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Sierrenna: See-yer-ay-nah

Sierr: See-yare

Dantenn: Don-ten

Rascorr: Raz-Core

Argon: Are-gone

Fennley: Fen-lee

Rogee: Ro-jay

Xorratti: Zor-rah-tee

Niguel Antigo: Ni-goo-elle An-tee-go

MoiRai: Mo-Rye

Moor En: Moor-En

Nacin: Nah-seen

Mercaine: Mer-sane

Chernobial: Chern-o-be-ahl

Albascor: Al-bah-score

Katana: Kah-tan-ah

Wakizashi: Wa-ki-zah-shi

Sensei: Sen-say

Prologue

“Where is she?!” 

The terrified-looking secretary leaned away from her desk as General Cain McRattin suddenly lunged and grabbed her by her shirt collar, losing his patience. Now nose to nose, he bore down on her, causing her to to drop the phone in fright.  

“Call Rogee and tell him if he doesn’t cough Rain up this instant, I’m going to tear his city apart from the inside out!” he snarled, shaking her roughly. “I know he has her! I’m not putting up with the runaround anymore. Either get him on the phone or this is going to get ugly...”

Her eyes widened as his grip tightened around her shoulders. “I’m sorry, General, but I already inquired about her to my boss multiple times and the Prime Minister insists he had nothing to do with Sierrenna’s disappearance. Maybe she left voluntarily,” she stuttered and then gulped as he shook her. “I can leave him another message-“

“That’s bullshit!” he roared, icy blue eyes narrowing dangerously. “She was abducted! I have it all on security footage and the license plate of the vehicle that took her belongs to Rogee!”

“Cain,” Rig inserted calmly, reaching over to attempt to pry Cain’s fingers off of her. “Let her go.”

“She’s full of crap,” Argon added, shooting her a disgusted look as Cain reluctantly released her. “She’s not going to talk. Let’s blow. If Rogee won’t answer our calls, then maybe he’ll respond to us releasing the evidence linking him to your father’s murder. How about that, bitchface?”

That seemed to get a rise out of the secretary. She shook, mouth opening and closing for a minute while all four soldiers glared at her. “Look, I have searched the records myself for this Sierrenna, but we have no records in our system of such a person inside the government database.”

“Then how do you explain all the photographs in the paper?” Ray demanded, slamming her fist on the counter while Rig nodded. “Or the security footage from the nuclear incident?! She was chosen by the state for the mission! There has to be a record somewhere!”

The secretary shook her head. “Then someone has erased all records of her existence. I’m sorry, but I can’t help you. If she is still alive, you’re going to have to find her yourselves.”

Cain stood up with a start as she folded her arms, refusing to talk further. Storming out of the room, he headed outside of the building to escape all of the lies. He slammed the door shut and headed out to the car. All was quiet as he muttered under his breath mutinously and dragged his hands through his hair. 

Seven long days had passed since Rain had been taken. All evidence indicated that his love was beyond his reach, but he refused to give up. He had been through the city and across the desert to MoiRai, but still no sign of her had been found... until this morning, that is.

Argon had called. A woman was found washed up on the shore of the river on the other side of the city. Limbs missing, artificial organs, innards and eyes cut free to steal the technology, she wore Rain’s violet dress from the night of Michael’s party. Even the leather jacket that Cain had tossed over her shoulders had washed up, covered in white blood. A gang’s insignia had been burned into her forehead as a grim signature. 

His stomach sank thinking about it. It was so grizzly that Argon warned him to stay away, but he had gone and he was glad he had. Sorry for the poor soul sacrificed to throw him off of Rain’s trail, but relieved because it hadn't been her. 

The true Rain had a small scar under her chin that he’d noticed one night while she was asleep, unaware of his study. It was almost like a small star on her silky copper skin. It was missing from the corpse. That they couldn't fake. This woman also had pierced ears. Rain didn’t. She had no brand on the back of her neck and many of her other scars weren’t present either. 

The empty eye sockets made him sick with disgust and brought images of Rain’s lifeless body to mind. But that was too much to bear now. 

Determination rekindled, he spent the day redoubling his efforts and still came up with nothing. He knew she was still out there somewhere in Nacin. Rogee wouldn't send her far. He’d want her right under his nose to keep an eye on her. She was too dangerous to leave without supervision, but with her new technologies too valuable to kill.

Cain sighed, forcing himself to take a deep, calming breath. It wasn’t easy. Every breath hurt knowing he had failed to keep her safe. If he never shared the locket with her, she wouldn’t have been dragged into this mess. She would never have discovered the dark secret Rogee was so desperate to hide and would still be a free woman. 

Rain’s face swam in front of his eyes, thinking of how her eyes crinkled at the corners when she cracked a rare smile. He thought of how her violet eyes fluttered closed and how she shivered when he finally confessed his feelings for her, overcome with emotion because no one had ever loved her before. Those eyes were the windows to her soul and the very thing that had captured him as a boy. They held endless pain but also a sea of yearning for someone to reach out and gain her trust again. 

So close.... If only they had had more time he was sure she would have come to trust him, to give in to his love completely. And even better, for her to love him back. 

He longed to hold her, feel her heart fluttering under his fingers again, responding to his touch. The raw feeling of their one and only kiss, stolen in the moment just before she had been taken from him, was just a bare memory now. The moment that should have held so much promise for them was now a reminder of his failure. 

An acid desire for revenge warred with his forced sense of calm. If anyone touched one hair on her head they were going to be a cadaver before long. He’d sworn to himself that he’d keep her from ever being hurt again. Cain hated that he’d failed in his promise. She had already suffered beyond measure.

Cain looked up as Argon came out of the building, heading to his side. Argon shook his head, pulling his hood up. “The sec knows nothing. She didn’t even know about the body that washed up this morning. I also inquired about Michael. All she can say is he was sent to a prestigious prep school, but we both know that’s a bunch of shit. They have their stories straight and they’re sticking to ‘em. Xorratti is in Mercaine so we can’t question him either.”

“We have to find her,” Cain said, putting both palms on the hood of the car and exhaling heavily. 

“We will,” Argon replied wearily, patting his shoulder. “Rain’s strong. She’ll be fine. Rogee must be desperate to hide her if he’s willing to try and fake her murder.”

But he could hear the lie in Argon’s voice. Argon already thought that it was too late to find her. He just didn’t dare to say it straight to Cain’s face. And he was probably right but Cain refused to give up. 

