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    For Kevin, and all these years living in the cyberpunk world as creative friends.

      

    


“It’s not your voice we find interesting, it’s the ones which you overheard that concern us.”

~She-in-Red

“God is obviously a ginger chick.”

~Cherry Bomb, Eclipse member, 2157-2185
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Prologue
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“I am climbing the endless stairs, an anger knowing Death waits there.”

~Mole Wallblatterball, poet and musician.

––––––––
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ONE DAY AFTER A BOMB

An airship descended amidst coarse ocean wind, wings rocking back and forth as stabilizer jets fought to maintain safe landing. Tripod legs touched down; a ramp opened for a series of hover bikes which disembarked atop the rocky shore. 

The riders circled, coming to rest above an abandoned artillery battery. A dark hole in the ground, concrete megastructure from an age of world wars when enemies from across the ocean lurked offshore. They were Eclipse, those who remained alive. They’d risen from cigarette dealers to the top of clandestine corporate operations. 

Now, they were being hunted by a former employer known only as The Company. 

After a coup where they’d wiped their bosses out of the picture, Eclipse lost one of its own. There’d been a nuclear blast, and Rigs hadn’t emerged from the rubble. The one called Slicer dismounted, Mohawk hair rippling in brisk wind. His features were hard, angular, his eyes fire. He waited until the others joined him for one last goodbye.

Slicer knew nothing would be the same again. Not after having lost her. Rigs had been the cement holding his world together. No matter how long he scoured through the ruins where her last vitals had registered, he felt he’d overlooked something. What he missed might be the realization Rigs had been vaporized.

Blackjack’s voice broke over their encrypted channel, “Until we meet again. Good luck everyone.” Slicer regarded his friends as the airship’s landing gear retracted and the vessel launched out over the ocean after a bright flare from the engines. Blackjack was on his way to a new life, far removed from violent gang warfare and corporate intrigue. Slicer wondered if he’d ever see the old cowboy again.

Probably. He’ll show up one day, always does.

The rest were silent. Brother, looking thin and gaunt. Years of haunting through the Network had taken a toll on his physical form. Black Waters, clean cut of the dreadlocks he’d grown forever. Eyes watering. Jocko, wearing the same dumb grin and filthy hair he’d worn every day since Slicer met him. Weezer had aged ten years since his soul died. Slicer hadn’t connected it until then, but Weezer wouldn’t stop yearning for lost life’s love, the girl who’d been the first member of Eclipse to... yeah, Cherry Bomb. In a way, Weezer had been the second. His eyes were sunken, skin wrinkled, hair salting heavily. 

Weezer’s voice was broken, a spirit of its former sound. “The Company has a thing against women apparently,” he said as a tear rolled down his cheek. He wiped it away and growled, “First my Darlin’ and now Rigs.”

Slicer said nothing. None of them could make enough sense of what had happened to form a response. Weezer had said what needed said and it was all there was to it.

Brother was the first to break the ice block moment. “Here, these are your alias chips,” he said. “I’ve placed an emergency beacon if... well, in case of an emergency.” 

Slicer interrupted, “When we need to meet again. And we will.”

The gang nodded with half their hearts. Slicer gazed off at the rolling navy-blue surf splashing the red rock shore below. He heard a distant foghorn, remembering the last time he’d stood in this same spot.

Brother handed each several new identities on miniature silver discs. “Once you upload your new lives it’ll erase all traces of the past.”

“We know who we are, that’s what’s important,” Weezer muttered.

“I’m going to miss you all, mon.” Black Waters hugged Brother, then Weezer and Jocko. Slicer wasn’t a hugger. He clasped arms in traditional gang style then watched them go one at a time, hover bikes ripping into the fog and out of his life. He stood alone for a while, listening to the waves, foghorn, sounds of the tide. 

Nope, Slicer would not ever be the same again without her, his kindred soul... “Rigs.” He fired up the bike and gave the bunker one last look. It’d been a weird ass day the last time he’d stood upon this dreary site. Yet he feared there’d be weirder days to come.

