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After the Cataclysm nearly wiped out humanity, the remnants survived in Havens: city-sized constructs built to reboot society and usher in a new age of humanity.

However, the new age was not the type the architects had envisioned. The same greed and lust for power that existed before the Cataclysm resurfaced, and the Havens quickly became quagmires of political and economic conflict that threatened to destroy the future envisioned by the Haven's founders.

This is the world of a crew of dysfunctional outsiders: Cash Murdock, a former cop who trusts no one except Deejay, his AI partner. Mateo Lonergan, a mysterious young man with wide-eyed innocence and lethal combat skills. Jinx la Fox, a talented hacker with a bad habit of making powerful enemies. And Happy, a gun-for-hire with scars and secrets from a hidden past. They might be low on gas and low on cash, but when your first option doesn't pan out, they are...
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Cash Murdock enjoyed killing himself.

His Ultra Fit Exoskeleton served as an all-in-one workout machine, programmed to provide the perfect amount of resistance to rip his physique as he engaged in his routine of excruciating reps. Teeth gritted, eyes bulging, chest heaving, he pushed his muscles until lactic acid nearly locked them into place. Tension rods and bands were strapped to his entire body from his neck to his fingers and toes, all tied into the y-shaped spinal support shaft. Sweat streamed, pooling on the padded floor mat. 

He loved every minute of it.

Deejay's voice buzzed over the com. "Next stop, Tijuana. Time to put your work face on."

"I'm on it."

He tapped the RELEASE button on his chest, disengaging the UFE. It automatically unclamped, allowing him to step free when it rolled back, folding into place and returning to its charge station on the wall of the cramped compartment that served as a storage, workout, and locker room. Rust flecked the battered walls, reminding Cash of the ages-old resolution to get them resurfaced.

He accepted a towel from the shaky, creaking arm that extended from a wall slot. "Do I have time to shower up?"

"Why? You're more than likely going to be chased down and shot at. You want to smell nice for that?"

"Good point." Cash grabbed his work clothes and headed for the door, dressing as he went. Scraping sounds followed him every step, metal on metal as the Battle-Cat glided over the battered earth.

"When are we going to get the hover suspension system fixed? Might as well be on wheels if I gotta feel every bump and dip."

"I don't know—maybe when you stop losing money as soon as we earn it."

"Oh, yeah. Kick a man when he's down." He placed a hand on the wall for support as he passed the narrow sleeping quarters, crossed the tiny dining hall, and made his way to the cabin of the Battle-Cat. The wide windshield displayed a view of Tijuana in all its glory as they approached the megalopolis.

It was an oasis in the desert. Soaring skyscrapers glimmered, uniquely designed to reflect the nation's artistic heritage with domed spires, eagle ornaments, and a towering steepled pyramid that loomed over the city and housed the governing party. The buildings were ecologically designed, greenery and vines covering the structure; thousands of birds and animals coexisting with the colossal human population.

Cash grinned. "I love coming here. Hard to believe this place was a dumpster fire of a city before the Cataclysm."

The dash monitor winked on, displaying Deejay's face. Her bobbed hair was black with blue highlights, her eyes highlighted by heavy mascara, her lips painted black, just like he remembered her. 

Her grin was lopsided, her eyes twinkling with mischief. "Yeah—that's what happens when millions of fleeing Americans cross the border with all of their riches. Ironic for its time because the opposite was always true. Funny how the end of the world changed things."

Her voice wasn't as lively as the real Deejay, but Cash often heard it the way he remembered, so it didn't matter.

"Yep. Now look at the place. It's a gold mine. This payoff is just what we need right now. After that bust-up with Beckett, we could use a break."

"You mean after you let him skin you for everything we had?"

Cash nearly winced but settled for scrubbing his mustache instead. "Look, how was I supposed to know he'd stab me in the back like that?"

"Because he's a double-crosser. Always has been."

"Yeah, but he never tried that with me."

"Until he did."

"Yeah, well..." Cash paused, realizing he didn't have an available excuse. "Look—all that's behind us. I'm through working with partners and crews. From now on, it's just you and me, babe."

"Sure it is. Approaching entry gate."