Both men stood for a minute, enmity strong for the city that had betrayed them. They both knew what the elites had planned and had no idea how to stop them. All they could do for now was keep searching and wait for the opportune moment to bring Rogee down. 

Argon shifted, looking at Cain suddenly. “You really do love her, don’t you?”

Cain didn’t answer, still looking out over the cityscape before them. His eyes narrowed, knowing that Argon didn’t need an answer to that rhetorical question. He already knew the truth, as did everyone else that they had interrogated over the last week. And they all had the same bleak look in their eyes, thinking that it was a lost cause to keep searching. 

“Call Dantenn,” Cain ordered, turning away. “Check again to make sure Rain hasn’t been there.”

Argon nodded and headed off as Cain looked out over the city once more. Cain gritted his teeth, squaring his chin as the dawn came over the city of Nacin.

“I’m coming for you, Rain. I will find you,” he vowed to no one in particular as the drizzle fell, dampening the smog. “I will find you.”

Chapter One

It had been ninety seven days of pure hell. My own personal Armageddon was only getting worse by the day. And judging by who was waiting for me at the bottom of the stairs on the couch, it was going to be day number ninety-eight of utter misery and then unquenchable fury on my part since I couldn’t do a damn thing about my situation. 

As I neared the middle landing on the stair, I hesitated on the last step. Lieutenant Lynch was sitting waiting for me as he perused his paperwork. Even from this distance, his usual, overpowering cologne was nauseating. His perfectly quaffed hair always smelled like it had been doused in the stuff. I thought the bastard would be away for another week with Xorratti in Mercaine, but apparently luck wasn’t with me. 

I turned slowly, trying to head back upstairs without him spotting me. Unfortunately, the step chose that exact moment to let out a loud, exaggerated creak, revealing my presence. I couldn’t hear it but apparently ‘Lieutenant Asshole’ did.  

“French vanilla coffee, cream, sugar, and two danishes, Sierrenna,” he ordered me without even looking up.

I clenched my fists as my slave collar activated, forcing me to take his command. I headed into the kitchen, about ready to bash someone’s face in for the utter humiliation of my punishment. And to try and cover my own ass in case Lynch once again had devious intentions, I banged a few pots around as loudly as I could, hoping Michael would awaken to the noise. Since I had no voice, I had no other way to alert him to who was here and have him come to my aid.  

For the last few months, almost every morning it was this same old crap. Michael and I were still held captive in General Xorratti’s other home across the city on the former Navy base. But most fortuitously for me since I was permanently branded a pleasure slave, Xorratti had been called away to Mercaine on a diplomatic mission. That left Michael and me strictly to our own solitude, in confinement, and forbidden to contact the outside world. 

Solitude, that is, except for when Lynch came around, supervising us while ‘daddy dearest’ was away. Lynch, of course, was Xorratti’s aide and utmost ass kisser of the aforementioned party. And unlike Michael who didn’t treat me like a piece of garbage, this son of a bitch was all too happy to treat me like I was his property because I was now a slave.  

“Hurry up!” he commanded loftily, peeking his head in the doorway as I poked at the coffee machine. “I’d like to speak with you...”

That boded ill. With the way he behaved around me, this meant I was going to have to endure another long round of having my body openly ogled and probably my ass pinched as I served him his coffee. I was about ready to belt the man and then some. The only reason he hadn’t taken advantage of me was because Xorratti had strictly forbidden it. 

​Being branded a pleasure slave was a fate worse than death in my eyes. Being forced to obey orders by a shock collar and a kill switch, if any of my masters requested my ‘sexual services’ I’d be compelled to comply.

My official capacity as a pleasure slave was to keep my masters’ sexual needs met and do whatever they wanted. No request could be denied on my part. My body was no longer mine and would be used to whatever tune anyone wished, including guests that came to the household provided they were given permission by my master first. And with my vocal cords cut and my ears deafened, I had no way to protest.

​Somehow, due to Rogee’s meddling, officially I belonged to the government and was under the conservatorship of the Xorratti family. Up until now I had merely been lucky that General Xorratti had been called away. As soon as he returned, I would be forcibly subjected to his whims. And General Xorratti’s whims would most definitely include dragging me into his bedroom every chance he got. 

As for Lynch, he had set his sights on getting me all to himself as well. While he was officially here to get my opinions on various missions since I was formerly an assassin and also to force me into giving Rogee covert information on the underground market, Lynch also found a great deal of joy at having me dote on his desires. And today was no different.

“Well, that took long enough,” he said obnoxiously as I came out of the kitchen, taking the tray from me and putting it on the coffee table. He smiled up at me as I stood stonily, waiting for my next set of orders. He patted the seat next to him, green eyes gleaming. “Come sit.”

I should have seen that coming. I did as ordered, putting the maximum distance between us as he spread out a virtual holographic map of the city in front of me. He slid over to me, leaning in close as he said, “Now, the Prime Minister has requested your input on a new mission. We’re looking to target black market arms and we know there’s a hang out downtown where the dealers go. Where is it? Point to the location.”

I felt the buzz in my collar start as I considered his question. I gestured to it on the map, using my fingers to zoom in on the bar they liked to frequent in the Dubstin quadrant, down in the bowels of the city. 

Lynch smiled cagily again. “Excellent. That will make all of our lives easier. Now since we’re going to be here for a while, why don’t you have some danish? I asked for two so you would have something to eat.”

My radar went up right there with that offer. Why was he suddenly sucking up to me? I warily took a minuscule bite of the danish to oblige him as he gathered up his papers and put them in a manilla file folder. “I’m sure you’re wondering why I’m early today...“

Oh, yeah. He was after something, most likely my ass. He scooched even closer and I tensed seeing where this was going. “In a few days, the general will be back. Before then, I thought it best we have a little discussion on what we’re going to do about his return.”

He had my attention with that, but I resented the way he placed his hand on my knee, his brown eyes taking on a snake-like quality. “I have a little pull with Xorratti, you know. I am well aware of your blatant hatred of him and thought maybe you’d prefer being under my conservatorship as opposed to his...”

I glared at him, suppressing the urge to smack his hand as it traced little circles on my thigh. When he said ‘under his conservatorship’, I knew damn well what that meant: literally being under him. There wasn’t a shot in hell that Xorratti would let me go. Lynch was trying to take his shot while he had me here and use the lie for all he had. 