He wondered if she’d lived, would they have stood and fought to the end? Rigs would’ve said “to Hell with hiding, I’ve got guns.” Slicer smiled and inserted the chip into his P-Pin port. A list of names and places appeared in his visual readout. “Hey, Vegas. Way to go, Brother.”

Slicer sped away on the most depressing road trip he’d ever take. 

However, he always had the feeling he’d see her again, one way or another.

More than a feeling. Solid plasteel conviction.

***
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GIRL WITH A PAST

If there’s a God, we’re artificial intelligence.

Rigs felt as if she’d been meant for more than dying here, in this dismal dungeon. She was a believer, feeling sure she knew too much of the truth for her own good. 

Then the bitch squirmed... 

...Rigs bit down snarling, crushing heel to floor with all the strength which remained in her tattered frame. The chokehold eased and a wet breathing fell into place. Hot, slippery air slid from two pulsating throats; two foes locked in a position where one wrong move meant lethal consequence.

Soon after, the damnable sound! 

Squee-slurp. 

Rigs felt a fingernail scrape along her left ankle. For a split second she questioned if it was her own, until it clawed and jabbed, searching for an anchor in her skin. It was a desperate attempt to break the deadlock. A sharpness pressed through leather leg armor as if it were nothing more than thin, cheap plastic. Rigs hissed. In one violent snap she lifted her boot and rammed it into her foe lightning quickly. Rigs heard a sickening crunch, and all movement stopped. Her thighs quaked; synthetic upgrades and natural muscles reaching titanic heights of exertion. A caged beast leapt from her gnashed teeth. 

“Don't you fucking move,” her voice acid. “You piece of shit!” Her mind fluttered. Rigs felt heat and pain shoot through her limbs. Her chest ached, needling pricks beneath ribcage. She drew breath and wondered, Is this real? 

Am I dead?

She’d gone into the ruins, on a mission. 

There’d been a blast. A big one, most likely nuclear or charged plasma. 

“For what? Who sent me? Where’re my friends?” Yes, it was Treasure Island outside of San Francisco, after the meltdown of The Company’s detainment center. “I was a prisoner.” The old man has bled out, gone to Hell. “Black Rain. It was in the hockey pads,” she muttered. Goalie pads. “Radiation alarm. Half-life dance club,” what does half-life dance club mean, Rigs? What the f..., keep it together.  “Spinning out of focus,” static. 

No, not static...

...screaming. 

A wounded animal amplified through a broken-down speaker. 

The bitch squirmed again. If there was a woman under the white and red hockey gear, it sure as shit isn't acting like one. Monstrous rage, entwining two behemoths, black widow versus queen scorpion. Rigs hated giving tough love in distressed spurts. She preferred fast, simple. Every time she tried to snap her enemy’s neck; her arm bent away. Instead, she clamped where she could. Her foe wriggled in a different way. Rigs heard gagging. She felt the sensation, warm and open. Dopamine and adrenalin flowing rich and sweet; rapid, shuddering pleasure. 

Rigs’ link to her implanted GENIe suddenly fell black. 

Connection severed.

That which shouldn’t be rushed into the void left by the escaping flood of awareness. Visions of dead men and women coming towards her in haggard waves. Rabid. Teeth snapping. Grisly blue hands as claws. Hauntingly familiar. Faces of a lifetime gone by. Snuffed and smoking, candle wicks overcome by wind. She recognized them each and all.

Strong Arm, the leader of the Poseidon’s Angels, who had taken her in and given her hope when there was naught but despair. 

Loomis, the Old Man and The Company’s liaison to the special forces’ assassination team hired under the corporate trademark Eclipse. 

The nameless chick who tried her best to gut Rigs while she lay in a hospital bed shortly after arriving in San Francisco. Blackjack’s kid. “No, I killed you,” Rigs murmured. 

Dumb asses she’d whacked for fist. Schwartz, King of the Arnies. 

Slackjaw and his stupid face, half covered by glistening chrome.

