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  Chapter One

  
  




Acid rain drummed against the cracked permaglass windshield of the hover-rig. The drops hit the hot metal hood and vaporized, sending plumes of chemical steam into the bruised purple glow of the Sector Zero streetlights. Mercer steered the dying vehicle down the flooded avenue. The port-side repulsor turbine whined, a high-pitched scream of failing magnetic bearings.

Smog choked the Neo-Los Angeles Dredge. The air tasted of ozone, raw sewage, and burnt synthetic rubber. Towering hab-blocks squeezed the street into a narrow canyon, their concrete flanks stained black with decades of industrial runoff. Holographic advertisements flickered through the haze above, selling Orbital Colony real estate to people who scrounged for clean water.

Mercer coughed. The sound lacked human resonance. A harsh, mechanical rattle vibrated deep in his chest. His cybernetic lung fought the toxic air, the internal micro-filters clogging with particulate lead and sulfur. He slammed a closed fist against his own sternum. The impact forced the failing turbine inside his ribcage to cycle.

“Percussive maintenance damages the thoracic housing,” Proxy said.

The android sat in the passenger seat. Proxy possessed a dented copper-alloy chassis and a mismatched pair of optical sensors. The left eye burned a steady amber. The right eye twitched, sparking a faint blue arc of static electricity every few seconds.

“The housing holds,” Mercer grunted. He kept his hands at ten and two on the cracked steering yoke. “Check the grid map. Find the cross street.”

“We cross Vector Avenue in forty meters,” Proxy chirped. The android’s vocal synthesizer mimicked a chipper, pre-collapse customer service tone. It contrasted with the rust flaking off its neck joints. “The destination coordinates sit at the end of the block. I detect a ninety-two percent probability of catastrophic engine failure before we reach the curb.”

The hover-rig decided to prove the machine correct. The port turbine seized. A shudder ripped through the vehicle frame. The rig dropped two feet, the undercarriage scraping the uneven ferretecrete road with a shower of orange sparks. Mercer wrestled the yoke, fighting the dead weight. He guided the smoking chassis toward the curb, crashing into a pile of discarded nutrient-paste tubes.

The engine died. Silence rushed into the cabin, broken by the hiss of the rain and the click-whir of Mercer’s failing lung.

Mercer kicked the driver-side door open. He stepped into the flooded gutter. His heavy combat boots broke the surface of a chemical puddle, swirling a rainbow of leaked coolant. He wore a dark canvas duster, the hem frayed and heavy with moisture.

He looked at the storefront across the sidewalk.

A faded neon sign sputtered above the reinforced steel security door. VANE’S ANALOG & SALVAGE.

Next door sat a sprawling, windowless bunker painted in drab urban camouflage. The faded insignia of the Sector Peacekeepers adorned the facade. The blast doors remained sealed tight. Rust bled from the hinges.

“The precinct registers zero power consumption,” Proxy noted, stepping out of the rig. The android stood in the acid rain, immune to the corrosive drops. “The Peacekeepers abandoned this sector fourteen months ago.”

“Law costs money,” Mercer said. “The Dredge ran out of credits.”

Mercer slung a heavy canvas duffel bag over his shoulder. The nylon straps strained against the weight of a disassembled kinetic rail-rifle and a dozen magnetic magazines. He approached the shop.

He pushed the heavy steel door.

A bell chimed, an actual brass bell hanging from a piece of twine. The sound felt alien in a city ruled by digital chimes and synthetic sirens.

The interior offered a sanctuary of dry, stagnant air. The space smelled of machine oil, soldering flux, and old dust. Shelves towered to the ceiling, crammed with relics. Cathode-ray tubes, copper wiring spools, mechanical keyboards, and rows of inert silicon chips.

A man sat behind a long mahogany counter at the back of the room.

Kaelen Vane wore a leather mechanic’s apron over a faded gray thermal shirt. Silver streaked his dark hair. He possessed the thick, calloused hands of a man who worked metal for a living. He kept a brass ocular loupe wedged into his right eye socket, studying the exposed gears of a twentieth-century pocket watch.

Kaelen set his precision screwdriver down. He looked up. He took in the canvas duster, the heavy duffel bag, and the glitching android. He noted the high-slung holster on Mercer’s right hip, holding a scarred pulse-pistol.

“I salvage tech,” Kaelen said. His voice carried the rough texture of a man who breathed too much solder smoke. “I do not salvage trouble. The door locks from the inside. Feel free to use it on your way out.”

“I bring hard currency,” Mercer said. He walked to the counter. He dropped a stack of physical titanium credits onto the polished mahogany. The metal coins clinked. “I need an isolation room. I need a Grade-Four respiratory micro-filter. And I need a place to stash a dead rig where the scavengers leave the catalytic converters intact.”

Kaelen glanced at the titanium coins. Hard-credits bypassed the digital grid. They left zero data trail.

“The rig stays in the back alley,” Kaelen instructed. “The scavengers fear the automated plasma-turret mounted above my loading dock. I offer a room upstairs. Four walls, a cot, and a door with a manual deadbolt.”

