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Chapter 1

“Tanya! Watch–”

Jessie Banks’ sentence was never finished. The young woman she’d tried to warn, the estranged daughter of billionaire Jiri Kurkova, had already crouched lower at the tone of Jessie’s voice. The freight train hit Tanya before she could begin her turn to see what Jessie was talking about.

Air exploding from her mouth, Tanya collapsed under the hulking figure that slammed into her. Her senses were scattered other than to realize that whatever it was, it was covered in fur. She scrambled, her rifle laying several feet away from the impact. She managed to keep one arm up in front of her face and throat, but her legs and other arm were pinned by the grumbling beast that towered above her.

“Shoot it!” Tanya squeaked, forcing some air back into her chest.

“Jesus,” Jessie whispered as she stared at the dark shape against the darkness of the Utah night. “I can’t! It’s not clear.”

The animal had stopped, instead of tearing out Tanya’s juicy and tender parts. It towered over her, spittle falling from its fanged mouth. The large pack Tanya wore on her back kept her face and neck uncomfortably close to the slobbering fangs.

“Otis!” A voice thundered out of the darkness.

Tanya tried to scramble away, hoping to slide between the legs of the thing on top of her. It growled and dropped its haunches, sitting on her pelvis and ending any hopes of escape.

“Put your gun down Miss,” came the voice again, closer this time.

Jessie tore her eyes from the beast on Tanya and looked into the darkness. She saw a darker shadow walking down a slope from a boulder that was near the side of the only road that led in and out of the area. It had been paved and well maintained at one time, years ago. Now it was being reclaimed by nature, much as everything else was. Cracks, chunks of broken pavement, and potholes marred the surface. The bridges still held, but neither Jessie nor Tanya took their time in crossing them.

Jessie nodded and lowered her gun slowly to the ground, then added the rifle that was slung across her back to the mix. A pistol soon followed, then she stood up and stepped away from the pile of weapons slowly, arms up.

“Get this damn bear off of me!” Tanya cried out, an edge of panic and frustration in her voice.

“Otis ain’t no bear,” the man said, walking closer. “He’s my dog. Now who’re you two and what are you doing up this way?”

“Who’re you?” Jessie retorted stubbornly.

“Jessie!” Tanya hissed. “There’s a horse sitting on me!”

Jessie glanced at her and ignored the rumbling chuckle that came from the approaching man. The cloudy sky allowed enough light to see that he wore a long coat and seemed like he was born of the mountains they walked amongst, so large was he. “I got this, Princess,” The former actress said.

“Princess?” The man repeated, though his tone was one of speculation.

“Private joke,” Jessie snapped while Tanya groaned and swore under the English Mastiff that had her pinned to the ground. “We breaking some law, walking through here?”

“You’re coming up on Moab,” He said, venturing close enough that Jessie began to be able to make out some details. He wore a hood and some sort of a long coat. A rifle was held against his hip and pointed at Jessie. He kept it steady enough she didn’t dare test him.

“Moab? What’s that mean?” Jessie asked him.

“Used to be a great vacation spot, back when things was the way they was. Not much in the winter though, and we’re coming up on late fall,” He told them. “There’s no law that says you can’t come through, we just had bad luck with visitors the past few months is all.”

“Great!” Tanya snapped. “So get this damn pony off of me!”

The rumbling that they identified as laughter came from the man again. “Otis, get offa the Princess there.”

Another choice word burst from Tanya’s mouth but the dog, Otis, lifted his haunches and stepped off of her. His formidable snarl was replaced with a panting tongue.

“That’s disgusting,” Tanya muttered, climbing to her feet and scooting away from the dog. She reached for her gun but stopped when she heard the man clear his throat. “Sorry,” she muttered, though her eyes kept glancing towards it.

“Name’s Russell,” he said, coming to a step less than a dozen feet from them. “Didn’t catch yours?”