The threshold was a massive entranceway, framed in glimmering liquid alloy and imprinted with pre-Hispanic cryptograms. Traffic flowed nonstop since the vehicles were cleared and charged for entry miles before they arrived. The energy dome that covered the rest of the city was barely visible, shimmering around the structures. Cash glanced up as a shuttle roared overhead, shooting toward the stratosphere in a billowing plume of smoke and flame.

He sighed, lighting a short cigarillo as the Battle-Cat slowed to a crawl in traffic. The cargo skimmer cruised alongside smaller hovercars, zip bikes, and rolling vehicles, all slowly working their way into the city. They passed through the first security gates, feeling the hum as their vehicle was scanned from top to bottom.

"I think we're in the wrong business, Deejay. I should've been a shuttle pilot. Those guys are making bank hauling blood shards. A lot less work than chasing bounties."

Deejay rolled her eyes. "Unless you run into pirates, that is. Or trajectory malfunctions. Or the millions of other things that can go wrong on a trek to Mars."

He grinned. "Don't kill my dreams, Deejay. They're all I have."

"Better dream of a way to get Annmarie to the depot without someone sniping her. Word on the wire is she's made some pretty big-name syndicates upset."

"Yeah, that's why the police want her in custody. She's in charge of accounting for some seriously bad people. The cops get her cooperation and they can nail the syndicates gunning for her."

"You know the syndicates pay way more than the cops, right?"

"And you know we don't work for the syndicates. You get in with them and you can't get out."

Deejay tilted her head, studying him. "You sure that's why you're not going that route?"

He exhaled a cloud of cheap smoke. "Of course I'm sure. Why—what are you getting at?"

"I think you're still holding on to the old Cash. Decorated detective in the business of service and protection. You know—playing the good guy."

"Good guy. Yeah, right." Cash chewed on the end of his cigarillo, spewing smoke into the air. "Those days are in the rearview, sweetheart."

"If that's true, you should have dealt with the highest bidder. We're not in the charity business. We're in the manhunter business. We chase bounties down and haul 'em in. It shouldn't matter to whom. Cops don't like dealing with our kind, and they don't pay worth the effort."

He shook his head. "I can't believe I'm hearing this. Not from you. You want to call the shots, is that it? Think you can do a better job than me?"

"I'm just saying, Cash. Remember, that kind of high-road thinking is what got me killed in the first place."

He paused, momentarily stunned. "That's ... not true, Deejay."

"It is. But don't worry, I don't hold it against you."

He smashed his cigarillo into the ashtray. "And don't go saying you got killed. You're not dead."

On the screen, she raised her arms as if to demonstrate. "I'm not alive, either. Cash, it's been two years now. You have to get a grip on the idea that—"

He raised a finger. "We're not having this conversation. I'm going to check on Annmarie."

He stomped off, heading to the cargo hold. How could she say that? She's never brought it up before. She knows I'd give anything to change what happened. To take her place if I could. It should have been me. Not her. Me. He slammed a fist into the wall, chest heaving.

No. Not going there again. He straightened and flexed his fingers, wincing. Thrusting his hands in his pockets, he strolled down the narrow hall until he entered the vehicle hangar, which also served as a storeroom, workshop, and temporary detention center.

He forced a casual grin as he approached the cell that housed Annmarie. The photo that showed up on the Bounty Boards displayed her as a gorgeous, petite woman. The person in the cell was anything but gorgeous. The grotesquely overweight man looked up as Cash approached. Annmarie's face was a collection of sagging pockmarked flesh, rubbery lips, and watery, red-rimmed eyes. Her hair was a dark, tangled disaster, as was the thick beard that hid most of her face.

Cash tapped on the cell bars. "Almost there, Annmarie. Got you here in one piece like I promised. And you said we weren't going to last a day."

Annmarie didn't look relieved. "Just means the hit goes down today. You don't know these people. They won't stop until I'm dead. I know too much."

Cash tried to hide his amusement at hearing her feminine voice coming from the bearded mouth. "Oh, I know the syndicates better than you might think. And you're almost right. Good thing you took all the precautions you could. Getting that flesh suit was a good move. Changed your looks and gender, albeit temporarily. How much did the alterations cost you?"