“Oh God, Cherry. I’m so sorry...” Cherry Bomb, soul sister with a heart too big for her own good. “This isn’t possible. Get out of my fucking head!” Rigs began to shake. “You’re not real.” I’m in Hell. It has to be. “You died Rigs, that’s it. It’s why you can see the ghosts,” following you for years. She averted her gaze to the ceiling.

Squee-slurp. 

Whatever the chick was doing under foot, she was no ghost; not a reanimated corpse like the faces chasing her newly naked brain. She looked down, and the mask had fallen away. Her foe was strange, ugly, bruised. Red line gashes. Rigs was losing control. Her own helmet had been torn away after the initial skirmish. “So much for head protection.” Radiation had washed over Rigs like warm bathwater. 

“That’s right, Treasure Island.” She remembered.

Teeth! Right through the face shield. This crazy bitch bit me. More than a bite, the teeth had left Rigs’ cheek a mangled mess of flesh flaps. What came next happened so fast it was hard for Rigs to tell what transpired. 

Scramble, scrape, bite, tug.

Rigs said, “Move again and I'll bust your skull wide open.”

Queen scorpion grunted up at black widow. A juicy throat hissed, “Squee-slurp.”

“You picked the wrong chick to fuck with.” 

“Squee-slurp.”

Rigs understood at last. Of course, it’s coming from her. Tenderized meat. Gooey lungs. She felt like barfing at the awful noise, the last gasps from a dying soldier. The battlefield flash when Death drops the scythe, offering final mercy. Steel, inescapable harvesting. Rigs knew what the bitch was about to begin begging for... her shit-stained life. 

If this was Hell... 

...if she was dead

eternal at long last...

...Rigs didn't want the fun to end. 

“Not yet.” 

Rigs squeezed harder as she called into the surrounding darkness. “Slicer?” The scratch in her throat was worse than she expected. Weaker, too. Sore. Nothing. “Jocko?” Nothing. “Brother... Waters? Anybody? A little help here.” Again, nada. Where were they? If they’d heard they hadn’t responded. 

Squee-slurp. 

She realized they weren’t there with her. Rigs tried a mental reboot; she was too messed up to proceed without one. She was deep underground, stuck in The Company’s base. There’d been a bomb, now there was destruction. Furthermore, she was stuck in what appeared to have been a bathroom before the boom. And she wasn’t alone.

Her internal systems weren’t coming back online. The GENIe and P-Pin had been wrecked in the battle. She felt bits of subdermal social link floating freely along her arm, no doubt through my bloodstream too. Rigs was on her own. Under boot, queen scorpion wormed, fresh desperation. Rigs crushed downward. Three crackling, sickly pops later, she became flaccid. Dead weight. “Keep moving, asshole. I'll break your fucking neck. I’m not kidding. You lost. It’s over.” 

A soft, gurgling squee-slurp.

Although Rigs’ flex eyes and implanted oculars were offline, her natural eye peeled away layers of surrounding shadow. “We’re seriously fighting in a bathroom?” There was a door, a sink, and what used to be a toilet. Melted, scorched. “Yes, the nuke.” She slipped her hand free of the choke and fumbled for a nearby spigot. Water trickled. The bowl began to fill with rust soup. How'd we end up here? She asked, though she knew the answer. The ebb and flow of war runs wherever it wishes to go. If the Grim Reaper had chosen a crapper to be her last picnic, who was she to argue? Rigs had been too busy holding up her end of the melee to pay attention to finding a better place to deep sleep infinity. 

Too much steel, blood, bone, muscle, and leather to keep track of...

...the rest, fuzzy at best.

Her enemy stopped fidgeting. 

Rigs exhaled and batted fingers through the dripping water. She cupped her hand and splashed her face. A second dip sprinkled parched lips. She was acquainted with the taste, the crusty water from Slicer’s infamous ‘waterfall’ apartment. “Yeah,” she moaned. “San Francisco. You’re alive, Rigs.” Liquid dripped off her chin, back into the brown bowl. Inky crimson and black slugs swam round and round. Blood, she thought. My blood... A chunk of something indistinguishable dislodged from her gum and fell into the sink. She sucked at her teeth, spitting sticky globs.