“I require the filter,” Mercer pressed. His chest rattled.

“Your companion requires a diagnostic check,” Proxy interrupted. The android stepped up to the counter. Its amber eye locked onto Kaelen. “His cybernetic lung functions at forty-one percent capacity. The lead particulates threaten to enter his bloodstream. He tracks a bounty. He needs peak efficiency.”

Mercer threw a backhand strike. His knuckles clipped Proxy’s copper cranium. A dull metallic clang echoed in the shop.

“Keep your vocal synthesizer offline,” Mercer told the machine.

Kaelen pulled the loupe from his eye. He studied Mercer’s pale, sweat-sheened face.

“You hunt men,” Kaelen stated. “You look like a man who catches bullets for a living. I run a quiet business here.”

“Sector Zero lacks quiet,” Mercer said.

“I carve out my own peace,” Kaelen countered.

A sound drifted through the heavy velvet curtain separating the retail floor from the back rooms. Music. A piano. Someone played a complex, melodic piece. The notes tumbled over each other, pure and clean, slicing through the grime of the shop.

Mercer shifted his gaze toward the velvet curtain. “Synthetic acoustics?”

“A Steinway upright,” Kaelen said. A defensive edge hardened his tone. “Analog wire and wood. I imported it from the upper terraces. My wife plays. She prefers the classics. She appreciates the structure.”

“She plays well,” Mercer said.

“She brought culture to this dustbin,” Kaelen said. He swept the titanium credits off the counter into a hidden drawer. He reached under the mahogany and pulled out a heavy iron key attached to a block of wood. He tossed it to Mercer.

“Room three. Top of the stairs,” Kaelen said. “I possess the micro-filter you need. I keep it locked in the basement cage. I retrieve it in the morning. Tonight, you sleep.”

“Tonight, I calibrate my gear,” Mercer said.

Mercer grabbed the canvas duffel. He gestured for Proxy to follow. They moved toward the narrow wooden staircase in the corner of the shop.

The wooden treads groaned under Mercer’s heavy boots. The stairwell smelled of ancient mildew and industrial bleach. They reached the second floor. A long, narrow hallway stretched before them, illuminated by a single, flickering sodium-vapor bulb.

Mercer slotted the iron key into the lock of Room Three. The deadbolt engaged with a heavy, satisfying clack. He pushed the door open.

The room offered minimal comfort. A synthetic-weave mattress rested on a steel frame. A cracked washbasin clung to the wall. A single window overlooked the flooded street below.

Mercer dropped the duffel bag in the corner. He ignored the cot. He walked straight to the window.

He pushed the torn privacy blind aside. Sector Zero sprawled beneath him, a maze of glowing neon and deep, absolute shadows. He studied the tactical layout. The abandoned Peacekeeper precinct sat silent next door, a concrete tomb. Across the street, a towering hab-block blocked the horizon, its facade dotted with thousands of illuminated, barred windows.

He scanned the alleyways. He scanned the rooftops. He looked for the telltale heat shimmer of active cloaking fields. He looked for the erratic movement of scav-gangs.

Nothing moved except the acid rain.

“Sector scan reveals zero immediate hostiles,” Proxy said. The android stood in the center of the room. It powered down its primary motor functions, locking its joints into a rigid standby posture. The amber eye dimmed.

Mercer let the blind fall. He turned his back on the city.

He unclipped the pulse-pistol from his thigh holster. He pressed the release stud. The spent thermal battery dropped into his palm. He retrieved a fresh, glowing green power cell from his coat pocket. He slammed it into the grip. The weapon whined, a high-pitched electronic hum signaling a full charge. He checked the magnetic rails. He wiped a speck of dust from the emitter nozzle.

He placed the weapon on the small bedside table. He angled the grip outward for a rapid draw.

He sat on the edge of the steel frame. The mattress compressed, thin and unyielding. The pain in his chest flared, a sharp, burning needle buried deep behind his ribs. He unclasped the heavy canvas duster, letting it fall to the floor. He unbuttoned his shirt, exposing the scarred flesh and the dull gray metal plating of the cybernetic lung housing.

He listened to the rhythmic click-whir of the failing turbine. He matched his breathing to the mechanical pace.

Downstairs, the piano music stopped.

The silence rushed back, heavy and oppressive. The Dredge reclaimed its territory. Mercer lay back on the thin mattress. He kept his right hand hovering inches from the grip of the pulse-pistol. He stared at the water stains on the cracked plaster ceiling.

He closed his eyes. He willed the machine in his chest to keep spinning until dawn. He waited for the Dredge to show its true face.
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“Structural failure imminent.”

The vocal synthesizer cut the darkness. Mercer opened his eyes. He bypassed grogginess. He transitioned to combat readiness. Muscle memory took control. His hand slid across the synthetic-weave mattress. His fingers closed around the textured polymer grip of the pulse-pistol.

He rolled. His boots hit the ferretecrete floor. He moved toward the single window. He pressed his back against the damp plaster wall. He avoided the direct line of sight. He used the emitter nozzle of the weapon to lift the edge of the privacy blind one inch.