“Would you care to explore that possibility?” Lynch murmured, trying his best to be seductive, obviously thinking I would go for his offer without hesitation. “I think you’ll like the idea of being mine as opposed to his. You have no idea how exquisite you are; a rare desert treasure. All Xorratti is interested in is degrading you. Me, well, I want to discover all of the hidden promise you hold...” I squirmed as he traced my chin, intentions obvious. “And make it worth both of our whiles. Wouldn’t you like that?”

No, I wouldn’t. I shook my head, but he took my chin firmly. “Let’s take this upstairs and continue this discussion.”

I was officially screwed. Michael obviously was still asleep. Otherwise he would have been down by now. That left me with no other option but to comply with Lynch’s debauched plan. ​With my slave collar, I officially had five seconds to obey him or I would be shocked. Even worse, my collar had been programmed so that if I harmed anyone, my kill switch was to terminate me. This left with the choice of comply or die. 

Much as I hated Lynch, he wasn’t worth dying over. I longed to take the pistol at the holster on his waist and shoot him right in his pride and joy which had leapt to attention the instant he proposed his plan. But short of committing suicide by kill switch, I was damned to his bed.

He took my hand and pulled me from the couch, wrapping one arm around my waist. “That’s it. I think-“

I heaved a huge sigh of relief as Michael abruptly skidded to the bottom of the stairs, almost tripping over his own pants as he hastily pulled them on. Lynch paused, plan foiled as his hand headed to grope my ass. Michael eyed it angrily, obviously thinking similarly nasty thoughts about Lynch as I was. “Rain, come here.”

For once, I was only too happy to obey an order. I darted over to Michael’s side and he put his arm around me protectively. “Lynch, get out of my house and go fuck off!”

Lynch sneered, putting his hands on his hips. “This is none of your business, Michael.“

“She’s mine,” Michael snapped, putting himself in front of me. “I own her. Rain, I order you to never allow this piece of shit to touch you again-“

“You don’t have that power,” Lynch inserted snottily, crossing his arms. “You have no authority since she’s forbidden to harm a guest-“

“And if he does, terminate him!” Michael continued over him, body trembling with rage. “My father will hear about this, douchebag! And while I don’t intimidate you, when he hears you’ve touched what’s his, he’ll have you by the balls - if not by the jugular!”

That did seem to intimidate Lynch. He flinched as Michael turned to me. “Throw him out.”

I was only too happy to but Lynch took off all on his own, pausing only to grab his manilla folder before he fled. Michael stormed after him, locking the door and then kicking it, chest heaving. His eyes softened as turned to me.. 

“I’m sorry,” he murmured, coming to me. “I heard you banging the pots and tried to come down, but my door got stuck. I had to climb out my window and get back in through the bathroom dormer to get down here in time-“

Patting his chest wearily, I forced myself to smile. He took my hand, not buying my attempt to calm him down. “What did he do? I saw where he had his hand. If he had his dirty paws on you anywhere else-“

I waved him off, instead trying to lead him to the kitchen. It wouldn’t do to linger on the subject. There wasn’t anything we could do about Lynch anyway. Much like me, Michael was grounded permanently to the house with an electronic shock anklet to keep him in line, one put on him by his father to keep him from embarrassing the elites again. 

“No, I won’t calm down!” he proclaimed, cracking his knuckles. “He’s just lucky I can’t touch him! I want to kill him for this!”

Michael shook his head mutinously and then ushered me over to the armchair in the corner. “I’m going to get you some breakfast. If I don’t do something to keep my hands busy I might still go after him!” 

I nodded glumly as he sped off, still cursing Lynch for his actions. I was doing my best to contain myself, but after this latest round I was ready to cry. Even with Michael’s unshakeable loyalty, we both knew damn well that despite his best efforts to protect me, my rape would eventually occur. Even though Michael did his best to never leave me alone, this incident proved that it was inevitable. 

I hated the fact I was so reliant on him for everything, even down to my ability to communicate. Every time I went to physically speak, my throat erupted into unbearable pain and I started coughing up blood.  Only because of Michael’s kindness by teaching me sign language had we been able to converse. Otherwise, I relied on lip reading to understand what was said. 

My voice box had been cut out and my eardrums permanently scarred to keep me from speaking about Rogee’s confession of killing the late General McRattin. To completely silence me, I was forbidden to write or type anything. Orders had been placed in my system and I would be shocked if I went against them. 

There was seemingly no way out of all this mess. Even when we were allowed once a week to visit Michael’s friend Mia in the elite quarter, he couldn’t disobey his father’s order to not tell anyone of my location. 

It didn’t matter anyway. Everyone in the elite quarter was allied with Rogee and didn’t dare squeal about where I was, lest they be stripped of their status in society. 

​All this left me just about ready to tear someone’s head off. I wanted to paint the wall red with Rogee’s blood and bury him in a dung heap with what he had done. But with my constraints, all I could do was wait for the opportune moment to break free. Fat chance that was ever going to happen, but I still kept praying to God it would. 

Rogee had all but hog-tied me for a reason, making sure I couldn’t stop him or his other elitists rats from trying to take over the city again. In addition to keeping me silent, I suspected they were determined to keep me in the dark about my new abilities. With what they had done to me, turning me into a bionic freak,​ I suspected that I was a lot stronger than anyone wanted to tell me. But even with new, superhuman-like abilities, I was still helpless. 

​After already losing so much in my life, I had been stripped of my honor, my voice and worse, now the one person I had come to love.

​Even the fleeting mention of Cain’s name stirred a dull ache in my soul. Michael said rumor had it he was tearing the city up looking for me, but I knew Cain would give up eventually. 

It had been foolish of me to delude myself into thinking Cain and I could be together. Now I was stuck with the feeling of wanting him. Even if he did love me, I still stood by what life had taught me. Love was painful. It always left an empty memory behind it, forcing me to remember what it had been like. 

The memories of us together were sheer torment to me now. The few weeks we had had spent together before the night of the party were heavenly. They contrasted so sharply to the constant feeling of lovesickness that I almost regretted having them now. Would it have been better to have stayed blissfully unaware of the intoxicating feeling of being loved? 

In some way, yes, though the memories were also what kept me going now. Somewhere in my bitterness, I still held frailly onto the hope I would return to his arms once again. 

All of this combined was killing me. While keeping my constant disquiet from Michael, I was about ready to break down. Even at the cost of my own soul and morality, I had been a warrior, playing the part of an assassin. But now I was enslaved myself, helpless and at the mercy of the men I despised. 