Tinkle, tinkle. 

A tooth.

It left a red snail trail in a looping ring which then sagged below the rust line. 

“Shit,” Rigs snarled.

Queen scorpion’s breath quickened, Squee-slurp. Squee-slurp.  

“You’re gonna pay for that. I hate going to the dentist.” 

Rigs heard one last rushing gasp...

Squeeeee-sluuurrrrp.  

...and the lights went out of queen scorpion’s eyes. 

She smelled new sour stink, queen scorpion pissed against black widow’s leg. Rigs kicked the body away. At least the slurping noise stopped. “At last,” she said. Rigs swirled her tongue around the inside of her mouth, looking for the tooth missing in action. There was no hole in her own gums. Rigs chuckled, “It was your tooth, bitch.”

Happiness was short-lived. 

A cavalry of nausea charged into Rigs’ throat, at the front of the stampede a pale horse called Gag. She crumpled, pushing her gut. Too little, too late. She was on the ground, the world drowning in purple haze. 

Rigs bit her tongue, fraught to release the implanted medical angels. They didn’t respond either, all implanted systems were down. There was so much pain, so much blood, she didn’t realize she’d bit clean from one side to the other. Strawberry Mohawk hair bent in hectic phalanxes, stiffened with sweat and grime. A snotty blob drooped from a nostril. A jolt of electricity bounced through her body, forcing muscles and old-fashioned bio-mechanical enhancers to lock and release, lock and release. Everything malfunctioned and it ached like a son of a bitch; an out-of-focus, indistinct son of a bitch. 

Her eyes closed.

Rigs was damned glad she’d murdered Queen Scorpion, one more tick and the ending would’ve been far different. The All-Powerful Design had given her the edge one last time, now doing all She could to keep Rigs’ feet on the ground, soul in body. As if answering Herself, the All-Powerful Design Rigs believed in sent a nasty burp of puke outward, followed by utter dusk.

Utter dusk for time uncounted.

Had Rigs known it was a coma brought about by a safety net of internal medical implants she might have attempted to manually override the system. She might’ve let go, end this annoying gnat called life...

...then, as if teasing Rigs with long awaited rest, the emptiness retreated.

Rigs gasped. She pushed up, back against the wall. There she came face to face with a mirror. There she saw a monster. Scars, deeper in shade than faded tattoos. Lines of blood and sweat in wide, arcing swathes over stubbly, bald sections of scalp. Ears as scabby blotches, glittering points of metal poking out from synthetic skin. Her voice was strong at first, then fading. “She bit through my face shield... doesn't make sense... human teeth can’t do this.” 

Lungs opened and closed, opened and closed.

Air replaced vomiting. 

Rigs began to laugh. Death had passed her by yet again.

Impossibly, her GENIe came online. Medical implants raced into overdrive, biological enhancements making her whole. She couldn't think of anything else until the weight... this damned armor was off her body. Hot, tight. Get it off! She peeled scorched leather from skin and unlatched spider-steel webbing, pulling them away from bloodied and bruised breasts. Black, blue, purple, and crimson splotches as far as the good eye could see. And yet somehow, it reminded Rigs... once upon a time she’d been a regular girl. 

There were worse marks under the armor. Bone peeking through stomach and neck. A rib, a shoulder blade, something of an indescribable shape and color protruding from her throat. Rigs looked at herself in the reflection. One eye dangled from a murky, electro-mechanical socket. She shoved the enhanced ball back into place and wondered if her enemy’s teeth had damaged anything else. 

She needed a doctor, plain and true. There was no telling what else had been tweaked during the exchange. She turned her head to the side and touched the metal ring where the Cali Cobra had been sheared off flush. Thousands of pins and needles stuck inside where the latched P-Pin interfaced. She pinched at the protrusion to no avail, unable to get a grip on the slick nub. 

It was then she noticed how many of her fingernails had been torn away from the tips of her fingers. It was also then she noticed something move in the corner of her functioning eye...

