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  Chapter 1
Yun-mi


September 18, 42 PE 
Quiet as a subway tunnel in the dead of the winter; check. Still as pond water on a hot, breezeless day; check. Slow and shallow abdominal breathing; check. She was like a stone figure. The sharp tip did not waver.
The weapon returned the warmth of Yun-mi’s sweaty palm through the well-worn cord wrapping. A spear. Really? Really? Heavy, cumbersome, unwieldy. A man’s weapon. The worst choice for the City. But… That was her task, and she’d make the most of it. Had to, or else.
The coyote’s ears snapped up, and it stopped tearing into the unidentifiable mess of its feast. Baring bloody teeth, the beast issued a growl so low it reverberated through Yun-mi’s feet.
At the crunching of concrete debris—that’s what had spooked it!—the animal’s muscles rippled under its fur. Damn!
She launched.
The heavy projectile hit the moving target with enough force to pierce the coyote’s scruff, disjoint the vertebrae, and strike the wall, impaling the animal.
Yun-mi froze, and the coldness spread through her chest. Two holes. Imperfection. The pelt was ruined. The price? Screw the price! Her career was on the line, and with it—her life. Because what else was there?
She stood, unable to move, to breathe. Did she just fail her test? The test? Why did Joon-woo have to insist on the stupid spear? With her bow, she would’ve put an arrow straight through the animal’s eye before it could blink!
“You were taking too long.” Joon-woo appeared in the doorway, his rifle casually held in one hand. He took the scene in and frowned. “How many opportunities did you have and not take, looking for a better one?”
Oh, no. No, no! An acidic wave rose from her stomach. She gagged and swallowed. The nauseating bitterness receded, leaving her throat burning. And not just the throat. Her world was crumbling down in a fiery catastrophe.
“Follow your instincts, don’t overthink it,” Joon-woo continued, as if oblivious to her panic. “You lingered until it was too late. Then you were forced to react, and the result is—” he pointed at the coyote’s limp form.
Yun-mi’s teeth clenched. It was over.
Not a big deal. Only the single most important opportunity of her life. A missed chance to move to the next level; to finally join her mentor, their clan’s best Rat, on a trading run. She’d been working her ass off toward this point, and—
Joon-woo tsked. “Don’t let perfect be the enemy of good. Being smart or cunning gives you an edge… in some situations. This wasn’t one of those. You get a shot, you take it.”
She squeezed her eyes shut. Not to see her shameful failure, this disgusting room with its peeling moldy wallpaper, the broken windows, the rotten furniture. More than anything, not to witness Joon-woo’s reproving grimace. Or would it be pity? That’d be worse.
He fell silent. Yun-mi risked a glimpse. Joon-woo was studying her with his usual unreadable expression.
She hurried to bend in a deep bow. “Sorry, Kim Joon-woo! I was listening! The perfect is the enemy of the good, I must follow my instincts.” Anything, so long as he didn’t give up on her.
She cautiously peeked up and met a coy smirk.
“Maybe you were, maybe you weren’t. We’ll see at the West End tomorrow.”
Did he just…? Yes!
A happy little sun bloomed inside her, instantly turning the world warmer and brighter.
“Kamsahamnida!” She bowed deeper.
“Let’s go. Don’t forget the coyote.” He slung his rifle behind his back, waiting for Yun-mi to retrieve the spear and heave the carcass onto her shoulders.
The stupid hunt wasn’t the actual test, then. Of course, as always with Joon-woo, nothing was as it seemed. What went on inside his skull still confounded her, as if they hadn’t been doing this for two endless years. Whatever. Regardless of what he’d really been testing this time, she passed! Once she’s gone trading, she wouldn’t remain an anonymous scavenger anymore. No more disrespect. No more being the laughingstock, the teenage weirdo loner with ambitions of a grown-up man. Under Joon-woo’s guidance, she was on her way to becoming the most famous Rat in the City! 
A wide, goofy smile stretched the corners of her lips and refused to let go.
The dead coyote grinned back.

      [image: image-placeholder]September 19, 42 PE 
So this was the West End, huh? Meh. Similar to home, yet very much not home.
Downtown, she knew. It spoke to her. At the first sign of danger, she could disappear like a startled rat; fade into the maze of the crumbling skyscrapers and their underground levels, the labyrinths of the Path, the utility tunnels, the subway. Take her, blindfolded, anywhere between Bloor and Lakeshore, and she’d find her way home. No, she’d be at home!
This part of the City Yun-mi had never been to, and the oppressive foreignness subdued her curiosity. The further behind she and Joon-woo left the last subway station, the worse she dragged her feet. Her hand squeezed the intimately familiar, soothing riser of her bow. The tips of the fingers on her other hand twitched, ready to rip an arrow from the quiver and nock it on the string. Any rustle of a small animal or whisper of the wind, and her neck hairs stood on end.
Get yourself together. Dixie, here I come! You won’t know what hit you!
Her first trading. An opportunity she’d been looking forward to for months—and had almost blown. The echoes of her yesterday’s despair momentarily overwhelmed her. Yeah, well. In the end, Joon-woo invited her, and she was here, and that was all that counted.
Yun-mi stole a glance at her mentor and fought the stupid grin clinging to her face.
No one had ever given much of a damn about the oddball, rebellious little girl, her unlikely successes and predictable failures. No one but Joon-woo. He’d put his trust in her. What if she failed to meet his expectations or, worse yet, failed to meet hers?
A shiver jerked her shoulder blades.
That’s right, you’re just a seventeen-year-old kid with much more to learn than what you’ve mastered so far.
She frowned and stomped out the treacherous little voice in her head. Sadly, it had a point. So what? Knowing her limitations was important. An overconfident Rat was a dead Rat.
She diligently scanned every broken window, every pile of bricks, every dusty alley they passed. Taut as her bow’s string, almost ringing.
Everything was going to be fine.
A tall, wiry stranger materialized where no one had been a second before.
Oh, shit!
Yun-mi’s arrow looked back at him in no time, the base of her thumb anchored at the jawline.
Blink, pal, and you’re dead.
The man held his open hands up in the air, preempting suspicions of hostile intentions. He gazed from Joon-woo to Yun-mi and back with an affable smile and wiggled his fingers.
“Parker.” Joon-woo drawled; unfazed, almost indifferent. As if he were used to people appearing before him out of nowhere while he was slinking through questionably safe territory, carrying high-value cargo.
“Kim,” the stranger greeted him with similar equanimity. “Mind telling your baby Rat to aim that arrow somewhere else? I’m kinda comfortable with the number of holes my hide’s got so far.”
Joon-woo signaled for her to stand down. Yun-mi lowered her bow and let it straighten up, but left the arrow on the string. In case of… just in case.
“Got yourself a fierce one, huh? I already like her.” The newcomer gave her a thumbs-up. “Gonna introduce me?”
Yun-mi’s mentor lowered his eyelids. “Park Yun-mi, meet Jim Parker of the Humber Bay Raccoons Clan. Parker, my trainee Park Yun-mi.”
Safe enough. Yun-mi slid the arrow back into the quiver.