In all senses of the word I had failed. I had failed the slaves, failed the citizens of this city, and worse, I had failed myself. My life’s mission to free the slaves entrenched in the slums and bring down the politicians keeping them chained had backfired royally. 

But inside me there was some tiny glimmer of hope that I could finish this once and for all; that I could I could reclaim my freedom and my honor. I would cling to that hope with all I had until the day I walked free or until the day my last breath left my body, whichever came first.  But to be damned if I wouldn’t drag all of my enemies down into death with me. Hell wouldn’t be big enough to hide from me, to keep me from hunting them down in eternity as well.

​​I was staring out the window thinking of Cain when Michael came back to me with another tray. He sat on the arm of the chair next to me, buttered my toast, and smeared it with jam before handing it to me. I accepted it, used to this gesture. He always made toast, not knowing how to make anything else or even use half of the high-tech kitchen cookware himself. And to be honest, neither did I. I didn’t know why Xorratti needed an electronic, laser-microwaved grape peeler, but he had one. And, of course, it was an erotic one that made obscene noises whenever it peeled a grape. 

I munched quietly as​ Michael pointed down at his sketch pad, trying to cheer me up in the only way he knew how. Another exaggerated sketch of me skewering Rogee greeted my eyes. That was his favorite to draw other than the two of us spitting on his and his father's respective graves.  

​I pretended to applaud but inside it made me sick. My swords were destroyed and seeing them in drawings was a stabbing reminder of my complete failure. ​

​​​Stretching a little, I shook my head and stood. My chin length hair fell into my face and I pushed it back. ​I caught Michael staring again at my cleavage as I stretched and shot him a dirty look. He shrugged guiltily. He couldn't help it especially now with what I wore. 

​Xorratti had left me with only one miserable set of clothes: a midriff-baring bustier and a long, gauzy black skirt that sat on the lowest point of my hips. Other than two standard gold bands on my arms and one on my neck, all with a ‘P’ on them somewhere to denote I was a pleasure slave, that was it. That meant no underwear either.

But as I stretched, I noticed that Lynch had left a few papers behind in his mad haste to leave. Stooping to it, I could see it was the details of a new mission. But what it was had my interest. 

Project Night-Butterfly it read. The document was largely blacked out with ink, but the few details I could see were troubling. My name was listed with Michael’s as participants. Were to be ‘prepared’ for a date in two weeks? The operation would be carried out at night and weirdly enough, somehow involved a choir of children and Madame Butterfly. 

Cain’s name was there as well, but unfortunately Lynch had spilled something on the dossier that had smudged the ink, thus making the part of the operation impossible to read. 

The end game on the document wasn’t listed, but the security proceedings were. Whatever they had planned for me, it ended with police who were equipped with riot gear and in military action taking over the city. 

I sneered, realizing that Lynch had made a very large error. If anything, I had to bet that this paper was the blueprint for round two of Rogee’s attempt to bring martial law on the city of Nacin. And worse, they would likely be attempting to pin the blame on me for whatever atrocity they had in mind this time. 

At least it beat my figuratively being sent to ‘Mosengrad’. Mosengrad was a military code ordering an internal hit on a target. There was a great deal of confusion surrounding the term amongst the general public. Many thought that there was actually a military prison by that name that the government used to house war criminals. But I knew better. To order a ‘Mosengrad’ meant an execution. There was no actual military prison. 

​“We’re going to Mia’s again today,” Michael said cheerfully, interrupting my thoughts. I smiled and nodded to let him know I understood, but kept studying the document intently.

​​He rose and slipped behind me, dropping his sketch pad into his backpack. I took it and he led me out to the waiting car. 

Blinding light from the mid-afternoon sun beat down on us. Judging by the blaring sun, it seemed the drought was still on. The climate controlled chemtrails inside the bubble were for some reason unable to get the clouds to produce rain. All citizens were supposed to conserve water until we had rain again, but since this was an elite’s house, we were exempt from such restrictions. The grass was always green and the bird bath was always full of water that could have otherwise been given to the poor. ​

Michael led me to the shiny black town hovercraft without another word. I sat wordlessly next to him as the cityscape started to pass by. In the front sat a driver and a bodyguard that would always accompany us. I was never sure if it was for our protection or so we wouldn’t escape. 

As we rode along, I quietly showed him the document, keeping an eye on the front so they wouldn’t notice what we were reading. Michael’s eyes bugged out of his head and paled under his tan. Whatever he was thinking, it sparked pure terror in his eyes.

I wasn’t bothered by their plans. I had mine made already, just waiting for Rogee to make a mistake I could exploit. I would get free, get revenge, and get my city back from their clutches. I was just itching to get them all for what they had done and refused to go down without a fight. If they thought I was just a little wuss who would go along with their plans, then they had something else coming. With every passing day my rage grew. And as all my former clients knew, my fury was enough to cause blood to rain down from the sky in every direction. Now all I had to do was find out the rest of the details before the date of the mission and bring their fiefdom tumbling down around them. 

Michael kept rereading the plan over and over as we hovered through the city to the other end of the elite quarter. As for me, I was disgusted by this end of the city. Unlike the slums were I used to live, the shiny new apartment skyscrapers stretched up to the top of the bubble. 

Elites walked along on the marble sidewalks, many of whom were towing along slaves. Most of the men had pleasure slaves doting on them, all wearing similar variations of the shock collar around my neck. A couple of Elite women even had them, parading around with shirtless men. I wanted to jump out of the car and attack them all, watching as a select few yanked young children along to train them how to best serve their masters. 

Blue collar workers milled about on the streets next to the old brick buildings in the business quadrant, contrasting sharply to the designer-clothed elites we had previously passed. Most, if not all, looked like they were struggling to get by on what little money they had. 

A few beggars were on the corners and one we passed was being picked up by a police officer, ousting him from the place he had been sleeping. The difference between them and the elites was enough to make me clench my fists. These weren’t even the slums where the poorest of the poor lived. 

“Project Night-Butterfly?” Michael signed, speaking for the first time in several minutes and looking green to the gills with worry. “What are we going to do?!”

​I shook my head, seeing we were pulling up to the opulent mansion in the financial district of the city. 

“Later,” I signed, stepping out of the car. He nodded to me, understanding we would talk when there were no other eyes or ears present to eavesdrop on us. 

I was sickened by the wealth wasted for the sake of the appearances. No one needed twenty-four carat gold door knockers or ten-foot gilded gates to guard their houses, especially when there were beggars lining the streets outside their gates. 