...the door had cracked open.

Hinges creaked.

Rigs halted. There was no longer time to worry about armor and severed pins. She shook her head side to side, clearing fog. She raised her fists in self-defense. Whatever was coming through the door was about to get an epic, happy birthday ass-beating. The door’s motion arrested; the frame rattled on rusty hinges. Stress cracks appeared in the face of the door itself. 

Rig’s heart raced as one hand found a gun. No shortage of weapons. Without the P-Pin’s targeting capabilities Rigs had to shoot from the hip. She grinned. “Come get some!” This isn't even close to over.

Rigs laughed. She knew at long last she had fallen in love...

...with living.



PART I.

THE WAY THEY WERE.
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Chapter 1
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“You again? We killed you.”

~Warlords of Sanitation 

––––––––
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RIGS

It feels like déjà vu. 

I’ve done this before. More than once. Thoughts about God, about the big D, dying. Heavy reflections... 

...snick.

Light, snapping on and off in erratic clips. 

Bzzt-buzz.

The world in stop-motion animation, broken shards of glass. I’m breathing, that much is factual. However, all the pain. Head to toe, skin to bone. The implant in my eye tracked movement but internal images were fractal at best, small digital interference squares. Malfunctioning like everything else. A roach zipping across the floor, little black blurs of decayed motion. 

Even worse, I hear pitter-patter. 

Pitter-patter and an infernal groaning, wet slurp.

Wait, has it stopped finally? 

No, it’s there. That son-of-a-bitching-motherfucking-sound!

Squee-slurp. 

Jerking further force into chokehold. 

My damned bio-mechanical eye drooped, dangling out of its socket. The reoriented point of view black against ruddy blur. Synthetic muscles burning, as if holding a hot griddle in bare hands. Loving the sensation, swimming in it. 

The camera’s perspective changed one degree, capturing a dozen roach runners at once. Ugh, I hate those little turds. I need oxygen. Just one suck. Oh please, please let me have air. It’s when the thought hit me... 

...in the split second between struggle and blinking imagery. 

Am I the source of the wet slurp? Are those what’s left of my lungs?

Pitter-patter.

Color washing in and out again. Humming bzzt-buzz changed into steady moan. The lights are on now; new, different. The sound of electrified barbwire, a noise I know well enough from surviving The Shit. Giant bug-zapper Hell, keeping humans in line or vaporizing them. Bugs, right Rigs?

Right Rigs.

Creepy crawlies scattered. Gone at cracks. Those little monsters waiting to feed on my warm, succulent organs as soon as I fall. Scrumptious, say the scavengers. I know, I get it.  Not so long ago I’d been one of them, a scavenger.

Squee-slurp. 

The wet part of the noise became tighter somehow. Shorter, higher pitched. Breathing noticeably different. Was it the light? Was it an increased upward force? Or had she come to realize I own the moment. I own the last vestiges of hope.

She knows I’m in control, admit it at last. You know you want to. 

What I want is to swallow, but I can’t. Not much of one, anyway. My mouth tastes like I’ve been tongue-kissing brass knuckles. Metallic bitter fear. The damaged camera-eye blackened. Damn it. I gnashed my teeth, so fucking angry I could explode.

Water, I want water. If only I wasn’t ground meat. 

Bleeding. Need to stop it. If you don’t, you’ll be dead, Rigs.

Fuck it, too much work left to do before the long sleep. The others won’t stand for it. Slicer, Black Waters, Jocko, Brother, Weezer, and Blackjack. I hear them coming. Beyond the door. Yes!

Something moved in here!

Bigger than a roach. Dumb ass. It’s your reflection in the mirror. Stop being chicken shit. Hang on, where the fuck am I? Really? After I whacked Loomis, they lured me here to blow the whole thing up in my face? 

How long has it been? 

How can we still be fighting? 