“Park, Parker—almost namesakes, hm?” The man winked, retrieved his cargo bag from behind the concrete barrier he’d used for concealment, and approached. “Dixie?”
“Dixie.”
“Come with?”
“Fine.”
These two didn’t need too many words to communicate. Must’ve known each other for ages.
Walking behind the two men, Yun-mi examined Parker. Late twenties, same as Joon-woo. A Rat, obviously, and a veteran one: That springiness in the step came only with experience. A brown leather jacket, jeans, and a gray ball cap. An impressive rifle slung over his shoulder, larger than Joon-woo’s. High caliber, bolt action, powerful optics. Parker must be one of his clan’s top Rats to afford it. A wicked kukri in a sheath at the small of his back. A tanto knife strapped to his left thigh. A fellow leftie! A push dagger handle protruding from his high-laced combat boot. This guy meant business. Then again, a Rat who didn’t was a dead Rat.
A group of three presented a much tougher target than a Rat and a half. Enough to deter potential wrongdoers from doing wrong. Fewer opportunities for her to fail… No. Yun-mi shook herself. Complacency could kill. A Rat that lets its guard down ends up a dead Rat.
Joon-woo and she had taken the fast and safe route through the tunnels all the way west to Kipling, the terminal station. From there, their path lay overland, through nonaligned territories, an uninhabited area filled with abandoned factories, empty shops, and a monstrous intersection of three highways.
Everything would have been so much easier had the Ancestors bothered to extend the subway to the Dixie Mall! Indoors and tunnels kept Rats safe. True Rat, Yun-mi slept and ate underground, and when the time came, she’d mate and procreate there. Open streets were too exposed. Like now.
The knots of tension in her neck and shoulders threatened to turn into cramps. If only she could be as casual as Joon-woo and Parker… Yun-mi relaxed her back, imitating the two men’s self-confidence.
I’m the man for the job, she projected to the world around her. Never mind the minor detail of her being a woman. Strong, fast, sly. Deadly. Someone for Joon-woo to be proud of, for her clan to rely on.
Parker dropped to one knee and threw his right fist up.
Danger!
His left hand reached for his knife.
Raiders? Bandits?
Yun-mi, closing the file, turned back to secure their six, trusting the men to guard the remaining sector—just as she’d practiced with Joon-woo. She crouched to present a smaller target, with an arrow resting on the shelf of her bow.
A tense minute passed. No one was charging at them, or shooting at them, or as much as looking funny at them. Another minute. Not a movement anywhere to catch her eye. Nothing was happening at all. She wasn’t blind or deaf. Maybe too inexperienced to recognize the signs of a threat? There must have been a reason for Parker to raise the alarm.
A stifled noise behind her jolted Yun-mi’s hypersensitive hearing. She started turning when someone grabbed her hair and yanked her head back. Simultaneously, a knee pushed against her spine and a hard object touched her throat. Yun-mi gingerly peeked down her nose. A kukri’s curved blade was hugging her neck under her chin.
Parker’s suave voice whispered into her ear. “Lay down the bow. Slowly. Don’t be stupid.”
The absurdity of the situation made her dizzy.
If it was another one of Joon-woo’s bizarre tests, she’d failed it, miserably. Her cheeks burned. With no way out, she complied.
“Good.” Parker’s warm breath tickled Yun-mi’s skin. “Now, the knife. Very good. The other knife. Don’t play games with me, I said, the other knife.”
No one was supposed to know about the stiletto up her sleeve. Yun-mi reluctantly obeyed.
“Okay. Down on both knees. No heroics, I’m faster than you. Good girl. Knees apart. Wider. Give me your hand.”
A loop tightened around her right wrist.
“The other.”
A loop, left hand. A jerk bringing her elbows together behind her back squeezed a gasp from her. Her ankles were next, tied together and to her hands.
Yun-mi’s mind refused to digest the signals her senses were sending. This was not happening. Not to her. Not to the up-and-coming best Rat of the clan.
“Joon-woo?” Her tentative, borderline plaintive call met no answer.
Parker grabbed her by the restraints and spun her around. Agonizing pain shot through her shoulders, wrenched backward beyond their normal range of motion, but receded, muted by the impossible sight.
Joon-woo was there, lying on the ground.
Not the best time to take a nap.
Then the details started trickling in. The unnatural pose, knees bent out in different directions. The dark puddle spreading underneath. Something must have been wrong with Yun-mi’s damned eyes, because what they were showing her could not be right. Joon-woo was invincible. Infallible. As close to a god as a mortal could get. Resigning to the inevitable, she took in the scene. With Joon-woo’s throat, opened from ear to ear, being the central piece of evidence.
Her heart stopped for what must have been a fraction of a second, but felt like an eternity. A cold claw squeezed her ribcage, driving the air out with a sob, ripping her on the inside with merciless talons. She would have tumbled to the ground if Parker hadn’t clasped her shoulder.
Joon-woo. The man who had taught her and raised her. Who’d become an older brother she’d never had, and her secret crush she’d never admitted before outgrowing it. The only person who had cared about her. The only person she had ever cared about, too. Gone.
Her life was over.
Yun-mi should’ve been scared, but fear did not come. If Parker had wanted to kill her, she’d be dead already, just as— 
She squeezed her eyes so hard her eyelids should have bled. But the pain of the loss was the unbearable one. She was going to be sick.
Don’t look. Don’t think about Joon-woo. Don’t think at all. No, think of something else. A distraction. Anything, just not this. 
Her career was done for. There. Tragic. Who would teach her? Who would mold her into a proper Rat?
That didn’t work. No hiding from the truth. Face it.
Someone had to avenge Joon-woo. No, not someone; she. It was up to her to make this right. The mourning would wait. Rat up!
“You—” Her treacherous voice trembled. “Why?! You were his friend! He trusted you!” Anger swept aside all other emotions, infusing her words with scathing hatred.
“No, and no.” So civil. “We weren’t friends, more of occasional trade associates. And of course he didn’t trust me! No Rat would live to his age trusting anyone. Didn’t he teach you? Should’ve been the first lesson. Anyhow, it was an informed risk calculation, not trust. This time, he miscalculated.”
“But why?!” The scream escaped Yun-mi’s constricted throat. Her vision inexplicably blurred.
“A powerful move to make today, that’s all. Nothing personal, strictly business. There are forces—” He dismissed her with a wave of a hand. “It’s a game on a different scale, you won’t understand.”
“Try me!” Yun-mi threw her head up with all the defiance she could muster.
“Hm? Why not. A certain player wants to expand their influence. Bloor clans are in the way. Too stubborn to unite with each other, let alone accept external guidance. I was contracted to clear the path. With me so far?”
She growled, not ready to give him words. Not words of agreement or acceptance, for sure.
Parker smirked. “I’ll take that as a ‘yes’. There are maybe two dozen Rats worth the name in the City, tops. Eliminate them—and you’ve defanged and blinded the clans. Any remaining resistance would be fierce, but fruitless. Joon-woo is… was one of the best, well-known Rats around, so you must understand why he had to go. Does this answer your question?”