“Jessie and Tanya,” Jessie said, studying him more closely. Without much light it was hard to make out details but she thought she could see something else hanging beneath his long coat, as though he had layered another coat under it. It was getting chilly at night, especially as they had climbed up into the mountains, so she could appreciate that.

“What brings you up this way? Two pretty young girls like you armed like that, you got a story to tell.”

Jessie and Tanya looked at one another, but said nothing. Russell chuckled. “Must be a good one.”

Jessie took a deep breath and nodded. “We’re trying to get away from some people that took an interest in us down South. We’re not looking for no trouble.”

Russell laughed again. “Trouble’s got a way of finding people these days. You run into problems in Monticello? Blanding?”

Jessie shook her head. “No trouble there, nobody even came out to meet us. We thought they was all but ghost towns.”

He nodded. “You got the right of that. Not much left down there without power and such. So where you run into your troubles at?”

Jessie frowned while Tanya sighed.

Russell shook his head. “Look, I live south of Moab, so if you want to head north, I won’t stop you. I’m doing you a favor though, things ain’t like they used to be up there. They’re a suspicious lot. Especially of outsiders. You head in there talking about running from trouble without much more than that, you’d be lucky to just be turned around, if you know what I mean. Fear’s got a way of doing funny things to good people.”

“So what are we supposed to do?” Jessie asked, dejected. She turned to look at the weathered road behind them. “I don’t know that we can make it back through those mountains, not without some food and water.”

Russell stared at them, taking in not only their gaunt expressions but also their clothing and equipment. “Come on back to my place, you can rest up, get some food in you, then maybe we’ll figure out what to do with you.”

Jessie snorted derisively. Tanya shook her head. “We’re fine on our own,” The former gymnast said.

He laughed at them again. “Sure you are, and that pack don’t look like it’s about to pull you over.”

Tanya frowned and hitched her shoulders, shrugging the large backpack up some.

“Look girls, I’m not gonna do you no harm,” he said. “I... well, you’ll just have to trust me and Otis. Got a ranch a few hundred yards off that way, some fresh meat in my icebox too I can cook up.”

“You’ve got fresh food?” Jessie asked, her mouth suddenly watering and her stomach grumbling.

Russell nodded. “Got about forty head of cattle I tend. Used to be more, but the fever took quite a few. Fever took a lot of good things up here...”

“Tanya—” Jessie began. Tanya turned to look at her, a hard look in her eyes. She saw the expression on Jessie’s face and faltered, her own eyes softening a little. Finally she nodded.

“All right,” Tanya said, turning back to face him. “You just keep your horse away from me. We’ll keep our knives too, just in case.”

Russell’s smile drooped to an almost hurt expression. He shrugged it off quickly. “Suit yourself,” he said. He wandered in and gathered up their dropped firearms.

The two women looked at each other as Russell walked off. He whistled and the massive hound he called a pet let out a soft woof then followed after him. Jessie nodded her head towards him.

Tanya sighed. “I know, I know,” she muttered so softly Jessie barely heard her. “But you’re not here. We’ve got to trust somebody.”

Jessie stared at the young woman and tried to keep her heart from breaking. She was talking to herself, Jessie knew, but it wasn’t the first time she’d heard the girl do it. Ever since Carl had died Tanya had been asking his ghost for advice, as though somehow he could talk to them from wherever the ornery bastard’s soul had gone. It wasn’t a common thing, but it happened more often than it should.

Jessie blinked away the sudden moisture in her eyes. With a groan that spoke of over-dramatizing the soreness walking over a hundred miles had given them, she followed her partner into the Utah night.

* * * *

It was a black pit void of darkness that chilled him to the bone. On either side of it were people, places, and things. Actions and drama; life that took for granted how easily it could cease to exist just like the darkness.

Sergeant Waters scowled at his own morbidity, then pushed the thoughts aside. He remembered: he had once been in the United States special forces. He grew tired of the assholes ordering him around without having any idea what was going on, not to mention how the people getting hurt were nothing more than chess pieces on a board to the assholes in charge. Mercenary work wasn’t any better, he remembered being ready to give it all up and come back Stateside when he’d ran into Guy Spencer. Guy had worked for Blackwater, then left when they renamed and rebranded themselves. He was starting up his own unit and promised Carl a great many things. Some were true, others not. Still, it was a good paycheck.