Where’s Slicer? I don’t get it, why isn’t he with me... Eclipse with me? They were moments before I came through the door. Why won’t he answer, internal links are down. Deal with it, Rigs. Figure it out yourself... this enemy in your hands. Shit, did the squirt of blood come out of my mouth? I wish the stranger in the mirror would stop staring at me. I hate her! I fucking... fucking hate you, bitch! You’re nothing. You’re a cheap replica, bio-implant failure. Freak. NOTHING! You disgust me. 

I see through your expression, working it out...how to kill me. You won’t snuff the lights out of Trixy Stardust, sister. I don’t want to look at you anymore. I’ll close my eye and when it opens you’ll be gone. Why are you still there? 

Oh my God...

...what on earth happened to you? 

Who have you become? A face I've known my whole life gone. Girl... gone. 

The blood and tears on my cheek a potion made up of lost humanity.

Squee-slurp. 

Holy shit, the fucking sound, I can’t take it anymore. Crushed fingers. Pop, crack; I hear you breaking. As so, it happened. Suddenly. For no explainable reason, a long-forgotten memory exploded. A violent intrusion...

...out from the past

and now when compared to before ...

...déjà vu feels trite and worthless.

***
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ECHOES

A sour-faced nurse spoke at her, not to her. 

Snake hiss loathing.

“You have pretty blue eyes... for a nobody.” A whisper followed, straight into her ear. “You should kiss the doctor’s ass when you see her. If you ask me, we should dice you up and sell the parts for profit.” 

Rigs actually felt her heart turn to lead and sink through the floor.

Flashes of what was to come and what had already been.

The nurse had been correct from the start.

That’s when the only nice thing in her rotten, stinking life happened. The one person who actually cared about people, about Trixy. The woman stood above the hospital bed and Trixy ‘Rigs’ Stardust. The woman had the most beautiful sounding voice in all the world.

“I’m the doctor who sewed you back up,” she said. “I’m so sorry you had to live through that. I lost a daughter when she was twelve and I’ll be damned if they were going to make me lose another girl. Not on my watch, kiddo. I hope one day you can heal your heart, too. I know we’ll not meet but I wanted you to know there are people out there who care. Don’t give up, Jane Doe 45a. Don’t you ever give up.”

The Crank in her veins stirred the memory into swirls of lapsed time.

She’d forgotten about the shithead nurse, and the wonderful doctor...

...why did they spring to mind now?

Why, while Rigs was in the midst of fighting for her life? The memory slipped away, the past evaporated. The word left her lips before she had a chance to rein it in, “No!” 

She wanted it back, time. 

Back to do over again. Right this time, too. Oh, the choices she’d make, a new day. She’d have not run away, wouldn’t have met Slicer when he dropped the asinine plastic wallet, not gotten involved to join Poseidon’s Angels and live through the time when they were marked for elimination. No falling into the trap of killing for money.

She’d have done the right thing.

“Farmer Trixy.”

Too bad life had barely begun to screw with Rigs. The present came crashing back, waves from an ocean of reality. Too bad she didn’t believe in such concepts as past, present, and future. If she ever truly received a chance to do what she should have done, she would find a kind doctor and do something for her.

Kill her?

“No. Say thank you, dumb ass.” Then she could start answering the questions she had about her own past. Was she indeed there? Did it truly happen? Who the fuck was she? It was impossible to answer them all, she’d forgotten more than most active people do during their entire lives. 

Rigs had been a busy girl.

Of course, her past could be a series of modified truths. History gets edited for posterity. The biggest historical laughs coming at the expense of people like her, women. What she thought she knew was all moms and apple pie, prom dresses, and girls wanting fun. 

“Bullshit.” 

She gave up caring long ago. 

History made her eyes cross anyway. 

If they wanted to clean the version of the story up, what did she care? 

She had enough on her plate. Other focuses. She couldn’t imagine what ran through her father’s head when he’d heard he was about to have a baby girl. Not the bouncing baby boy you’d prayed for, Dad. Sorry... No denying either, he’d wanted a boy to pass the name and one who wanted to grow up to be a cop. The rest of her father’s aspirations eluded her. One thing was certain though, he’d detached from the world, moved his eight-month pregnant wife into a hippie farming commune full of non-violence advocates, and gave her a name befitting a porn star instead of a military brat. 