"Too much. Didn't work, obviously."

"Well, one thing you can't change is your DNA. And not your unique taste for the finer things. When I found out your drink of choice was Scorpion Kiss, it wasn't too hard to keep tabs on the three joints in the region that stocked the stuff. You took the precaution of having your bottles shipped, but that's easy enough to trace. Took a while, but I managed to narrow it down. Scanners finally picked up your DNA on a glass you send back to the hotel kitchen."

She sneered, making her face even uglier. "Congrats, genius. I'm sure no one else thought of the same thing."

"If they did, they didn't get to you in time. And for that, you should be grateful. You're only alive because of me; don't forget that."

"Proud little man." She rolled her eyes. "You still don't get it. Why go through all the trouble of tracking me down when they can wait for some knuckle-dragging, misinformed, low-level misanthrope to deliver me like a gift-wrapped present?"

Cash frowned. "Hey—who are you calling low-level?"

Annmarie sighed, dropping her bushy head. "Let's just get this over with."

Cash adjusted his stance as the Battle-Cat lurched to a stop. Deejay's voice crackled over the wall speakers.

"This is it."

Cash glanced at Annmarie. "Let's take a walk, kiddo."
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THE HEAVY, RUSTY HANGAR doors rattled open, allowing gusts of hot, dusty wind and blinding sunlight. Cash pushed a pair of tactical shades over his eyes. The liquid crystal lenses adjusted the tint automatically, compensating for the glare. An interactive display opened across the surface, allowing a wider range of vision, automatic hazard detection, and an array of other options. He glanced at Annmarie.

"Don't get any funny ideas. You make a run for it; you get shot in the leg."

She sighed behind her thick mustaches. "Yeah, like there's any place in this city I can run to."

They walked past his armored wheeler, a behemoth of alloyed steel plate and jumbo tires he called the Blunderbore. Annmarie glanced at it.

"Wouldn't we be safer driving that thing?"

"Maybe. Maybe we'd attract all the wrong kinds of attention, too. Plus, traffic is murder out there. We'd be sitting ducks if anything should go sideways."

"So what's your plan—we walk all the way to the precinct?"

Cash grinned. "Yep. It's only five blocks. We blend in with the crowds, and no one's the wiser."

"So you're going to get me killed on foot. Fantastic."

"I don't plan on getting you killed at all. The bounty's void if that happens. So keep your mouth shut and stick close to me. Time to see if that flesh suit was worth the money you paid for it."

The clamor of the city engulfed them as they exited the Battle-Cat's interior. The hangar doors clattered shut behind them. Cash glanced at the helmeted tiger emblazoned on the floater's battered hull. Like everything on the old cargo hauler, it was worn and faded. He made a mental note to get it repainted.

"Get me some eyes, Deejay."

Her voice buzzed over the datcom inside his ear. "Up and away, Cash."

Two tiny drones shot from the top of the Battle-Cat and soared upward where they hovered like electronic hummingbirds. Scanning the vicinity, running facial recognition and threat detect programs. The feed was displayed inside Cash's sunglasses, where he could pick up any alerts.

They joined the masses of people on the streets of Tijuana. Cash glanced around. It was easy to get lost in the crowd. People of all sorts went back and forth. Men and women in business attire, glancing at floating displays on their holobands. Many migrants kept their traditional hijabs, turbans, salwar kameez designs, mosaic beads and prints. Mexicans proudly displayed their vibrant fashion, blending traditional with Midwestern styles. Young people strutted in loose and comfortable street gear. The place was a melting pot, and no one paid Cash and Annmarie any mind as they picked their way along.

Tiny booths were crammed into every nook and cranny on the roadside, where holographic sellers beckoned and called out their wares to the milling crowds, shifting languages to suit the nearest customer.

"Cigarillos. Cigars from Cuba. Prime hash from Columbia. Coronas, blunts, hookahs, vapes. You smoke it; I got it."

"Holobands. Jailbreak yours here. Get in and out the Havens without detection; completely foolproof."

"Pleasure model synoids, hombres. Get your freak on; it's not cheating if she's not real. Got 'em with sausages for the senoritas, too. Whatever your pleasure. Free basement stalls for privacy."