All these years and Carl was still a sergeant. He was 40 years old and but feeling half his age these days. The promises aside, Guy took care of Carl. His last time in the field, before the blackness, he’d been tracking down a client’s brat. She’d been kidnapped and was going to be held for ransom, except Maelstrom Securities had intel on their location so they went in. Turned out the bitch had switched sides. Carl didn’t care why, what mattered was that he was trying to rescue her and she tried to kill him. Succeeded too, he’d been told. That’s where the blackness came in. Carl didn’t remember any of it. Rumor had it she’d shot him in the head with her pistol, dropping him like an empty bottle of cheap whiskey.

Carl sighed and shook his head. It didn’t matter how much he tried, he could never remember anything after trying to sneak her out of the camp of the bandits. He never even saw her pick up the dropped pistol. He had faint recollections of doctors and lights but he didn’t know what they meant.

When he woke up, when things started to make sense again, he was alive and well. Better than ever, he supposed, but also different. Carl had saved Guy’s ass plenty of times in the field back in the day, and their friendship and those favors owed meant no expense was spared. Turned out the client was more than just one of the few billionaires left after the world-wide economic collapse, he was also deep into military contracts and bio-technology. 

He stood up, grabbing his cover and slipping it over his clean shaven head. Between the bullet wound and the surgery, hair didn’t grow so well up top anymore. He didn’t mind except on the hot days when the sun managed to break through the dust clouds and bake his brain. He should be thankful, he reminded himself. A little sunburn beat a dirt nap any day.

He moved through the apartment, pausing only for a drink of water and a meal replacement equivalent bar. MRE bar or Protein stick were other names for them. They packed the punch of a normal meal in a little bar for anyone that could stomach it. It tasted like a cross between beef jerky left in the sun and dirty gym shorts.

He paused outside his door, studying it carefully, then saved the mental snapshot of it in his new hardware. Carl had always had a good memory, but there seemed to be nothing technology couldn’t make better. These days it was photographic. Digitally photographic, in fact, and something he could download to a computer.

“Sergeant Waters!” A voice called out when he’d left the apartment building behind. Maelstrom Securities had a headquarters in Houston, their biggest and best, and that was where Carl had been taken to recover nearly a year before. He felt fully rehabbed, but the geeks in the lab coats kept clucking over him like mother hens.

The voice belonged to some schmuck in a Maelstrom Securities uniform. Carl glanced at him, recognizing the face and putting a name to it less than a second later. Private Stephan Hernandez. A clerk mostly, but even the pencil pushers were expected to be able to handle a weapon in Maelstrom. Carl grunted a greeting to him.

“Sergeant, you’re wanted at the Tower, executive briefing room,” Private Hernandez said, offering him a look that showed he was impressed.

“Thanks,” Carl said, then kept going on his way towards the stairs.

“Sarge?”

“Tell Spencer I’ll be there as soon as I’m done working out,” Carl told him.

“Spencer?” the pirate gaped.

“Yeah, the Colonel... your boss? You know him?”

“Um yeah, I know him... I ... okay, but I’m supposed to escort you there,” the distraught private stammered.

Carl sighed. Escort him there? What was this about. He knew he wasn’t in trouble. Oh sure, he’d taken his share of flack for his attitude and actions over the years, but he hadn’t had a chance to do anything wrong lately. “What’s this about, kid?”

The clerk-turned-messenger grimaced at being called a kid. “Some sort of briefing, Sergeant,” he answered sharply. “I don’t know more than that, but I’d guess it’s a contract.”

Carl stared at him for a long moment, watching the private fidget nervously. Then he nodded and waved with his hand. “Let’s go.”

“You going to change?”