That was nothing though, other kids and adults ridiculing her name was an introduction into an extensive line of adversity. She wasn’t proud of it, but she’d repaid this hopeful act of family promise by running away from home before she was a teenager. She admitted it wasn’t a good idea now but try telling a twelve-year girl who knew the answers to all of life’s questions.

Instant street education. Add drunken, homeless rapist pig.  Easy breezy.

Rigs had been a fast learner and one day, long ago, she learned how to gut a no-good scumbag. She also learned murder makes the world go ‘round... and ‘round. How many nights did she tell herself she’d go back to the commune and cut the molester’s throat too? Head Farmer, the guy in charge of all those peace-lovers, was also a child predator.

She didn’t go back, but she raised a glass when she’d heard the prick had fallen into a farming machine... while it was running. It made her happy to think her mother found out what the Devil had done to all of those kids...me. 

Was mother so pissed she pushed him into the whirling harvester blades? 

Come get your molester stew.  

It wasn’t likely to be true, but it was what Rigs needed to make her peace. The truth, Mom wasn’t this person. Don’t blame her, I don’t. Mom wasn’t this person, and Rigs had dealt with it. So how did she change? 

How did a girl barely scraping by on the streets grow into the best corporate assassin who ever existed? Fuck if she knew, but her attitude took a new path when she was plucked from dealing illegal tobacco to schoolkids and slapped into community sponsored military education. 

Enter Drill Sergeant Blanche Devoute. 

Her voice was brisk, brilliant, and fresh in Rigs’ memory. “Girls like you couldn’t be real soldiers until our beloved President Helen Clay Jackson passed the Combat Act of Gender Equality in ‘79. That, ladies, is when men lost their collective wartime erections. That was when God and country told every man in a uniform women were no longer the spoils of war. That was when every woman could say ‘if you touch me without my permission, Helen Jackson herself will show me how to cut your fucking balls off.’ So, when you lay your head down each night, ladies, you thank them in order. Thank Helen Clay Jackson first and thank God second, then thank his scrumptious ass for making her.”

Rigs sat up, paid attention. Sergeant Devoute had her shit together. She made sense. It was something she’d sort of known all along. It was too heavy to deal with. The factual part of Devoute’s speech was supposed to shock them but numbers made Rigs sleepy. It sounded roughly like: “Experts agree between ten thousand and one hundred thousand girls and children were raped and murdered in France from 1942-1945...and less than thirty men were hanged for their war crimes against the female gender. Yes, our own sons, brothers, fathers... multiply this number exponentially if you believe the stories about Red Threat, East Germany, Poland. Korea, Vietnam, Iraq, Afghanistan, Saudi Arabia, Pakistan, the Reformed Republic of Croatia, Peru... it doesn’t end, ladies. Men call it hate-fucking.” 

Blah, blah, blah.

However, there was this...

...men go to war and women bleed.

Women are the prime natural resources of their nation, and somebody needs to birth boys to hold more guns. 

“Will you ever look at men the same way again? They were only doing their jobs, ladies.” Nuggets from Devoute, lifelong buddies in the moments when the only thing to hide behind is the shield of revenge. Eye for an eye, all the sweetest music. 

Devoute was also loathsome at times yet spoke true. 

Not anymore.

Rigs wasn’t a spoil of war, to be spread open and shared by men with bloodlust boners. She pushed herself to become the best soldier she could be. She was a perfect example, even back then in basic training. Precision, lethality, respect. 

What’s in your pants means nothing, it’s what’s in your head. Indignation flows through her veins, spawning from a lifetime of nightmares. She was afraid it was the reason Slicer liked her so much. Because Rigs was incapable of love and had embraced it as fact, early on... 

...thrived on it. Made weakness into power.

She couldn’t imagine what her father’s face must’ve looked like when he’d heard the words, “Aw how nice, it’s a baby girl.” He was a naïve man. Was he guilt ridden from hate-fucking squealing girls while he was away at war? 