"Guns, pistolas. Gotta protect yourself out there. Got the latest military-grade specials. Bioguns, going fast. Get one before they're gone. Trust me; you don't wanna be the only one unarmed."

"Brand new holovisors. VR with full sensory experience. You won't know what's real. And you won't care."

"Tamales. Elotes. Tacos. Cold sodas. Best you ever had."

Cash stopped in his tracks, looked at the vendor and held up two fingers. "Dos tamales. Gimme a Limon soda too." He glanced at Annmarie. "You want something?"

Pure contempt flashed across her chubby face. "You gotta be kidding me."

He shrugged, accepting the paper plate from the smiling android behind the counter. His holoband buzzed, transferring funds when he swiped it across the payment sensor. "Hey—a man's gotta eat. Been surviving on ration bricks practically the whole trip."

He peeled back the cornhusk wrapping and took a huge bite of steaming dough, spicy beef, and melted cheeses. His eyes squeezed shut as the taste exploded inside his mouth. "Oh, man. So good."

Deejay's voice buzzed in his ear. "Now's not the time, Cash. Get moving."

He wiped grease from his chin with the back of his gloved hand. "Yeah, yeah. Look, if a man can't enjoy the little things, what's the point of all this?" 

He continued, guiding Annmarie down a narrow avenue leading to the heart of the city. It was even more crowded, making it extremely hard to eat on the move. He did his best, trying to savor the taste even as he ate quickly as possible. In between bites, he continued making his case.

"I swear, I don't know why you keep busting my balls. You've been on my case the whole trip about how we move and what routes to take. I haven't had a good night's sleep in days. And for what? This whole op has been a cakewalk."

"So far."

"Yeah. So far. We're three blocks away from pay dirt and you're still giving me grief. You gotta learn to relax if you're gonna make it in this business."

"Hard to do when our drones just went down."

Cash paused in the act of stuffing his mouth with more tamale. "What?"

"Someone killed surveillance. I'm blind. Move your ass; we're compromised."

"Damn it!" He grabbed Annmarie's pudgy arm with one hand, thrusting the other in his jacket for his handgun. Wheeling around, he scanned the bustling crowd. People streamed by, many giving him irritated glances for interrupting the flow of traffic. Others stepped warily to the side, recognizing trouble about to brew.

He released Annmarie long enough to tap on his sunglasses. "Increase threat detection. Show me anyone within thirty yards who's carrying a firearm."

Nearly everyone in the vicinity lit up red in the display. The digital scanner zeroed in on concealed weapons carried by ninety percent of the crowd.

He snatched the goggles off. "This is useless. Come on; we gotta move." He pulled Annmarie along, hustling through the crowd at the briskest walk he could manage, ignoring the enraged curses and shouts from the people he jostled as they passed.

Annmarie stumbled, panting from the effort. "Hey, slow down. These extra pounds are killing me."

"Should have thought of that before you chose a fat man suit." He threw a look over his shoulder. "I got two skulks on my tail. Big, ugly. Black bandannas, facial tattoos. Copy that, Deejay?"

"Cartel thugs. Get out of there, Cash. Don't use your gun unless you need to. TJPD doesn't approve much."

"Well, I don't approve of dying. Especially when I'm about to get paid." He shoved Annmarie into a narrow alley. "Keep going. I'll catch up."

She broke into a wobbling run, going as fast as her ungainly form allowed. Cash grinned as he ducked to the side and slipped cyber-knuckles over his fingers. Don't think you're going too far with all that extra weight.

The first cartel thug lunged into the alley, looking around with the angry expression of a dimwitted bull. Cash's fist shot out, connecting a sharp jab and discharging fifty-thousand volts of electricity when the knuckles made contact with the man's meaty jaw. He slumped to the ground with a muffled groan, muscles convulsing uncontrollably.

Cash ducked as the second thug thrust his arm in and fired a sporadic burst of shots into the alley. Grabbing the man by his gun hand, he twisted the wrist until tendons cracked. The thug dropped his weapon, snarling as he seized Cash by the collar with his other hand and slammed him into the alley wall. Cash responded by jamming his fingers into the thug's eyes. The man screamed, staggering backward. 