​The door was opened by a stuffy looking butler who ushered us through with a stupendously bored expression as ‘Miss Over-enthusiasm’ glided down the stairs. She posed like a debutant and opened her arms wide. 

​“Michael,” Mia crooned regally, ignoring me entirely like she usually did. “It’s so good to see you.”

I stifled the urge to roll my eyes. How she could breathe with her bosom so pushed up and tightly laced together I couldn’t figure. That paired with the dangerously tight skirt pulling her knees together to exaggerate her ample derriere was a mystery to me.

Mia was the perfect example of the average elite in this city. Everything ​about her, the house, and this sector of city, was fake. Even the the house had absolutely no personality with white furniture, white walls, and white floors, dotted with an occasional grey accent. The only things with color were objects that displayed how much wealth they had; such as the Mayan Aztec gold statuette prominently displayed in the corner. 

It was like I had walked into a furniture warehouse. It was all completely sterile feeling, down to the few robots rolling around putting out hors d’oeuvres. I stifled my disgust and looked at the floor. My bare feet were cold from the hard, shiny white marble. They, too, contrasted the wickedly pointy stilettos she wore. They probably clacked along as she strutted toward us.

​“Yes, Mia,” he said warily, noticing her attire. This was a switch from her usual casual clothes. Even then her assets were on display to the highest extent, but this was extreme. He seemed to shrink as she batted her raccoon-like eyes at him. “What’s the occasion?”

​“I thought we could go out for lunch,” she replied. Without her saying or even looking at me, I could feel her intent. She meant this little outing to be for them alone. 

​“Sure,” he said. “Rain and I haven’t eaten yet.”

​I could feel her irritation although she didn’t show it. She came over and stood right in front of him, squaring her shoulders and putting her top on prominent display. He gulped as she all but stuck it in his face. “I’m sure the cook would fix her something nice here. Couldn’t she stay behind? I’m sure she wouldn't mind.”

​I very much would mind. Staying here without Michael left me without a chaperone and the one time I had met her father, the look he had sent me had given me the shivers. I thought he very much would have liked to have gotten me alone as well, and up to his bedroom. 

​“I can’t do that, Mia. You see, in addition to being a very dear friend, she’s also a trained bodyguard. She’s saved my life several times and I’m sure would do the same for you.”

​I nodded, smiling cagily at her. She regarded me shrewdly. “Hmmm. Well, you must let me know where I can find one of her in a male model. Daddy would be pleased if I had extra protection. I have so many men after me these days he’s afraid of letting me out alone.”

​Michael characteristically ignored the obvious innuendo of how in demand she was and I stifled a smile. She was getting nowhere fast. ​

If I had a peashooter I wouldn't have had a hard time hitting my target as it wagged away, bouncing with every step as she went to get her jacket. One had to wonder if she had a push up bra for her ass. As it was, a whiff of her potent and unpleasant perfume hit me full in the face as she went. She smelled like a rotting rose in a trash dump heap. I resisted the urge to gag. 

​She shrugged on a luxurious though hideous orange-dyed fur coat and wiggled her fingers enticingly at Michael. “Come, come. We have reservations at Gryphons. The chef has something sumptuous planned for us.”

​If it was as sumptuous as she considered herself, I’m sure it was inedible. I padded along behind them as Michael fell into step next to her, eyeing her with a weirded out expression. “I think I’m beginning to see why your father would be concerned for your safety. One would think you were looking for more male attention. You might want to ditch me if that’s the case, because they’ll think we’re together.”

​I wanted to laugh out loud at her frustration. Michael was not granting her any leeway to work with. “Perhaps I’m trying to make someone jealous.”

​​That allusion flew over his head, too. Michael opened the door for her since she made it very clear that was expected of him by pouting and standing expectantly in front of it. I filed in after her, trying to avoid the back of her spiked shoes. She didn’t like that Michael also held the door for me and was downright incensed looking when he chose to sit next to me instead of her in the car. ​He missed the nasty look she shot me. 

“So anything else new in your life?” he queried.

​“No, I’m stuck in that big house so much it’s breaking my heart. I’m so lonely that when I’m all alone at night in my bed...”

​I attempted to tune her out then. Either this broad was a wanton nymphomaniac or looking to land him as a husband. Perhaps it was both. She sure was working her money maker hard. Her short skirt hiked up even further revealing a complicated looking set of garters and a lacy set of underwear. There might even have been a tattoo up there somewhere. 

​“Well, anyway, Daddy was thinking of having a portrait done of me for my nineteenth birthday. I wanted it to be a tasteful nude but being the old fart that he is he put his foot down. So I had an idea. Since we’re such great friends, I thought maybe you could do one of me.”

​I couldn’t hide it this time. Michael’s Adam’s apple bobbing up and down nervously paired with his dumbstruck expression were enough to send me over the edge. My laughing outburst was cut short as it turned into a coughing fit from my damaged vocal chords. He patted me on the gently back as she shot me a look that clearly wished me a very painful death. 

​“Uh... I really don’t think I could do that, Mia-“

​“Don’t be so shy,” she warbled, crossing her fishnet-encased legs. “I was curious so I went into your backpack one time you when were over. Don’t be angry. You are very talented. I loved the nudes you did of her.”

​I’m sure she did. Not. However, the idea of anyone looking at Michael’s vivid little fantasies of me was not to my liking. I glanced over at him crossly. His cheeks were ruby colored. “Um, I was just experimenting with-”

​“Oh, I’m sure you two were,” she said loftily. “Especially judging by what I saw. I’m intrigued. Everybody thinks you’re such a good boy. But judging by your sketches, you have quite the vivid imagination. I’d like to know that side of your appetite better-”

​“Are you coming onto me? Is that what this is about?” Michael snapped, finally catching on. “Sorry, Mia, but I am definitely not interested in extending our friendship into that territory.”

​I think if a gun had gone off next to her she wouldn’t have noticed. She had not factored in rejection as a possible outcome of this. “What?”

​“I’m not interested.”

​She predictably took his firm statement with ill grace and looked nastily over at me. “Is this about her? I mean, she’s just a little pleasure slave. She’s required to satisfy any desires you have. It’s not like she has any real feelings for you.”

​I felt the zinger hit just the wrong spot. She was aiming for my lowly position in life but instead hit the fact I that was really not attracted to him and he knew it. He flinched as the belittlement hit its target and then his chest swelled in size. 