If only looks could burn. Yun-mi’s would’ve peeled Parker’s skin off. If only.
“Besides,” he said, finally manifesting smugness, “it’s a triple win for me. I get paid by my patron, sell your clan’s goods, and”—his eyes flatly locked on Yun-mi—“you.”






  
  Chapter 2
Buck


September 18, 42 PE 
The sergeant dismissed the squad two hours before dusk. Unheard of. The drillmasters knew better than to leave the rookies with idle time on their hands. Idle time eventually led to idiotic ideas and unbelievably asinine levels of dumbassery, it was known. But apparently, the most vicious instructors enjoyed an occasional break from herding cats, too. The warm and quiet fall evening could have something to do with that.
With training finished for the day, Buck fetched his cleaning kit and sat at the wooden table in the barracks’ inner yard. He disassembled his rifle and lovingly oiled and wiped the parts. Then did this all over again—not for the need, but for the joy of the process.
Less than a year ago, he could only dream of holding a real, functioning firearm in his own hands.
As a little boy, Buck fantasized how he’d become a famous warrior, leading the mighty Five Points Army to fight abominable heretics, wild-eyed zombies, and mutant monsters. Liberating kingdoms—along with pretty princesses, of course—from ruthless villains’ yoke in the vast wastelands beyond the Boundary. What boy his age didn’t dream of those? They all carved wooden toy guns, especially after the annual Army parades.
For Buck, there was an extra reason. He had to understand how guns worked. Beyond being powerful, most advanced weapons of war, guns were fascinating, driving that unquenchable thirst to know, to see. Turned out, none of the adults, even soldiers, could provide satisfactory explanations. No one knew.
And here he was, a soldier himself. A green private still, but issued with the coveted uniform. Half a year into the training, he had finally received a gun. A real gun! True enough, not all black, his Garand had wooden parts like his old toy weapons a decade ago. Unlike toy guns, this one fired very real bullets. And needed to be cleaned, thoroughly, even after the three meager rounds he’d been given for the weekly live fire range.
Buck cycled the action, listening to the sweetly smooth movement of the reliable and deadly mechanism, savoring the smell of the gun oil, and began the disassembly again.
The vision came without a warning, as they always did. The table, the yard, the rookies around him—everything froze, losing color and contrast. Instead, he saw the parts of the rifle moving back and forth, snatching a round from the magazine, chambering it, locking, firing, rushing back against the resistance of the spring. And again, and again. 
Magnificent! Possibly the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen—but also terrifying, and not because of its lethality. Shit. How could this be? A rifle was, in fact… a machine? An abomination?! No, no, no, this was all wrong. Cold sweat broke out on Buck’s forehead.
“Brennan! Hey, Brennan!” a distant voice pulled him back to reality.
Still stunned, Buck threw a cloth over the disassembled parts and turned around. Hurriedly pulling his legs from under the table, he stood to attention. “Corporal Chase!”
“At ease, Private,” said the corporal in good humor.
Buck followed the order, but his jaw refused to unclench.
“Looks like the Master Sergeant is pleased with your performance. Which, I’m sure you’ve noticed, doesn’t happen a lot. As a reward, you’re dispatched to the Marketplace Peace and Order Preservation duty. Report to the guardroom tomorrow morning at oh-six-hundred. Uniform—full camo dress. Questions?”
Processing the corporal’s words took so much effort, it left Buck out of breath, as if he’d run ten kilometers in full gear. His heart madly pumped blood through his ears.
“Sir,” he gasped, “what about my training schedule, sir?”
The corporal’s face, uncharacteristically beatific to that point, soured. “Private, you must be dumber than you seem. I thought little of your wits to begin with, so that’s only mildly disappointing. Frankly, I can’t imagine what earned you this privilege, but by the Seven Hells, I will not question Master Sergeant’s decisions. Show up on time tomorrow and try not to ask stupid questions. Better yet, don’t ask questions at all. Clear?”
“Sir, yes, sir!”
“Good. Atten-shun! Dismissed.” The corporal departed.
A hand clapped Buck on the shoulder. “Look at you, knucklehead!”
“Yeah, what was that about?” A second hand landed heavily on the other side.
“Boy, the Marketplace duty! Are you lucky, or did you bribe someone?” Larry winked.
“Open your eyes and look your best! The girls at the Marketplace… M-m-m!” Sam kissed the tips of his fingers.
“Come on, Sam, it’s Buck we’re talking about. Think he’ll gather the courage to strike a conversation with a girl? Right.”
The three of them had grown up teasing each other. Buck would not have been offended even if he’d cared to listen. He didn’t. Thick fog filled his skull. Was this happening? For real?
Ignoring his buddies, Buck sat back, removed the cloth from the Garand parts, and absentmindedly reassembled the rifle. Too many questions. No answers. Why was he singled out? Uh-oh. Does the Master Sergeant know? But how? Did Buck give away his ability somehow? Why the Marketplace? And… rifles are machines?!
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Buck scrambled up at four in the morning.
Since lights-out, sleep had refused to come. He had tossed from side to side under the blanket. The pictures of him in the Marketplace flashed through his mind, especially all the things that could go wrong. Screwing up an award assignment would be a disaster, putting an end to his Army career before it began.
The revelation about guns’ true nature nagged at him too, but the coming Marketplace adventure easily overshadowed the confusing discovery.
Unable to stay in bed any longer, he tiptoed to the washroom and spent twenty minutes in front of a mirror, tugging and pulling at his uniform to achieve the perfect fit.
At half-past five, he was pacing outside the guardroom door. The clock on the tower mocked him, creeping with merciless slowness. In the darkness, way before the predawn, telling the time amounted to guesswork, but Buck kept checking every few steps. At what he hoped was five minutes to six, he ran out of patience, took a deep breath, and stepped in.
Behind the tall counter, the officer on duty, Lieutenant Jarvis, raised his head at the creak of the door. “Ah, Brennan.”
“Sir, Private Brennan reports for the Marketplace Peace and Order Preservation duty, sir!” Buck barked in a single breath, clicking his heels.
“Good, good,” said Lieutenant Jarvis, rubbing his bleary eyes. “At ease, Private. Your first such assignment, obviously?”
“Sir, yes, sir!” Buck switched to at ease but remained stiff, maintaining a well-drilled implacable expression.
A tired smile split the officer’s wrinkled face. “Relax, Brennan. You are not in any kind of trouble. Very much the opposite.”
“Thank you, sir!” Buck exhaled and allowed his face to loosen up a bit.
“Here’s your briefing. As part of the Army’s Special Detachment at the Marketplace, you’ll join four other soldiers, a sergeant, and an officer stationed there, to help ensure peace and to deal with any trouble that may arise. You are relieved of your training schedule until your return. You’ll travel to the Marketplace with the supply train dispatched from our kitchen, which leaves in”—he squinted to consult the tower clock through the window—“roughly twenty minutes. You will receive further instructions from Sergeant Gomez, and will follow them to a T. Which I expect not to be complicated, even for a private, because your task will be to stand at your post, looking scary and making sure nobody fools around. Three days from now, another detachment will arrive, and you’ll return with yours. Questions?”