Cash put his weight behind a vicious kick into the side of the man's knee, buckling it with a cracking sound. He finished the brute by grabbing his head in both hands and smashing it into the wall. The man went limp the second time, but Cash repeated the act just in case.

Chest heaving, he let the body fall to the ground. "Two down, Deejay. Can you activate the tracker we put in Annmarie's food?"

"Yep. She's on your holoband's mapping display."

He quickly pulled it up, glancing at the coordinates. "Got her. Sheesh, she only made it one block. Those extra pounds really are weighing her down."

He darted across an adjacent alley and cut across to the main street, where a colorful parade marched along. Beautiful women in brightly colored dresses span and danced, mariachi bands played and sang, flag bearers waved the nation's colors, all the while streamers fluttered, rose petals showered down, and people clapped and cheered.

Cash pushed through the milling revelers, pausing only to seize a startled Annmarie by the arm.

"You're not safe yet. Come one."

Her masculine face stared at him in shock. "You put a tracker on me."

"In you, actually. You ate it this morning with your eggs."

"You sneaky son of a—"

The side of her head exploded in a cloud of thick pink mist. Her entire body rocked from the impact, showering the nearby celebrators with gore. It took several seconds for the shocked crowds to register what happened. 

When they did, chaos erupted. 

Screams filled the air as people stampeded, destroying carts and makeshift shops, trampling one another to escape the vicinity. Sirens wailed, and enforcer androids spilled from their stations like metallic ants. They scanned the immediate area, set up barricades, and tried to direct the panicked masses to safety.

Cash was already on the move. He kept his eyes on the rooftops, where a heavily hooded individual was barely visible, leaping from one ledge to the next.

"Gunman took out Annmarie. Headshot. I got eyes on the shooter. I'm taking him down."

"Call it off, Cash. We lost. Arresting the killer is a job for the cops. There's nothing in it for us."

"Yeah, there is. Satisfaction." Cash leaped over a police barricade, ignoring the buzzing from the enforcer android next to it. A line of zip bike rentals were secured against the nearby building. Cash hopped on one, paying the fee with a swipe of his holoband to unlock it. He eased it back, wheeled the nose upward, and hit the thrusters, shooting the slim, aerodynamic hover-cycle up the side of the building in a cloud of dust.

Gritting his teeth, he gave the steering controls a sadistic twist, barely righting the bike before it threw him off into space. Setting the bike on HOVER, he spun in a slow circle, trying to get his bearings. Lower Tijuana was a maze of shops, restaurants, bars, and clubs, all clustered together with little breathing room. Perfect for the assassin's parkour-style leaps, swings, and vaults as he ran and clambered from one rooftop to the next without slowing.

Orbital drones drifted up from their housings in the buildings, indicating the police had pieced together the chaotic scene below and realized the shot came from above. The drones circled about before locking onto the runner and trailing after. Cash figured it was a matter of seconds before the police showed up on floaters and secured the scene.

Deejay is right—there's no money in it. What are you doing?

He ignored the inner logic and hit the thrusters, propelling forward in a blur of movement. It took only a second to catch up with the runner. Cash slammed on the reverse thrusters and leaped off the zip bike onto the shooter, bowling him over. They tumbled across the rooftop in a tangle of arms and legs. It hurt a lot worse than Cash thought it would.

He rolled to his feet and snatched his FN57 handgun out. The gunman spun like a dancer, kicking the weapon out of his hand. A second kick followed, smashing right into Cash's stomach. Groaning, he tried to recover, but the assassin punched him in the face. His head snapped backward, tears blurring his vision. What's his hand made out of—steel?

He managed to catch the fist the second time. It was metal, just as he thought. The shooter's entire right arm was bionic. It was also much stronger than his, easily crushing his fingers together and forcing him to his knees. He reached up with his other arm, fingers snagging on the assassin's hooded mask and yanking it off. His eyes widened.

The assassin was a woman. Her face was chiseled and hard, lined with scars across her right eye and the corners of her mouth, creating a macabre smile of sorts.

He barely had time to register that before she palmed his face and smashed the back of his head into the rooftop. He winced, moaning as his vision went double, watching twin images of the assassin as she quickly covered her face again and hopped onto his zip bike. She glanced down at him.