“Thermal bloom detected,” Proxy stated. The android stood motionless in the center of the room. Its amber eye locked onto the floorboards. “A high-mass vehicle approaches the structure. Repulsor output indicates a Mil-Spec Goliath class transport. Armor composition registers as depleted uranium mesh.”

The kinetic shockwave hit the building. A sound like a collapsing starship bulkhead tore the humid air. The vibrations rattled Mercer’s teeth. On the ground floor, the reinforced steel security door separated from its magnetic hinges. Metal shrieked.

In the street, the massive armored Mag-Lev truck idled in the flooded avenue. Rain turned to hissing steam against the glowing blue repulsor coils underneath the chassis. The vehicle sported angled carbon-composite armor plating. Matte black paint absorbed the sickly orange glow of the streetlamps. Mud-terrain treads wrapped around heavy alloy wheels. The exhaust vents pumped a thick plume of ionized plasma into the smog.

“Breach successful,” Proxy narrated the events below. “Multiple hostiles enter the retail space. Biometric scans reveal heavy cybernetic augmentation. Sub-dermal plating. Synthetic musculature. Weapons free.”

Mercer listened. The sounds of a struggle bled through the floorboards. A heavy thud. The crash of breaking glass. A man’s grunt of pain. Kaelen Vane fought the intruders.

The distinct crack of a high-voltage electrical discharge followed. The smell of scorched ozone drifted up the stairwell.

“The proprietor sustained a localized neural-shock,” Proxy reported. The amber eye flickered. “I detected the discharge signature of a Volt-Baton. A lethal dose for individuals with compromised heart conditions. Kaelen Vane possesses an analog pacemaker. His survival remains uncertain.”

Two figures emerged from the ruined storefront. They wore heavy tactical mesh coats and breathing masks. Chrome plating gleamed on their exposed forearms. They dragged a third person between them.

A woman.

She fought their grip. She wore a white silk robe over a nightgown. The delicate fabric tore at the shoulder seam, exposing pale skin to the acid rain. Dark hair whipped around her face. She dug her bare heels into the cracked pavement, fighting for traction. The augmented men hauled her toward the vehicle like a cargo container. She twisted her upper torso. She broke the grip of the smaller man on her left. She swung a closed fist. Her knuckles connected with the man’s synthetic jawline. A sharp metallic crack echoed in the concrete canyon.

The man cursed. A guttural sound of pain. “Grab her legs. Pin her down.”

The larger man wrapped a thick arm around her waist. He lifted her off the pavement. She kicked. Her heel caught the big man in the kneecap. He grunted. He stumbled a half-step.

“Kaelen!” The woman’s scream cut the hum of the idling repulsors. “Kaelen! Help me!”

The sound bounced off the hab-block walls. It carried the raw edge of absolute terror.

The smaller man dropped to his knees. He wrapped his arms around her thrashing legs. He squeezed her knees together. He locked them in place. They hoisted her parallel to the ground. She bucked. She arched her spine. She fought the combined mass of two cyber-augmented enforcers. She repeated the name. Kaelen.

The big man freed his right hand. He struck her. A flat, heavy slap across the face. Flesh hitting flesh. The impact jolted her cranium. The scream died in her throat. She went limp. The sheer force of the blow stunned her.

Mercer tracked the big man. The pulse-pistol rested motionless on the windowsill. The illuminated targeting reticle aligned with the center of the big man’s chest. The distance measured thirty-five meters. A downward angle from the second story. An easy shot.

Mercer applied pressure to the trigger. He felt the resistance. He reached the break point. Two more pounds of pressure and a superheated plasma bolt would shatter the Mag-Lev’s driver-side window and melt the big man’s skull. He calculated the geometry. Distance, wind, angle, plasma dissipation. He held the power of life and death in a millimeter of trigger travel.

He held his breath. He evaluated the variables. This situation belonged to the Dredge. He held zero jurisdiction in this sector. He operated as a freelance entity. Firing a shot entered him into a blood feud with augmented strangers. A missed shot risked hitting the woman in the rear compartment. A ricochet off the carbon armor risked sending molten slag flying into adjacent hab-units. These men operated with zero concern for Sector Peacekeepers. They parked a stolen tactical transport twenty feet from a precinct. They made maximum noise. They feared nothing in Sector Zero. They executed a coordinated extraction. One man drives, two men grab. They possessed a plan, heavy weapons, and ruthless efficiency.

They capitalized on the woman’s stunned silence. They tossed her into the armored cabin of the Mag-Lev. She hit the synthetic leather bench. The smaller man climbed into the cabin. He pulled a length of industrial magnetic-binding from his mesh coat. He snapped the cuffs around her wrists. He locked her hands together. The big man slammed the heavy gull-wing door. He sprinted to the driver’s side. He hauled himself behind the yoke. The reinforced doors sealed with a pneumatic hiss.

The Mag-Lev’s repulsors whined, reaching a deafening pitch. The big man engaged the thrusters. The vehicle lunged. The rear end squatted under the immense torque. It tore down the flooded avenue, heading toward the dark silhouette of the Steel Peaks. The blue thruster glow shrank into twin pinpricks and
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