“If it’s that important, my uniform can wait,” Carl answered. Secretly he was enjoying the chance to wear his workout clothes to an official meeting, especially with high ups. Nothing pleased him more these days than tweaking the noses of authority.

The Tower was what they called the seventeen story high rise building Maelstrom owned. It housed the brass and the support staff. Carl tried to avoid the place whenever possible, but an occasion like this he looked forward to.

The drive was over in ten minutes. It took Carl longer to walk through the Tower, ride the elevator, and find the conference room than it did for Private Hernandez to drive him there. Upon entering he scanned the room and stored everyone’s face in his memory, just in case. It was a habit he acquired and one he admitted he could appreciate his new upgrade for.

Colonel Guy Spencer, CEO of Maelstrom Securities, sat at the head of the table. To his right sat a man that Carl recognized from pictures he had seen, Jiri Kurkova, billionaire and a major shareholder in the security firm. Maelstrom Securities handled all of his personal security, as well as securing some of his facilities. The others in the room Carl also knew. Dr. Spencer, the lab rat that loved to tinker with the new hardware in Carl’s body, sat next to Dr. Hewett, a psychologist that loved to probe into the non-mechanical parts of Carl’s brain. Next to Hewett was another doctor, Hildebrand, who was the neurosurgeon on Carl’s case. The only other man at the long conference table was a dark haired Maelstrom Securities officer, a captain by the 2 silver bars he wore on his dress greens.

“Carl!” Guy said, standing up and smiling. The smile didn’t reach his eyes, Carl noted, especially after his boss and long time friend scanned over his lack of proper attire. “Catch you at a workout?”

“On my way,” Carl said, standing at ease and waiting for an invitation to sit.

“You should have your phone checked, I’ve been trying to reach you since last night to tell you about this,” Guy said pointedly.

Carl grimaced. “Sorry, got tired of it ringing so I turned the ringer off last night.”

“You turned the ringer off?” Guy asked, eyes narrowing. “How’d you manage that?”

Carl balled up his fist for effect and lightly punched it into the palm of his other hand. He grinned.

Without looking at any of them directly, Carl noted everyone else around the table seemed to be staring at him with a mix of disbelief and horror. Guy just shook his head. “Carl... why would you do that?”

“Had a date,” Carl said. “You mind if I have a seat or did you just call me up here to give me shit for breaking a phone?”

“Please, yes, sit,” Mr. Kurkova said without any trace of his native Slavic accent. “I’m anxious to hear more about you, Sergeant Waters.”

Carl nodded and smiled at Guy, who was looking miserable at how things were transpiring right under his nose. He sat down and stretched his neck to pop it, then looked at Guy again and smiled.

“A date?” Guy asked, his voice softer. “I didn’t know you were seeing anyone.”

“I ain’t,” Carl said vaguely. “Picked up a few rentals, some Jizzie Banks stuff I don’t remember seeing.”

Carl’s joke did not have the desired effect. The color drained from Guy’s face and even Mr. Kurkova seemed to stiffen.

“Sergeant...” Guy said after a moment of awkward silence. It stretched a moment longer as he struggled to come up with the right words. “How are you feeling?”

“Feeling?” Carl asked. “Pretty good I guess, considering I got no right to feel nothing.”

“Doctors?” Guy asked, turning to the lab rats at the end of the table.

“Carl, do you know what today is?” Dr. Hewett asked.

“You guys made damn sure I know what today is. Wednesday, November 17th, twenty-twenty one. You want more? I can go to the hundredth of a second.”

“Colonel, Sergeant Water’s progress is phenomenal, thanks in no small part to the investment and donations of Mr. Kurkova, but there’s still so much work to be done,” Dr. Hewett ignored Carl’s attitude.

“More work? Dr. Spencer, your files indicated that there were no more available updates to the firmware, correct?”

“Yes, but it’s only been a couple of months since the most recent. He shouldn’t be unsupervised or put in a dangerous environment,” Spencer quickly interjected. “I mean, we’ve optimized the memory integration process so that it’s virtually unnoticeable from an average person. Overall it’s statistically better than any of us in this room, but in a specialty he would be at a slight disadvantage.”