"Nothing personal, bounty hunter. You know how it works."

Heat washed over him when she took off. Blue and red lights followed, drones and police floaters whirring by as they followed. Cash stayed where he was, covered in dust and bruises, staring upward at the towering buildings glinting in the blazing sunlight. A trail of smoke shot across the sky; another shuttle soaring toward the infinity of space.

He sighed, finding a cigarillo inside his jacket pocket and placing it between his lips. Too tired to light it, he let it dangle there. His eyes closed.

"Yep, Deejay. Should've been a shuttle pilot."
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Chapter 2
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Mateo Lonergan glanced up from his handheld game when the rumble of distant thunder rattled the glass. Outside the grime of the nearest window, the sky was bright blue and no clouds were visible. He knew firsthand that didn't mean much. He returned his attention to his game. The target swiveled on the holographic screen as he took out three targets in rapid succession.

Rex lifted a shaggy eyebrow from where he sat with a massive mug of beer in hand. "Hear that, Mateo? A megastorm is on the way."

Mateo grinned at his shaggy-haired partner. Rex Maxwell was one of those cool old white dudes, usually walking around in a linen shirt, straw hat, and sunglasses, talking to the natives in fluent Spanish. His long silver hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and he was still pretty fit for his age. Didn't look all that tough, but most people knew he was a manhunter who pulled in some of the most vicious bounty heads ever posted. They knew because he told anyone within earshot.

Mateo didn't mind. The nonstop chatter was just one of the side effects of being the partner of a legendary bounty hunter. They cooled off in the Water Hole, a ratty old bar unofficially designated for manhunters and others in related occupations. It was in one of the little border towns outside of the protective shielding of Tijuana. The Water Hole was neutral ground. No killing was allowed inside its hallowed walls. No grudges. Just shop talk. And boy, did Rex talk.

He was prone to long speeches about hunting and killing, his favorite topic of conversation. He'd been an assassin at one point and had retired to become a manhunter. Only a few types were crazy enough to employ themselves in either trade because they weres occupation with a short life expectancy and no benefits other than a license to kill. That Rex still worked at near sixty years old was a testament to his skill.

He slapped a meaty palm against his leg. "I can feel the ol' knee swelling up. Always does that when a storm's coming."

"Yeah, I bet." Mateo kept one eye on his game. "Old-timers always say stuff like that."

"Old-timer, eh?" Rex barked a laugh as another beer was expertly poured by Bolts, the slim, slightly rusty android barkeeper. "Watch your mouth, kid. Just because I'm drinking don't mean I won't pull my iron."

"No killing in the Water Hole, Rex. Better stop while you're ahead."

"I stopped once already. Retired hitman, remember?"

"I can't forget. You tell me every five minutes."

Rex ignored the barb, tilting his head back in reflection. "Killing wasn't such a bad occupation, all things considered. I mean, let's face it, a lot of people are better off dead, ya know?"

It was around nine in the evening. Rex was at it early, but work was slow, and leads were cold. Thankfully, so was the beer. Or in Mateo's case, root beer. He didn't see why people drank the other kind.

The place was vacant, the windows rattling from the wind brewing outside. The bar itself wasn't much to brag about. The lights were dim, the air dank and moldy smelling, and the whole place creaked like it was about to collapse. The mugs and glasses were cloudy and chipped, but that was okay. Most customers drank straight from the bottle, anyway.

Rex continued his slightly inebriated deliberation. "Think about it. People will go on and on about how killing is a sin and how bad it is. But say you join the RCE, HSSC, or any other organization with acronyms for names. The first thing they do is put a gun in your hands, tell you to point it at another human being, and pull the trigger. And why?  Because he's the enemy.  You see?  That makes it ok."  He laughed until he choked. "So it ain't the killing that's wrong. It's unauthorized killing that folks won't stand for."

Mateo glanced outside the window again. Thunderclouds formed on the horizon as if by magic, massing together like a war between darkness and light. A megastorm would be the inevitable result, and heaven help anyone caught outside when it broke. He saw vehicle lights in the distance. A red hovercar approached fast. Probably trying to beat the storm.
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