​“Stop the car!” he bellowed. 

​‘Little Miss Princess’ nearly fell off her seat as the car swerved into a parking spot. She had failed to secure her seat belt. Michael shot her a withering look as she put herself back together. “Call me when you’ve come to your senses, Mia. Honestly!”

​He threw the door open, grabbing his pack. “Take her home.”

​He was so irritated that I think he forgot that this was our car and she ought to be the one getting out. But I said nothing as he stuck his hand out to help me out of the sedan. I hopped out gracefully, trying to ignore the chill in the air. The pavement was cold under my feet and I rubbed my arms to keep warm. 

​“But Michael!”

​His only response was to slam the door over her shrill wail of protest. He was really hopping mad. He snatched my hand and started walking, trying to ignore the hulking bodyguard who got out behind us. I jogged to keep up with his brisk pace. 

My breath floated past my face, turning to steam it was so cold.  ​Michael glanced at me as I shivered. He ​shrugged out of his jacket and draped it over my shoulders. “Come with me.”

​He pulled me into a dinky little convenience store and the oriental owner watched us curiously, especially as the burly bodyguard squeezed in, too. “May I help you?”

​“Yes. Do you have any coffee or tea?”

​The bewildered looking shopkeeper pointed toward the brewing pot and tea bags. Michael headed over to it. “Never been in one of these places. My father thought it was beneath us and always let someone else go. This is interesting. I never knew there was so much junk food to choose from. I thought there was only the choice of potato chips, pretzels, or cheese puff​s-“

“Sir, we really should get you to a more suitable location. You are not allowed in public.”

​Michael rolled his eyes and addressed the bodyguard, letting him know who was in charge. “Yes, I know. Fetch us a cab; would you? Thank you.”

​He said it so dismissively I could sense a little bit of his father’s tone in there. But once the guard had gone, I realized we were sitting on a huge opportunity. And Michael, it seemed, was already one step ahead of me. 

Now alone, he seized my hand, dragging me back further into the store and toward the side exit. I dashed to keep up with him, eager to escape before anyone realized we had gone.​ We were quite obviously ditching his guard and Michael was positively giddy over it, his signature impish grin getting wider by the second. 

We exited onto the street and waved down a robot rickshaw driver. Michael laughed as we sped away. I exhaled with relief as I realized we had just escaped our confinement. Now all we had to do was find Cain and find out what Operation Night-Butterfly was.

But both of us now paused as we saw something flash above our heads on one of the giant television billboards. I inhaled sharply as I saw Cain glaring at whatever camera was pointing at him, a blue-haired elderly woman sitting next to him as they were put on the Kiss Cam. I saw a lot of red velvet seats around and Argon sitting right behind them making lewd kissy faces. The woman puckered up as Michael chuckled, both of us realizing at the same time where they were.

“Take us to the baseball stadium,” he ordered the robot driver with a grin. ​​Then he turned to me. “Looks like we’re going to the ball game​​!”
Chapter Two – Fourteen days to Operation Night-Butterfly 

​​​

The gigantic stadium was packed. I was on the edge of my nerves as we climbed into the private elevator. Even the tantalizing aroma of hot dogs and popcorn wasn’t enough to make me feel any better. I hated being around this many people. Most were inside watching the game but there was still enough of a crowd milling about to make me uneasy. 

No one had stopped us so far. The guards at the ticket stand had seen Michael and immediately let him through, obviously recognizing whose son he was. I kept my head down, knowing that it was only a matter of time before the A.I. facial recognition sensors on the security cameras would identify my face. We needed to move quickly. The security guard we had ditched would likely already have alerted Xorratti as to our escape. 

​Michael tapped his foot nervously as the glass elevator climbed. He looked over at every few seconds, adding to my state of unease. 

​“Rain,” he began slowly, looking into my eyes. “Please promise me that once we find Cain you won’t forget all about me.”

​This proved to me just how good of a man I was dealing with. He had no real urge to see me go, but my safety and happiness were of more importance than his feelings. I leaned into his shoulder like I usually did when we were alone. “I’m not leaving without you.”

​Both of us turned to the doors as they opened. He stepped out first, peeking both ways. ​We were at the top of the executive box now. It was all enclosed in glass and I could see the game playing below on the field. Looking down six aisles to the second row of red velvet seats, I spotted exactly who we were looking for. 

​My breath caught in my throat. Cain was taking aim at someone. Then with a jolt I realized he was jokingly pointing his gun at the back of a silver-haired head. That must have been his escort, the one from the ‘Kiss Cam’. Cain had mentioned previously that he was often ordered to escort elites to various events and I guessed that this had been his lucky day: getting chosen by her.

His gun was on safety so she was in no danger, but still I disapproved as he pretended to fire off a few rounds out of sight of anyone else. Next to him Argon was cackling away. The woman never noticed a thing. 

​I started to walk down, making sure that I walked as if I belonged there. Michael followed close behind. A few heads turned curiously as we walked down, but no one moved to stop us. That is until the fourth aisle down when a large figure loomed up in front of me. 

​Moving into a defensive position in front of Michael, I realized with dread that it was the bodyguard we had ditched earlier. 

​“I’ve been waiting for you,” he said over the roar of the crowd, cracking his knuckles. “Find McRattin, I find you. Come easy and your father won’t hear about this.”

​“I don’t think so,” Michael said stepping forward and purposely into my field of vision so I could read his lips. “Rain, defend us.”

​I needed no further invitation on the order. Before the guard could react, I tackled him, sending us rolling down the aisle. Between the brute force of my mechanical body and his surprise I had no resistance to taking him down. We crashed into the front of the glass, my back hitting it hard. I felt something crack, but it wasn’t me. 

​Launching to my feet before the bodyguard could, I swiped the gun he’d started to draw and aimed it squarely at his chest. Blood streamed down from his nose as he rose unsteadily to his feet, shock showing plainly on his face. He twitched toward his left and the gun followed. I wouldn’t be fooled. This guy was no assassin or Navy SEAL, little more than a glorified meter maid playing babysitter.

​I glanced behind him to see Michael dashing toward us. But over to his right I saw just who I needed coming to my rescue. Cain’s brilliant blue eyes were on fire as he plowed into the bodyguard, taking him down, and pinning him to the floor with one knee across his back, securing his arms. 

​It was then that he looked up at me, eyes almost not believing what they were seeing. I lowered my gun, chest heaving from the quick fight. His mouth moved and I realized he was speaking. “Rain, where have you been?!”