“No, sir.” A great lot of questions milled in Buck’s head, but he followed Corporal Chase’s advice.
“Fantastic. Pass me your rifle. Only cudgels in the Marketplace.” Jarvis locked Buck’s Garand in a cabinet and returned to his seat behind the counter. “That would be all. Go to the kitchen, make your presence known to the Chief Cook, and be ready to leave when he says so. Good luck, Brennan. Dismissed.”
Buck clicked his heels again, bringing his fist to his chest with a snap, smartly turned around and marched out. His heart attempted to flee from his rib cage through his ears. In the yard, he bent over, catching his breath. Sweat soaked the back of his shirt, clammy in the early morning chill. One step closer. Hadn’t screwed up yet.
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“Baxter Brennan, I presume?” He set the plate on a table and invited Buck to sit.
“Yes, sir!” Buck eagerly ogled the content of the plate. Rookies were always hungry, tired, and horny. A fact of life. And while Master Rodriguez obviously wasn’t in any position to ease the latter two grievances, his cooking made him famous well beyond the Base.
“Eat, son, we’ll be leaving once you’re finished.”
These simple words left Buck speechless. The Chief Cook himself waited for him? Unthinkable! He’d better not test the limits of Master Rodriguez’s goodwill.
Buck put his hands together in the Sign of Faith and rattled off the Food Blessing.
“Blessed be thou, Father God Almighty, and thou, Mother Earth,
For gracefully allowing us to taste the fruit of your communion.
Blessed be the hardworking farmers, deliverers of these fruits into the world
With their sweat and their labor and their simple tools.
Blessed be the kitchen and the cook that brought these onto my table.
Amen.”
He gobbled the content of the plate without noticing the taste. Let’s go, let’s go!
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He was an ancient man, probably in his fifties—older than Buck’s father. Tall but not broad, with the genial face of a kindly grandpa. He wore his long gray hair in a thick braid, the subject of countless muted discussions among the young recruits. A brush of silver mustache and well-groomed sideburns were not regulation either, but who was Buck to judge?
The cart rolled lazily on its four rubber wheels. Master Rodriguez let the big black horse choose its own pace, and it needed no guidance to bypass the larger pits in the gray, cracked road, either.
“Do you know, son, what this hard stuff covering the road is called? Asphalt.”
Buck didn’t. Asphalt. He rolled the unfamiliar word on the tongue. Odd, foreign. Wrong. Like it could have something to do with engines, curse their name.
“Before the E, they knew how to make it,” continued Master Rodriguez, confirming Buck’s suspicions. “They didn’t allow the roads to fall into such disrepair, oh no. My father told me the roads used to be all flat and smooth, and you could travel without the fear of breaking a wheel, or an axle, or a horse’s leg.”
“But they used machines to make it, sir.” If it was some kind of test, Buck wasn’t failing it. “Worshipping the machines, may those forever be forgotten, was the cardinal sin that brought the E upon Humanity! And God Almighty cast the Enginocide upon them to purge all that filth from the suffering face of Mother Earth!” The words came naturally. Weekly sermons had them etched in his brain.
“Filth, um-hum,” Master Rodriguez muttered under his breath. Then, louder, “Son, I was too young to remember, but my father told me many stories from the years BE, in great detail. To tell you the truth, I don’t recall hearing about much filth, as far as I recall. Not more than in your average village street today.”
“But sir, you surely understand we mean filth in the spiritual way!” Why did the elderly, respected Master argue with such basic, well-known truths?
“Ah well, you’re right, Baxter. Pay no attention to the ramblings of a senile old fart.”
They continued in silence for a few kilometers, each sunk into his own thoughts, to the accompaniment of measured hoof beats. Buck wrapped himself tighter in his poncho against the breeze.
“Instead of religious disputes, better tell me about your family. I might have known someone named Brennan back in the day. You’re a Creekpointer, yes?”
“Yes, sir. But there’s nothing unusual about my family.” Someone showing interest in his lineage? That was a first. “Dad’s a carpenter. Mom was a seamstress. She died eight years ago.”
“Sorry to hear that, son.”
“Thank you, sir. I never thought I’d be drafted. I mean, I wanted to—show me a boy who doesn’t, right?—but didn’t think I was good enough. Yes, my friends call me Big Buck for my size and strength, but everyone says I’m a knucklehead. Which I agree I am.” He skirted the subject of his ability without a second thought. He’d had a lot of practice concealing it. “But somehow the Army saw it right to recruit me. And now Master Sergeant sent me to the Marketplace, so here I am.”
“Yeah, strange,” mumbled Master Rodriguez absentmindedly. “What did you say your mom’s name was?”
“Elinor, sir. Elinor Brennan.” He had not mentioned his mother’s name yet.
“Ah. Right. Her.”
Odd. Odder yet was the lack of further comments. Soon, the colorful chaos of the Marketplace appeared beyond the bend.






  
  Chapter 3
Ka Yi


September 21, 41 PE (one year earlier) 
Ah, the coffee.
Ka Yi leaned toward the window until his forehead met the glass. Its chill pleasantly contrasted with the enveloping warmth of the bathrobe, and the “Ouch! Ouch! Too hot!” screaming of his fingertips, almost scalded by the cup.
He took a tiny, careful sip.
The pungent beverage had started growing on him. He still enjoyed the aroma more than the bitter taste, but the stimulation was worth the questionable palatability. That, and the recognition of exclusivity: no one else in New Kowloon—neither the other members of the High Council nor the Chairman himself—had ever tried the legendary drink. Coffee featured in the stories of the past, half-forgotten, shrouded in mystery. The stuff of fairy tales, along with chocolate and tropical fruit.
Until his most recent voyage. A productive expedition to cap the navigation season. New contracts signed, sensitive information collected, and artfully crafted rumors seeded. The Station’s interests kept at bay. And his crowning achievement of the year, the trade deal with Cleveland. How long had he been courting the Republic of Ohio? Four years? Five? Finally, he had driven the accord to a conclusion.
Coffee was a priceless personal gift from the Ohio Republic’s Consul to celebrate the treaty. It must have changed hands at least half a dozen times on its journey from much warmer places where the plant, evidently, was still cultivated. The amount of money spent, exotic items traded, and possibly blood spilled on its way to his cup… Unimaginable.
Should he share it with a Dragon or two, to cherish their shocked expressions? Nah. The treaty had already boosted his reputation, no need to rub it in. Let the coffee remain his little secret. He knew, and that was enough.
Ka Yi glanced through the twilight haze at the ships lazily bobbing in the harbor below and singled out the Eastern Star. His fleet, his flagship. An ideal excuse to escape the suffocating propriety of the Great Hive and explore the world. Goosebumps, after all these years.
Ka Yi straightened, raised the cup and toasted his reflection in the window. Here’s to you, father. Thanks for making me who I’ve become. Not owing to, but despite.
He turned at the sounds of a commotion outside his quarters. One day to rest, just one. Was that too much to ask?
