildings connected by bridges and lined with trees, plants, and vines. From the outside, the city looked as dead as the surrounding landscape. But on the inside, life flourished in its protective embrace.
With the sun rising on the other side of the city, the fortress’s shadow spanned westward like an ominous hand. The shade afforded Mercer an extra half hour to reach the wall.
Sweeping into a ditch that led to a hidden entrance to the fortress, Mercer slowed the bike. The ground here swelled with putrid mud and stagnant liquid that could not be called water. The mud flaps on the tail of the bike prevented the sludge from contaminating the specimen on the wagon, but nothing protected his boots and pants from the potentially toxic onslaught.
The ditch widened into a car-wide concrete tunnel at the tip of a giant buttress supporting the wall. Flipping on his headlight, he navigated the uneven terrain. The tunnel sloped gently upward, its decaying floor dry and bumpy. Layers of dirt from bombardment by windstorms had forced sand and silt deep into the tunnel for about fifty yards, but after that, the cracks and age of the fortress revealed its deterioration.
Driving the bike in this tunnel was treacherous; a car was often worse. He made slow progress with only one functional arm. Each buttress had its tunnel, many barricaded or collapsed, but a few made convenient passages because the Imperium executives did not like to open the outer gates for anyone.
As he climbed to the end, a light shone ahead. He turned off his headlight and coasted into the main chamber, where two mechanics rushed to collect the bike. They detached the wagon and pulled the creature to the sealed fortress entrance, double doors marked E. His task complete, Mercer waited for the doors to open. He needed to get to a med level to have his shoulder and ear checked.
Leaning with his back to the wall beside the door, Mercer put a flavored toothpick between his teeth and closed his eyes. The toothpick filled his mouth with a minty, tingling sensation, re-igniting his sense of humanity. The image of the creature’s face so close to his own, the hot, rancid breath of a meat-eating predator, the rumble of its hungry growl in his ear…
The wall shook, and the giant doors pivoted inward. Half a dozen men and women in tan lab coats swarmed the wagon, as if they had stumbled upon a treasure.
Mercer rolled around the doorway and strolled down the hall.
“Mercer!” someone shouted behind him. He turned. “It’s dead. It’s no good to us dead.”
Pointing to his bloody shoulder, he shrugged. It should be pretty obvious why he had killed it.
The lab coat continued to shout at him and at the other scientists as Mercer turned his back and rode elevator E into the fortress.
This part of the wall, which they called the fortress, had been constructed as an integrated building to help administer its maintenance. Fifteen stories high, it had four elevator shafts at the cardinal ends of intersecting corridors—except sometimes the corridors didn’t intersect, and the elevators didn’t reach all floors. Normally Mercer wouldn’t have given it much thought, but with his aching bones, icy shoulder, and now-deaf ear, having to ride three different elevators to get to the medical floor on eleven, he couldn’t help but think the designer of this fortress was an idiot.
The lower floors served as security, pump rooms, power generators, and storage, while most other floors held the science and engineering departments. For whatever reason, the Imperium executives had taken over the fifteenth floor, which, being the top story, overlooked the city inside the walls. From the eleventh floor up, apartments had been built on the interior of the walls extending outward from the fortress. Mercer supposed it had all been designed as a last-resort shelter should the worst-case apocalypse scenario arise, but the elevator situation still made no sense.
When he arrived at the med level, which was a make-shift extension of the science floors below it, Mercer checked in with the same nurse he always met there.
With one glance, she leapt from her seat and ushered him into a private room. He knew the drill. Making himself comfortable on the chair, which was set to a half-reclined position, he settled in for the long procedure. Then, after all this, they would insist he quarantine for a few days—not a real quarantine, but an extended isolation. He welcomed it. His bones could use the rest.
As his mind drifted to sleep, he finally felt how the vibrations of the ride had numbed his limbs, his ass, his mind. Gloved hands removed his boots, his pants, his body armor, his undershirt, then washed his skin, scraping off the sweat and grime. He would shower when they finished, but they had their routines and loved to sample everything—the dirt he brought back, the bacteria that might have attached to his skin, radiation levels at different depths of his epidermis… Everything excited these people.
He kept his eyes closed and relaxed his body as the nurses inserted a de-radiation IV needle, added an antibiotic, and drew blood from the other arm to test for tetanus, virals, and any number of other contaminants. Someone worked on his shoulder, removing the glue plugs and irrigating the wounds with saline, stuffing gauze into the holes, swabbing for bacteria from the creature’s mouth. He was grateful that his shoulder was still numb. Lights and other instruments blazed into his eyes, assessing the quality of his implanted oculant and other neural enhancements. It wasn’t his first rodeo, and certainly not his first injury.
“Anyone else, and this would have crushed your collarbone,” said a doctor.
Talking around the toothpick, Mercer replied, “A pauldron would have helped.”
The doctor grunted. Someone plucked





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
BIOHUNTER






OEBPS/images/1e3e2c77-d4ce-4fde-9a1a-328c787df557.jpeg





OEBPS/images/97020b88-0231-4a96-a95d-55ea16eb14ac.jpeg
BIO‘HUH TER





OEBPS/images/626675b7-8e24-4518-aa16-7e287cfb4ff0.png
‘WORLDCRAF

ACADEMY