Carl held up his hand. “What’s that mean?” He asked. “Specialty of what?”

“The damage to your brain made it impossible for you to form new memories or even access the old ones. That means the part of your brain responsible for finding and processing stored memories was damaged and we had to recreate it. There’s no computer on the planet capable of processing as quickly or as complexly as the human brain, but we’ve come in a close second with the data searching and sorting algorithms put in place to allow you to find old memories and store new ones.”

Carl blinked at him and smiled after a prolonged moment. “Gee, thanks,” he said. He turned back to Guy. “What’s he talking about?”

“He means you may not process something as quickly as somebody who has it on their minds. Like you might not be able to identify the kind of fish you caught deep sea fishing as quickly as a charter boat captain. But you could probably do it as quick or quicker than I could.”

Carl grunted, then shrugged. “Can’t say I’ve noticed.”

“No, you wouldn’t,” Dr. Hewett spoke up. “No matter what our abilities are, we are each convinced that is the way they should be. It’s our coping mechanism, perhaps, to prevent us from feeling insecure or inferior.”

“Glad to know that’s how you get through Doc,” Carl spoke up quickly. He ignored the shocked look on Dr. Hewett’s face at the insult, turning instead to Guy and Mr. Kurkova. “What’s the deal, we’re wasting daylight?”

Jiri barked out a short laugh, then shook his head. The color had drained from Guy’s face but Mr. Kurkova ignored him. “Sergeant, I like your style. Bold and confident... but are you cocky? Do you rush into things?”

“Only mistake I made so far is trusting intel instead of my gut,” Carl replied. “Got me a bullet in the head; that won’t happen again.”

Jiri nodded and turned to Guy, then nodded again.

“Carl, Mr. Kurkova wants you to try again,” Guy explained. “Only this time... well, it’s a bit different.”

“Why me? Seems I ain’t got the touch,” Carl said after studying both Jiri and Guy’s expressions. Guy remained stone-faced as he watched him but Jiri seemed tired.

“You found her,” Guy was quick to reply, “when nobody else could. Nobody could have guessed she’d go over like that.”

Carl grunted, unconvinced. He’d never been beaten before; nobody’d ever gotten the drop on him so badly that he’d been hurt. In this case, the hurt was the real deal. He expected to feel something about it, some fear or worry. Instead there was nothing. He couldn’t remember what happened; couldn’t even remember the mission to track her down. Without that memory there was no proof that somebody had beaten him.

“Sergeant Waters,” Jiri said, leaning forward slightly to emphasize what he was saying. “You strike me as the sort of man that doesn’t take well to letting someone else get the best of him?”

Carl shrugged and looked away. The simple question burned at him because it was true. The fact that there was a hollow emptiness when he tried to remember what happened to him did little to sway his shame. Finally he grunted and looked back at the businessman. “She ain’t coming quiet and she won’t be easy to find.”

“She won’t give you any trouble, Sergeant,” Kurkova said. “You rescued my son, for that I felt indebted enough to you to make sure Colonel Spencer had access to everything necessary to save your life. Unfortunately, my son has also convinced me that my daughter has irrevocably changed her allegiance.”

“Maybe you should have bought her that pony for her birthday,” Carl said, trying to deflect attention away from the itching anger he felt.

Jiri did not smile. “She beat you, Sergeant, because she has a lot of what you have inside you. I had to save her, you see, and it meant doing whatever was necessary. Something went wrong... with her, I mean. I need her back, and if she won’t come of her own will...”

The room lapsed into silence as Carl absorbed what it was the man was saying. He needed the girl back, at any cost. “Why?” Carl asked, breaking the silence. “What’s she done that’s so bad you want her dead?”

“She killed you, Sergeant!” Jiri snapped, then immediately took a breath to calm himself down. “Do you need a reason to have your vengeance?”