The door opened and Wu stepped in, disheveled, red-faced, and out of breath. Completely unlike him.
“Yes?” Ka Yi tilted his head. This promised to be interesting.
“Golden Dragon,” Wu puffed, “there’s been an attempt on your life.”
“Oh? Surely, I would have noticed?”
“Apologies, Golden Dragon.” Wu caught his breath. “My report lacked clarity. Let me rephrase.”
“Please.”
Wu straightened his hair. “An infiltrator was identified in your wing of the Hive before he could approach you. Alas, he died in the ensuing struggle.”
Ka Yi controlled his face, but not his heart rate. His imagination obligingly rendered an image of a stranger bursting through his door with a long knife in one hand and a black gun in another. His tongue stuck to his gums in an instantly dry mouth. Ka Yi brought the cup to his lips and took a gulp, scorching his palate and throat. He gasped, but at least that cleared his head.
“Unfortunate,” he lisped. His mouth burned like the Seven Hells.
Wu’s eyes grew wider. 
“I mean, the assassin’s death before you could question him,” Ka Yi hurried to clarify. Forming words without touching any part of his mouth with his tongue proved challenging.
“I take full responsibility, Golden Dragon.”
“Any leads?”
“Not yet. May I proceed with the investigation?”
“By all means, Wu. Thank you.”
Ka Yi returned to the window. “Traitor,” he said to the coffee and put the cup down on the table. He stared dubiously at his shaking hands and shoved them into the pockets of his bathrobe.
On the day of his triumphant return. No way this was random. An inside job? A collaborator in the building? The whole affair reeked of The Station. But no proof, no proof… The Chief Inquisitor wouldn’t leave a sloppy breadcrumb trail.
Ka Yi shivered, and not from the cold. Him, targeted for assassination. The rules of the game had changed.
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A tiny woman in a red dress finished serving the table, which now burst with steamer baskets. She topped up their teacups in two smooth, flawless motions, bowed deeply, and disappeared from the room without meeting either man’s eye or making a sound.
In the subdued, wavering light of the paper lanterns, Ka Yi glanced under lowered eyelids at Xi Ming, and found his host inconspicuously studying him in the same manner. They smiled at each other.
Chiang Xi Ming took this whole traditionalist thing way too seriously, but Ka Yi didn’t judge. Old-style fashion had become all the rage in New Kowloon only recently, yet the head of New Kowloon’s Buffalo Mission had kept a finger on the pulse of the Metropol’s ever-shifting trends. Commendable.
The ambassador chuckled. “Shall we eat?”
Over dinner, the propriety limited their conversation to small talk, the latest local rumors, and the gossip Ka Yi had collected in the ports he had visited on his way. 
Xi Ming finished eating first, but waited for Ka Yi to stop chewing, burp contentedly, and sip from his wine. “On to business?”
Ka Yi inclined his head.
“First, the regular shipments,” Xi Ming said. “Sorry to say, we’re not in the best shape. Of the five containers of coal we requested, Buffalo supplied three, which are being loaded onto your ship as we speak. I’ll put pressure on the Union but can’t tell when, or if, they might come through. If a minor miracle happens and they do deliver within a month, I’ll charter a train. Hopefully, The Station won’t stoop to sabotage, and you’ll have enough fuel to keep the Hive warm through the winter.”
“The Union acting up is old news, and we’ve been exploring alternative venues. The Hive will not freeze. But I applaud your dedication, Xi Ming.”
The ambassador bowed. “Not all my news is bad. I secured a large consignment of paper and— Do you like surprises, Golden Dragon?”
“Depends on their nature.”
“I have a feeling you won’t be disappointed with this one. Ten bags of nine-millimeter primers!”
“But how?” Ka Yi allowed a hint of awe to alter his intonation. Xi Ming needed to know his accomplishments were appreciated. The Hive’s scientists would be ecstatic to restock on paper. But the primers, that was beyond spectacular. A single bag would suffice not only to pay off the Locksvillers but to leave them owing, keeping the eponymous locks open for Ka Yi’s flotilla for years to come. The rest would go a long way in boosting the Security Force’s reloading capabilities.
“Let that remain my secret.” Xi Ming afforded a modest smile. “Now, to the more delicate subject. Alas, procuring additional collectibles has become increasingly challenging.”
Ka Yi pursed his lips. This monkey business was getting out of hand. A ridiculous waste of money and resources. Hopefully, Chairman Wong’s reign wouldn’t last much longer. Even more frustratingly, each minute spent deliberating this nonsense delayed the final leg of his journey home. To her. Leading his fleet around the lakes was great, but leaving her behind for so long had become insufferable.
Xi Ming’s tone gained apologetic notes. “We’ve been channeling the requests via different agents to keep our interest under wraps. But somehow, the Union has sniffed out that we are the end buyers and jacked up the prices. They purport to be subtle about this, conjuring excuses like roads washed out by heavy rains, or a sudden spike in hostilities between Finger Lakes warlords that interfere with trade. You know how these barbarians can be, convinced their plots are elegant and elaborate.”
“Naturally. Bite the bullet and agree to their terms. Let them revel in their delusions, but hint, in passing, that no further orders will be forthcoming. I will, in the meantime, check other channels.”
Xi Ming clapped twice. “A wonderful scheme, Golden Dragon. My bet is, Buffalo’s avarice will get the better of them. With no one else interested in the Museum of Glass, they won’t find other bidders. Eventually, they may conclude that a lower commission is preferable to no commission at all.”
“Indeed.”
“And if they get wind of your alternative dealings?”
“Even better. That will serve as an object lesson in competition. They’ll learn not to play games with the New Kowloon Trade House!”
Their cups rose synchronously. “To the Trade House!”
“One question, Golden Dragon.” Xi Ming sipped the tea. “Why are we interested in those exhibits?”
“Chairman Wong.”
“Chairman Wong,” echoed Ming with a slow nod. “Of course.”
Ka Yi tilted his head a fraction of a degree. “You disapprove of the chairman’s connoisseurship of antique arts?”
“I am in no position to judge the Honorable Chairman Wong.” Xi Ming’s face disclosed no sign of sarcasm, but he changed the subject. “Finally, regarding the other business…”
Ka Yi leaned back, half-closing his eyes. “I take it, no word from Syracuse?” If there were, Xi Ming would’ve opened with that. Too bad. “We’ve been courting those scientists for six months. I shouldn’t remind you this is our top priority. I need them, Xi Ming. Now. Yesterday. Last year would be great. Offer them the Sun and the Moon! Give them everything, and we’ll still get the better end of the deal.”






  
  Chapter 4
Marc


September 21, 41 PE (one year earlier) 
“My vacation? Can’t complain, sir. Getting used to the idea.”
Before entering, Marc had decided bravado would best conceal his discomfort. With every breath, his self-confidence seeped away. Weinberg seemed to possess a disturbing, supernatural ability to read Marc’s mind, anyway. Might as well stop pretending.