​He had no idea that I couldn’t answer. I opened my mouth to try and respond but Michael darted up behind him. “We only escaped today. We’ve been held at-”

​This momentary distraction was just enough for one key thing to slip past my attention. Another gun was drawn and fired. The laser shot flew past my head out into the open air. I jumped around aiming my weapon as the blue-haired old bitch maniacally fired off another round, now missing the other side of my head by a wide margin.

​Argon darted up and tried reasoning with her, failing to get her weapon away from her. She did not comply peacefully, the entire round from her weapon shooting off into the rafters and dust falling around us like snow. 

​Behind me I saw that the glass to the balcony had shattered and fallen away, raining shards of glass down on the people below. The crowd cowered and fled from their seats. Up on the enormous  holographic television screen my face stared back at me with  surprise. A gash across my cheek dripped down with stark white blood over my tan skin. I reached up and touched it. The larger television mirrored my movement. 

​It was on that screen I saw a stadium security guard rush up and attempt to pull Cain off of the bodyguard. Michael rushed to restrain him, but the damage was done. Knocking Cain aside, the glorified meter maid rose up. Before I could turn to stop him he grabbed one of my ankles, causing me to lose my balance. 

​For one tiny millisecond I wobbled unsteadily at the edge of the balcony. 

​All sets of eyes flashed in my mind as the moment froze. Two green, two brown, and two blue, all of them positively horrified as they riveted on me. But one set in particular stood out in my vision as they widened in terror. Cain’s mouth opened in what I was sure was a horrible scream. And then the moment was over.

​I fell.

​

​

Chapter Three – 13 days : 20 hours : 16 minutes : 45 seconds 

to Operation Night-Butterfly 

​Some people say that time slows down as something terrible is happening to them. Not me. It was the moment before the calamity occurred that time paused over my misfortune. My mind did not slow down as I free fell. In an instant it was over.

​I crashed into the seats fifty feet below and onto the concrete. My vision blinked out for a second as biting pain seared through my back and I cried out. All in all, I was very surprised that I was alive. From the sheer velocity of my drop and the concrete floor of the stadium, by all means I ought to have been a bloody mess, splattered across the floor like pigeon poop on a windshield. By some miracle I had landed in a roped-off section where no one was sitting.

​As all of my muscles shrieked out in protest, I peeled myself up off the ground and looked down. Underneath me was a perfectly flattened chair. My head had been cushioned by the backrest and the rest of me had wound up on the bottom of the seat. But as I thanked my lucky stars for my good fortune, I realized one side of my body was considerably lighter than the other. 

​I looked over and saw my left arm flopping in response to whatever wireless impulse it was receiving from my stump of a shoulder. For the first time in my life I felt positively green to the gills due to an injury as I watched it wiggle. ​

My steel-reinforced spine cracked and straightened as I went to grab my detached arm. It went still as I picked it up. Looking at my shoulder joint, I saw an intricate latching system that had failed under pressure. There was no permanent damage, but I wouldn’t be able to reattach it alone. 

​I looked up at the stands above and saw all three of my dearest friends leaning over the balcony. I couldn't see their individual expressions because they were too high up, but I could see that Michael was yelling frantically at me. He then threw both of his hands up and signed what he meant. ​“Run!”

​Not needing to be told twice, I glanced behind me to see a wall of guards advancing, all with heavy machine guns. They only left me with one set of options and one direction to go in. I took off running, propelling myself forward with all I had. I launched myself over the railing and off of the edge of the mezzanine. 

​I flew through the air, this time enjoying the feeling. Landing with an earth-shattering thud on the turf, I rolled to lessen the impact, and then was off and running again. 

​This time I looked around for approaching reinforcements. I saw none. Nobody had expected this move on my part. I looked up and saw myself streaking across the field on the television. The sports team scattered out of my way like bowling pins do when smacked aside by the oncoming ball. Except it was my reputation doing the smacking this time. A few of them whistled alluringly as I sprinted past.  I waved at the drone camera hovering above my head and blew it a kiss. Rogee was going to have a royal mess to explain when this was all over. The crowd was cheering me on like I was some kind of hero.

​I used the dirt to my advantage and deliberately fell, sliding in the dust just like one of the baseball players did. With my speed and strength, I slid past the base and right under the small, pathetic railing they had rigged up.

​Once again rolling to lessen the impact, I took off running and jumped over the bench heading into the locker rooms. I rocketed through a couple of other areas before hitting a main hallway. Much to my happiness and convenience, there was a sign helpfully pointing me toward the private parking garages. I could steal a car there. 

​On the way to the garage I grabbed a jacket hanging on a hook and threw it on along with a baseball cap that was hanging next to it. Appearance now effectively changed, I jogged to the main garage and eyed my options. There was a line of large SUV hovercrafts parked right up along the line, keys all on the dashboards. But the real prize was on the end. 

​I slid into the driver’s seat of the ugly, dented but otherwise nondescript security vehicle. It had wheels unlike all the others, making it easier to maneuver. It would blend in perfectly with all of the other ones I’m sure were now circling the stadium in pursuit of finding me. I threw it into reverse as I backed out of the space and headed out the private exit, putting my arm on the floor. 

​Best of all was the discarded jacket the owner of the vehicle had left behind. I steered the wheel with my knee for a minute as I zipped it up. It even nicely hid the fact I had a missing arm. On the console was a fully loaded and presumably never used standard issue, semi-automatic pistol.

​Much to my pleasure, the overworked-looking fellow working the garage door gave me no more than a bored once over. The door rose smoothly and I waved at him as I drove away. He didn’t even look up from his magazine. Adding to the hilarity of the whole thing was the fact that I spied my own face peeking out at me from the magazine cover. He had my identification right in front of him and he still didn’t catch on. 

​I slowly drove out like a normal stadium patrol would, heading toward the main gate. Further adding to the smoothness of my escape was the fact they weren’t letting anyone out of the stadium now. Nobody was on the crosswalk at the main entrance except cops. I nodded to them from under my cap and they waved me on. 

​Everything was running perfectly until I saw the main doors open up in the rear-view mirror. Being escorted out was a rather irate-looking Michael surrounded by no less than four guards. He towered over them all. Flanking them was Argon and Cain, both shouting angrily and getting absolutely nowhere by doing so. It seemed the local police were not impressed by their military status. 