“This ain’t about me. She done me wrong, sure, and I’ll deal with that when the time comes,” he said, his eyes meeting the serious glare from the billionaire. “I quit doing stupid shit for people just because they said so a long time ago. What’s she done to you that’s so bad there ain’t no way back?”

“Carl! That’s enough!” Guy said, spittle flying from his mouth.

“No,” Jiri said, holding out his hand. “No, I’ll answer him. This man did everything for me, he deserves to know the truth.”

Carl nodded, his eyes never leaving Jiri’s.

“The technology Tanya and you have, it’s state of the art. It’s a melding of man and machine. Yours is better, but she was the first human prototype. The applications for this technology is both humanitarian and military. I developed it; it belongs to me. I have contracts with the right people in the right places, but I’m not the only one working towards this sort of breakthrough.”

“Business?” Carl spat out, the word sounding as dirty as it felt. “This about a competitive advantage?”

Jiri held up his hand to stall the soldier. “No, Sergeant, it’s far more than that. My contacts and arrangements are with the right people. The United States Government and others. My competitors, they are not so concerned about who buys their products, only that there is a buyer. Buyers such as terrorists and local warlords – anyone who has the money to buy it. If Tanya were to fall in their hands they could develop product quickly and have it in the hands of those who would use it for their own ends.”

Carl fought to hide the sneer that threatened to make its way onto his face.

“Sergeant, even if my daughter wanted me dead I would never raise a hand against her if there were any alternative,” Jiri continued. “The world and the United States, what’s left of it, cannot afford to not be in control of this technology. Enough damage has been done to our society, if this technology falls into the wrong hands there might never be a return for the nation you and I call home. In its place many others might suffer. I recognize my duty to the human race and it is greater than my duty to my family. I have seen proof that has convinced me that she has been in contact with other interested parties. Whatever the price, this cannot happen.”

Carl stared at him and finally sighed. “I don’t buy it,” he said. “I’ll do it, but you got a stink on you I don’t like.”

Guy glared at him. The unknown captain sitting near the Colonel cleared his throat. “Great, now that we’ve got that cleared up, my name is Captain Clark. I’ll be in charge of this mission.”

Carl looked at him, staring him down until the Captain glanced away. “Fine, just don’t get in my way,” he said. He stood up and nodded to Guy, then turned to the scientists and crossed his eyes. That accomplished, he turned and walked out, leaving the stunned figures at the table behind.

––––––––

Chapter 2

––––––––

“Kill anyone today?” The dirty blond timed her words with a disapproving glance. Snide question delivered, she looked back to her drink.

Sarah, the other woman, might have been blond as well, but it was hidden under a collection of dust, dirt, and other grime from the road. She sighed and pulled a few strands of hair back over her ear as she mused that it was always like this between them. Normally it was okay, but sometimes she wished it wasn’t so hard. “Yeah, couple of guys tried to convince me they could show me around Vegas and keep me safe on my way back in. Fresh kids, they hadn’t heard of me I guess. Or maybe I been gone too long.”

“You all right?” 

Sarah realized it was probably the closest she’d get to a show of concern. She took the drink the bartender handed her and hoped the alcohol was strong enough to kill whatever germs hadn’t been washed out of the bottle. It burned going down and nearly made her cough — definitely strong enough. “Still serving paint thinner here I see.”

“Patrick says it’s hard to even make good moonshine these days. The crops are barely growing and those that do get turned into bio-diesel to put gas in the trucks so the water can be shipped in. What water there is gets drank up, none left for irrigation.”

“Don’t need to get defensive. I don’t come here for the booze anyhow, you know that.”

She sighed and turned to stare at the weary traveler. “Why come then? You hate Vegas, you told me that lots of times. You complain that it’s too hot, there’s not enough food or water, the people are burnouts, and it ain’t no place for a girl like me. That’s what you keep saying, but guess what, I like it here!”

“I come here to see you,” Sarah said. It was the same argument every time. Different words maybe, but they meant the same thing. “Your dad made me promise to take care of you. He wouldn’t be proud of what you’re doing.”
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