Captain Weinberg owed a solid portion of his notoriety to having a penchant for mind games, especially with the people he wanted to make uncomfortable. Not that he needed any tricks—his very presence made the most stolid visitors twitch and fidget. If the Head of Locksville’s Intelligence Service considered you a person of interest, that hardly inspired confidence.
But Marc’s conscience was squeaky clean… ish. Okay, not too stained. A few things in Marc’s past he wasn’t too proud of. To be honest, more than a few.
After losing his parents at fourteen, the responsibility of fending for Aileen and himself had fallen squarely onto his shoulders. Being a provider and a guardian for a ten-year-old sister had become a full-time job. A job he had taken seriously, but which had led him into the gray area of the law… and beyond. Would his past catch up with him now, all these years later? Since his enlistment, he’d been straight like an arrow. A mildly crooked arrow. Following an honorable discharge four days ago, he must have been one of the few people truly having little to hide from this uncannily omniscient bastard.
First, Marc needed to convince yourself… And it wasn’t working. The invitation to the agency everyone shied away from made the back of his neck itch. Something to do with Aileen? What had she got herself into this time? Enough to attract Weinberg’s attention?
To make the matters worse, his armchair had proved itself beyond awkward. No matter how Marc shifted around, a comfortable position eluded him. Leaning back meant sinking into the depths of the chair with his knees up—utterly impolite. Settling at the edge of the cushion, like a kid waiting to be chided by a stern adult, gnawed at Marc’s resolve. The armchair offered no winning strategy.
Marc gave up on winning the battle against himself and the damn piece of furniture, and took the fight to enemy territory, as he’d been taught. He looked up and met the host’s ironic eyes.
“Captain, may I get another chair?”
The host’s eyebrow arched, and a tiny smirk touched his lips. “Guess how many visitors have ever requested another chair. Throw a number.”
Marc suppressed the impulse to respond, “I don’t know, sir!” Military discipline did not bind him anymore. Besides, his brazen counter-offensive must not be allowed to lose wind. “None?”
The captain’s other eyebrow joined the first. “You’re the fourth, actually.”
“Is that a yes, sir?”
“Most definitely is.”
Under Weinberg’s amused gaze, Marc struggled out of the treacherous seat and dragged a more conventional one to the spot in front of the desk.
He tested the cushion. Not as soft and enveloping, but decidedly less troublesome.
“Take another week to complete the celebratory tour of the Wine Country with your friends, as befits a freshly discharged CIU officer.” The captain’s words sounded as if he were continuing a conversation interrupted shortly before—which they’d never had. “Finish that stash of pot you expropriated from the dead Bozos. Monday after that, I expect to find you at your desk at oh-eight-hundred. Questions?”
Marc hadn’t considered a career in Intelligence before, but this line of business held promise. An ideal outlet for his inner trickster to be put to use without compromising integrity. An opportunity to prove himself—to himself. A chance to find his niche after years of searching.
And the casual reference to the weed he’d picked off a bandit’s body, which no one was supposed to know about? Must be the captain’s curve ball. Ignore.
The delay in Marc’s response was almost imperceptible. “Oh-eight-hundred next Monday, sir.”
Weinberg rose from his chair and offered a hand. “Delighted to see I wasn’t wrong about you, Novak. Welcome to the Intelligence Service!”
“Thank you, sir. It’s an honor.”
“Say ‘Hi’ to your sister for me.”
Marc did not blink. Of course, his new boss knew and, apparently, didn’t care. All the better. At least, this wasn’t another one of Aileen’s fine messes.
“Sure thing. One question, after all. If I may.”
“Shoot.”
“Will I get such an armchair?”
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Marc pushed himself further into the dank ground.
The night played along with the ambush: not too bright, with the thin crescent moon low above the horizon, and intermittent clouds obscuring the stars. Enough light to see, not enough to be seen. He was just another heap of foliage. The Golden Lions stood no chance.
Golden Lions, my ass. Shit Jackals, more like. Fucking degenerates.
The laws of natural selection applied to bandits, too. The most brutal and arrogant had long since been extinct, thanks to the ruthless purging by Locksville’s Counter Insurgency Unit. Thus, the only gangs to survive were those sufficiently cunning to not attract Locksville’s attention. Those who understood the harm such attention would cause to their health and longevity.
Still, degenerates. All bandits were. A reference to their moral qualities, not an underestimation of the enemy. The resentment, rooted in the first post-E years, ran deep. Since its establishment, Locksville had stood for law and order. The brigands personified the opposite. That was why when a new gang started making waves in the vast span of land between Rochester and the City, the locals scuttled off to call the CIU in to help deal with their pest infestation. Fat payments for these exclusive services didn’t hurt either.
Marc was not without blemish himself, but that had to be different, for this all to make sense. In his teenage years, he had not been averse to skullduggery, and putting food on the table for Aileen hadn’t been the only reason. No, what frightened him the most was that he took pleasure in devising clever, elegant schemes. Was he adopted? Not a true Locksviller? What was a true Locksviller, anyway? Did those even exist, or was that an abstraction? No one he knew fit the advertised image. Everybody had their flaws, some worse than others. Yet, one understanding they all shared: violent crime was unconscionable. Difference? Difference, a huge one. Enough to call the bandits degenerates and feel good about that.
Such subtleties had never preoccupied Locksville’s Defense Council. That’s how Marc found himself embedded in the CIU force here, in the bush, in the no-man’s-land between the Hamilton Emirate and Five Points. The Golden Lions had made one mistake too many, drawing The Station’s ire with an audacious attack on a train. Banditry was banditry regardless of its target, so when the Railroad slavers proposed a cleanup contract, the Council promptly acceded. Locksvillers’ antipathy toward the Stationers, whose presence in the region they barely tolerated, was not a factor.
CIU trackers excelled in their art. Once they’d identified the trail the Golden Lions used to retreat to their hideout, all that remained was for the unit to set up an L-shaped ambush and wait. Marc positioned his platoon along the side of the trail, Captain Robertson’s blocked the exit point. 
An excruciatingly slow day had followed. A day of chewing cold, dry food and peeing into a bottle. Of judiciously considering which itch to scratch. Of allowing mosquitoes to buzz around his ears without swatting them. Of letting the thoughts run amok in his head.
Well into the second night, enemy scouts showed up, their horses cautiously stepping on the edges of the path.
A dry branch crunched under a hoof not a foot away. Danger tingled Marc’s nostrils. The acute awareness spiked—of the cool ground below and the moist leaves above, of his surroundings, of the entire world. Of the hunt. Of being alive. Marc forced his breath to slow down. Easy to forget to breathe in moments like these, and when you need to open fire, start gasping for air, throwing your aim out of whack.
The Lions showed the most advanced tactics and discipline he had seen in his military career. The gang fielded a small recon force, the main body with outriders to its sides, and a rearguard. Far too sophisticated for a glorified bunch of rural outlaws. Were the bandits improving, learning from the best? That didn’t matter. At the end of the day, the right tactics were worth little with the wrong people. Still, Marc’s instincts were screaming, and he’d learned to trust them as a sure way to increase his lifespan. Something was out of place, nagging at him at the edge of his attention.