​I made a snap decision then, realizing that I absolutely would not sacrifice Michael to the wolves. I would not trade my freedom for his. Instead of heading out the main gate like I had planned, I pulled into the first row of cars and circled around while taking the safety off of the gun.

​When I came back, he was being loaded into a police craft. I drove slowly up behind it and waited. They slammed the door and stalked off, ignoring Argon who was throwing an all-out fit. None of the policemen were listening to him. Cain was standing next to him shaking his head. But that didn't stop Argon from aiming a frustrated kick at the tire of the squad car. 

​I pulled in and idled behind the ruckus. Nobody paid me any attention. I was a lowly security guard and in their eyes could wait. They were far more important. It seemed they were in no hurry to move Michael either. I saw his brown head of hair turn and look out the window. Cain nodded to whatever he was saying and spoke. 

​“Don’t talk to anyone,” Cain replied. “Yes, I’ll find Rain.”

​Little did he know I was right behind him.  But much to my disappointment, my time had run out. A swarm of security vehicles was speeding out of the garage I had previously exited from. 

​I lowered my window, pressing hard on the gas. The car sped forward hitting the back right of the cruiser. It skidded sideways, now catty cornered across the pathway. I slammed into it again, hitting the side of it, and driving it perpendicular across the road. I stuck my hand out ignoring the warnings the men made as they took cover and fired a shot into the locking mechanism that I knew lay in the crack of the door. 

​Reviving the engine, I tossed the gun into my lap, and beckoned out the window. “Get in.”  

​Michael did not need telling twice. He kicked the door open and hightailed it out, ducking as bullets started flying. I shut my window just in time to see them bounce off. I waved tauntingly and put my hand to the wheel. As soon as Michael’s feet were clear of the pavement and safely in the car, I slammed the gas pedal down, working the car to shove the cruiser out of the way, with tires squealing. 

​I looked out the window to see Cain and Argon backing away from the police who were still firing uselessly at the car. Argon saluted me and headed the opposite way, dragging Cain along with him. Cain for once seemed to be completely dumbstruck. I supposed that shouldn't have amused me but it did. 

At last, the car shot free of the squad craft and we sped forward.​ Michael yipped in triumph as we crashed through the lowering front gate and out onto the main highway. I fishtailed the car around, driving into oncoming traffic. That effectively cut off his jubilant reaction and his yip turned into a yelp. He clutched his arm rest and his shoulders went up to his ears.

​I wove in and out of the oncoming cars. The highway that ran past the stadium was a one way. This would effectively cut off their attempts to chase us for a few minutes. I darted into the diplomatic lane and saw red flashing lights way off in the distance. I needed to exit the highway and quickly. 

​I caused Michael to yelp again as I veered off the highway and onto a stretch of grass. We sped up and over it onto an embankment with a large chain link fence. I drove through it and onto the pavement, glancing out the side to see we were now driving along the edge of the reservoir. Cain’s house was somewhere around the other side. If we could get to it, we’d be in the clear. If he learned where we were he would refuse to offer the police access without a warrant. 

​Looking over at Michael, I nodded down at my mechanical arm laying at his feet. He hastily zipped down my jacket. To my relief it took next to nothing for him to fasten it in the shoulder socket. After a few seconds I was able to flex my fingers. 

​I urged the car forward noticing our speed going down. It jerked to a stop, black smoke rising from the engine. Michael looked over at me for his next cue. I thought hard and fast about what we should do. The answer was as deceivingly simple as the deception would be to the police. It wouldn't hold them forever but it would do for now. 

​Nudging him toward his door, I got out of mine. I quickly went to the front and threw up the hood, seeing exactly what I was hoping for. The battery was partially crunched in from crashing through the fence. Just the right shot and it would electrify the car, causing the gas tank to explode. 

​I gestured for him to follow me as I ran ahead, getting at least a hundred feet away from the wreck. I waited until he was running past me to turn and aim the shot. On my second try, I hit it perfect. It went up just like I thought it would but with a much bigger bang. Heat whipped past my face.

​Michael must have been getting used to my surprises because he didn't turn to watch the blast. I had to pump my legs faster to keep up with him. We covered a full half mile before I saw cruisers pull up to the blast zone. The police were good and distracted. With any luck they wouldn't notice us until it was too late. But just in case, I prodded Michael toward the water. People were much more impossible to spot in water than they were on land and since it was nighttime that invisibility was enhanced even further. The only lights around were the ones from the highway. Once we got away from the shore we would disappear from sight altogether.

​I stripped off my jacket, tossing it into the water. I looked curiously at Michael who was doing so at a much slower, more hesitant pace. He looked at me sheepishly. “I don’t swim very well. You should go without me.” 

​I hadn’t factored this in. Xorratti’s house had an enormous indoor swimming pool that he spent hours in. Maybe this was why he always stayed in the shallow end. I glanced back at the now rapidly approaching cars. It was either swim now or get caught. I shook my head. “We go or no one goes.”

​“I’ll catch up later.”

​“If I go off on my own they’ll likely flip my kill switch! And worst comes to worst, I’ll tow you to shore. Now get in or I will throw you in myself!”

​He shrugged, sensing I would not back down, and jumped in. I dove in after him. 

​I propelled myself through the water like a fish. I had spent enough time in the forbidden pools of MoiRai to swim very well. I surfaced and saw that Michael had indeed been right. He was swimming toward me about twenty feet back. At this pace we would have done better running. I bobbed in the water waiting for him. When he finally reached me, he was indeed very winded and struggling to stay above the tide. 

​I prepared to help him, but noticed something ominous heading our way: a shadow over the water, the shadow of a helicopter. How the hell had they gotten one of those so fast?​

He saw it as well and turned pale under his tan. I had no choice but to yank him under as it flew toward us. I dragged him down deep with me, watching for the damn thing to pass. Who knew if it had spotted us or if they would shoot?​ Bubbles came from his mouth as the chopper went by. I realized he had way less of an air supply than me. His eyes were screwed up unlike my mechanical ones. It didn’t matter that I was under water. I could see everything clear as day.  

As soon as the shadow was gone I started to swim to the surface, kicking my legs out and holding Michael. What alarmed me was the fact he didn’t assist me. Michael was perfectly limp in my grip. Fear pounded through my chest. Somewhere in the time I had been looking for the copter he must have used up the last of his oxygen. 

​I propelled us to the surface and gasped for air myself, preparing to take him back to shore. To hell with escaping. It was either give in or watch him die and
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