He counted breaths. The riders passed virtually on top of the ambush, noticing nothing untoward. The closing fire team waited for the Lions’ rearguard to pass before calling the attack. Ninety-four breaths later, the signal came. Two owl hoots. The trap slammed shut.
Crossbows thrummed, eliminating the scouts and the outriders. A brief but fierce fusillade followed, mowing down the rearguard and a trailing portion of the main force, but stopping short of finishing the job. Sadly, one of the core conditions of The Station’s contract demanded the Lions’ commanders delivered alive. For summary sentencing, or some other morally ambiguous reason. Whatever. He had his orders.
After the initial shock, the survivors dismounted and regrouped, taking cover behind their horses in a rough semicircle. A competent reaction, despite the heavy losses.
“Locksville CIU!” Captain Robertson bellowed at the top of his lungs. “Lay down your weapons and surrender! Resist, and be shot!”
A burst of automatic fire aimed in the general direction of the captain’s voice lit the night. A single, louder bark of a high caliber rifle cut it off.
“Was I not clear?” roared Robertson. “Step out with your hands up! No sudden movements!”
If Marc were in the Lions’ shoes, he sure would have preferred to die.
“Ceasefire, ceasefire!” commanded an authoritative voice on the trail. “Alright, we surrender!”
Shame.
This wasn’t bloodlust talking. In the sparsely populated world, human life held supreme value, and Marc didn’t take joy in killing. With one caveat: that didn’t apply to bandits. Oh well. Ending up as lifers in the slavers’ labor force sounded like a suitably cruel punishment.
Quarter of an hour later, the operation wrapped up. The lightly injured were treated; the mortally wounded dispatched and dragged with the other dead into the nearby ravine; the survivors tied into a chain with a rope. Weapons and equipment—collected into a sizable pile.
No celebration ensued, no banter. This was business. Eliminate the threat, secure the package, deliver to the customer. Clean and professional. What they trained for. What they got paid for.
The gang’s head honcho cleared his throat, but instead of spewing profanities, as Marc expected, growled to the captain a much less obvious, “You know who you’re messing with here?”
Robertson pointedly ordered all prisoners gagged.
The ringleader’s unusual behavior triggered something in Marc’s brain and brought back the nagging sensation he had diligently suppressed for the duration of the firefight.
Something was seriously off about this bunch of miscreants.
And then it hit him.
The one thing all gangs have in common? Their uncommonality. As no two degenerates came from the same background, no two pieces of their ragtag equipment shared provenance. Bought, stolen, looted, picked off dead bodies. Guaranteed to be different.
Marc turned to the pile of the confiscated firearms. All identical. Standard issue.






  
  Chapter 5
Rajan


September 21, 41 PE (one year earlier) 
Rajan nestled in a dry spot by the fence, absorbing the scanty warmth of the low, toothless afternoon sun. The rough concrete slab greeted his calloused hands like a friend. The only friendly thing around.
The Masters joined their counterparts from the other train. Supervisors from both teams assembled alongside a tumbled shack for chitchat. They burst into bouts of loud laughter, and only occasionally glanced at the haulers, more out of habit than fear of what the ragtag trash might be scheming. Disinterested eyes, unworried faces. The haulers, happy to relish every minute of rest, mingled too, in distinct groups of their own: lifers with lifers, workers with workers.
Rajan joined neither. Idle talk with the other workers? Nah. And he sure as Seven Hells had nothing to discuss with the lifer scum. He shut his eyes. Not a thing worth watching, anyway. And better not to see the Railroad Marshal connecting the two trains, his every movement bringing closer the moment Rajan would have to stand up and put on the fucking harness.
It had been a long day, as usual. Rajan’s half of the team had combed an industrial area for anything useful. The Masters determined the usefulness, sniffing around and pointing at seemingly random items for the haulers to pick up and load onto the train. The other half had disassembled a dead-end railroad segment to bring the harvested materials to The Station. The two groups had met again at the switch, pulled the cars onto one track, and were preparing to head back.
The slavers would say “back home”. To Rajan, The Station had not become a home, and never would. It had not been for three years. Three fucking years. To be precise, two years, ten months, eighteen days. Four years, one month, thirteen days left. At no time had he been good at counting and still wasn’t, but these two numbers—the time spent with the slavers and the time left on his “contract”—he could recite any moment, day or night. He’d be twenty-one when it was over. If he survived, or didn’t get accused of one of the myriad offences that would give the Masters the excuse to brand him a lifer. It really took as little as crossing paths with a slaver in a foul mood. If that happened to him, he’d kill himself. Better than being associated with those lifer animals, and having nothing left to look forward to.
“Yo, Rajan.”
Hamid, of course. Rajan looked away, but the guy was not easily deterred. Whenever he had something to say—which was pretty much every waking moment—he was convinced everyone around was eager to listen.
Hamid squatted by Rajan’s side. “You’re gonna want to hear esto, amigo. A secret, sí?” Words flew out of his mouth like torrential rain hitting tin roof.
Rajan sighed. Why couldn’t everybody just leave him the fuck alone? He didn’t say that out loud. Lately, he had not been saying much out loud. That would have been a bother, bringing nothing but more labor and pain. Keeping to himself promised the least hassle.
This attitude wasn’t news to Hamid, but he went on as if Rajan had expressed the keenest interest. “This chica, Maria, know her? Sometimes, me and her, we do the nasty, sí?” He winked.
Rajan rolled his eyes. “That’s your secret?”
“Espera, amigo, there’s más! Master Duerte has his eye on her, too. And he talks.” Hamid stared at Rajan meaningfully, waiting for a reaction. Seeing none, he repeated, “He talks. You know? Talks stuff.”
Rajan had enough. “Qué mierda you yammerin’ about? This goin’ anywhere?”
Hamid grinned victoriously. “He tells her cosas Masters tell no one! And she tells me!”
This, for a change, could be interesting. Rajan motioned for Hamid to go on.
“She tells me Marshals are building a machine to haul trains! Get it, amigo? No más pulling the strap, sólo load stuff and lay rails, sí?”
Rajan’s interest died as quickly as it had spiked. Hamid must be high on the disgusting shit the lifers had been not-too-secretly cooking in their barracks.
Supervisors’ whistles announced an end to the quick break. Rajan rose to his feet, stretched, producing a series of cracks in his spine, and trudged off to pick up the hated harness. He didn’t spare Hamid another glance.
Really. Slavers and machines. Not funny.
But the thought lodged like a splinter deep under his skin.
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“Fucking slavers!”
Shapeless blotches swam in and out of Rajan’s vision. His shoulders burned, chafed raw under the dirty shirt suffused with stale sweat. His thighs and calves screamed, and his knees had turned into rusty swivels. The piercing pain shooting through his lower back with every step prevented him from concentrating on anything else.
“F-f-fucking slavers!” he mumbled again with his cracked, dry lips. For the hundredth time that day, or the thousandth, or the ten-thousandth. None of his teammates acknowledged his words. Because they’d got used to his mumbling, or because no sound came out of his parched throat. Or because the sentiment echoed their thoughts too: fucking slavers!
The Masters hated to be called slavers and kept insisting they were not. Officially, they simply provided the “workers” with an opportunity to earn a living. That this opportunity came with a strict contract was supposed to be an insignificant detail.
Rajan and his companions had a lot of choice words in a wide variety of languages for their supervisors and the trader elites. They put these words to use regularly and inventively. But when the going got difficult, and their minds got numb, all everyone could say was, “Fucking slavers!”
This numbing was coming to Rajan easier and easier. Sometimes, he could go for days on end without using his brain. Not a single thought other than “fucking slavers!”
Whatever disagreements Team Five members may have had, those took a backseat behind their blinding hatred toward the Masters. The tougher the job, the hotter the hatred. And man, was this job tough! The most grueling in his accursed railroad hauler career. That ought to say something. Hauler teams weren’t a place for the feeble. Only the strongest, toughest slaves got assigned there. How could someone at The Station screw up so badly? And no one noticed?
Many things could be—and were!—said about the Masters, but “stupid” was not one of those. They had figured, to an impressive level of precision, the art of calculating the number of haulers each kind of run required. Whatever the job, they knew exactly what the size of the assigned team should be. Not too big—why waste labor-power and make work too easy for the slaves?—but also not too small, because having slaves, a valuable commodity, die of overexertion was bad for business. Besides, no one wanted a car loaded with goods to become stranded, inviting bandit raids, looting by rural zombies, and whatnot.
Masters rarely screwed up. Except this time, they had. Big time.
Rajan’s team was pulling two cars, not one. In itself, a common occurrence, he’d taken part in hauling monstrous four-car trains too. But this time, instead of having two full teams of thirty, only forty haulers were sent in total.
On the way there—wherever “there” might be, nobody told the slaves shit—they’d managed somehow. The outgoing cargo was grapes and wine. Two days later, at the destination, they loaded the boxcar up to its ceiling. With what? Who knew? Who cared? He wasn’t sixteen anymore, way past idle curiosity. But it was fucking massive. Wooden boxes nailed shut, each heavy as all sins in the Seven Hells. Lots of them, and not nearly enough haulers. Somebody was going to get hurt.
Somebody did.
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A rare shitstain, even compared to his buddies, with a rich career as horse thief, rapist, and murderer. The Station’s guards had caught him last year breaking into a railroad car parked for the night, cutting his adventures short. He shot one of them and injured another before they overpowered him, and for that crime had both of his index fingers chopped off to prevent him from pulling a trigger ever again. The brand on his cheek still shone red.
Rajan hated lifers. Most of the “workers” did. And the lifers hated them back alright. Lifers hated everyone. Traders for owning them. Supervisors for breaking in fresh convicts and enforcing discipline. Free folks for being free. “Workers” for being slated for eventual freedom—a fact that must have burned holes through the lifers’ soulless hearts. Often, they hated each other, and it didn’t matter why.
Divide and conquer. The fucking slavers were cunning that way.
That scum busting his ankle was the highlight of the day, his cries—music to Rajan’s ears. Wait. Fuck. Thanks to this clumsy loser, Team Five was even shorter now, bringing the job one step closer to impossible.
On a haul, everyone tolerated the other team members as long as both groups worked their asses off equally. Neither could move the train an inch on their own. This time, it already had been crawling at the speed of a dying snail. With three lifers dropping the straps and rushing to help their pal, it came to a halt.
The supervisors peeked from under the awning on the cargo car roof. Three of the five climbed down, cursing the haulers along with their male, female, and bestial ancestors. One, Simon, came up to check on Eight Fingers’ foot. The other two hung back to secure the scene. Damian leisurely twirled a baton in the air, Stefan held his across his shoulders. Simon crouched over the injured lifer’s leg and tried to pry his hands off. Eight Fingers wouldn’t let him.
“Let go, you moron, show me your foot!” Simon grumbled, struggling to pull the lifer’s arms apart.
Eight Fingers released his boot. The supervisor, still clutching his wrists, lost balance and dove, face down, to the ground. Stunned by the impact, he was pushing himself to his knees when Eight Fingers picked up a hefty stone and swung it, sinking it into Simon’s head with a sickening wet crack. The supervisor’s body convulsed and went limp.
Stefan reacted first. Raising his baton, he darted toward Eight Fingers, who was still sitting on the ground with a vicious grin. Two other lifers tackled the supervisor and began pounding at him. Another of Eight Fingers’ buddies intercepted Damian’s baton mid-air, wrenched it out of his hand, and used it against him. Within several heartbeats, the third supervisor hit the ground, with a lifer straddling his chest and leaning on the baton to crush his windpipe.
Rajan forgot to breathe. This was wrong, all wrong. The supervisors were merciless sons of bitches, but the world had its order. And this order was crumbling before Rajan’s eyes, being smashed along with Simon’s skull and Damian’s throat.
Shots rang from the roof of the railcar, buzzing inches above the haulers’ heads. Bullets clicked and ricocheted off the gravel a dozen steps behind them, sending small stones scattering. Rajan dropped to the ground, mindless of the sharp stone edges biting into his knees, palms, and cheek. Around him, haulers heeded the warning.
But a few lifers, including miraculously healed Eight Fingers and his murderous cronies, ran toward the railcar at the determined jog of experienced predators. A well-aimed shot cut down one of them, then another crumbled and rolled, but four or five more were already climbing up the sides of the car, disappearing inside the guard post. A few shots, shouts, sounds of desperate struggle… And an eerie, shellshocked silence enveloped everything. Haulers lying on the ground lifted their heads, looking at each other, trying to make sense of what had happened and figure out what to do next.
Rajan’s neighbor gasped. Rajan followed his gaze to the train and tried to curse, but his slack mouth produced no sound. Eight Fingers stood in the passenger car door, grinning victoriously. In each hand he held a severed trader’s head, raised for everyone to witness. Blood dripped down his arms. Lifers’ whoops and hoots welcomed the horrific display.
Time stopped. Rajan stared at the dark drops falling slowly, too slowly, almost hanging in the air. Something thunderous thumped in his ears. A heartbeat. Drop. A heartbeat. Drop. Then other sounds mixed in, and time resumed its rush forward. Cheers, but from another direction. The traders’ heads entranced him, but Rajan forced his neck to turn. A large group of armed riders had emerged from the nearby trees and were approaching the stopped train at a leisurely trot.
Cobwebs of ideas, too flimsy to catch, flitted through the empty space that was Rajan’s mind. That with the supervisors gone, nothing was holding the fragile balance between the lifers and the workers. That the workers didn’t stand a chance if a fight were to break out between them and the lifers. That it was too much of a coincidence that Eight Fingers’ unfortunate accident happened a stone’s throw away from the forest concealing a friendly gang. That the bandits weren’t likely to leave any living witnesses.
All of that mattered, and none of it did. Rajan’s most primal instincts took over. If he wanted to see tomorrow, he’d better be somewhere else when those riders reached the train. He rolled over the rails and down the far slope of the embankment, and sprinted to the tree line in a low crouch. Nobody noticed his escape. Or didn’t care to chase an escaped slave.
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