She wouldn’t ever know. 

He was dead and nowadays nobody calls her Trixy Stardust. Nobody tries to have their way without her consent. Though she’d retired from the assassin’s life, she was wanted by Corporate Law Enforcement in more than fifty countries. There were no good old days, biker gangs, and contract killings any longer. There was only an echo from the past, from the time when they called her Rigs.

It was during this distracted moment of reflection when...

...something moved!

Her world. Her time. 

Ghosts... everywhere.
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Chapter 2

[image: ]




“Don’t open the champagne until the cash is in hand.”

~Graezer, head of the Thirty Thieves Thunder Chief Gang 

––––––––
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RIGS

I’m in bad shape and I don’t know how to stop what’s going on in my head. Memories flashing before my eyes, retelling tales I care little about. Now I’m awake again, I realize I want to forget most of my history. The past and present, twisting together into a rope of non-linear time. Leaving me wondering how I’d done so many dangerous stunts and not paid the ultimate price...

***

[image: ]


ECHOES

...the lights blinked out wholesale.

What was once bright and colorful had become an instant, utter abyss. Gone were the clouds so low and wet they reflected the skyscrapers of the City of Angels. She thought they should call it Los Fantasmas because there’re so damned many ghosts floating around. 

Rigs took a deep breath, hoping for visual feedback before something bad happened in the dark. Two minutes later the call came in. The voice on the other end was familiar, panicked. “His name is unimportant; I’ll pay you triple the usual fee if you get him out of the city and back to San Francisco tonight.”

Slicer, Rigs, Waters, Jocko, Weezer, and Brother saddled up. Their bikes whistled down the highway. Speed and precision, as their reputation promised. This was, after all, typical life and death commerce. A West Coast blackout complicated the chaos. They entered... no, swarmed into the old Biltmore. Guns drawn, targeting systems locked. They struck with Dead of Night, leaving a trail of bodies which the Devil himself would envy.

Vividly, Rigs remembered standing above their contact. She said, “Bring him out.”

The guy wore a corporate law enforcer uniform, showing wear in the form of burnt sleeves and a shredded collar. He’d been a busy boy, no doubt raping and pillaging any girl he’d stumbled onto, the prick, since the riots had erupted. There were bloodstains on his face, shirt, pants, shoes, and what looked to be meaty brain matter in his hair. He looked at the social link on his wrist and said, “He’s on his way out.”

Black Waters lit a cigarette. The cherry glowed bright red in the dark, making his face look particularly sinister. He exhaled a question with a cloud of smoke. “Who he be, mon? Awful nice digs, no grunt here.”

“They said no names. It’s part of the deal.”

Weezer said, “Bullshit. The deal is a minute-to-minute thing and you answer to us.”

“If he tells us who this asshole is,” Slicer said, “it’d make us think twice about getting him out of the shit storm for price negotiated.” Behind him, the building was on fire. Ash and melted plastic was a bluish-orange theatrical curtain. “Ain’t that right?”

“I was authorized to raise the rate to four times hazard pay. No questions though, they mean it...”

“Wow, they’re listening in, eh?” Rigs asked, searching his eyes for truth.

He shivered, “They sent a ghost. Nothing personal, insurance.”

Slicer laughed.

Brother said, “Tell us something we don’t know.”

“If this comes back to bite us in the ass,” Rigs told him, “I’ll bury you myself.”

He gulped. A door opened and three young men in identical tuxedos with identical faces nodded at the cop and fell in line behind him. The cop said, “You’ve come this far, surely the fee covers anonymity?” Eclipse grinned in unison. 

Black Waters spoke first, “What you wish, mon.”

“Blackjack,” Rigs called the pilot. “Time to work for a living.”

“Sure thing, little lady.”

“Coming in hot.”

Jocko pumped his fist, “First thing I’m doin’ wit’ da money is goin’ to Dis...” and the rocket launcher in his arms made a throaty thud sound. Two seconds later, the inside of the Biltmore crumbled around them. The three guys in tuxedos screamed. Two of the three were pinned beneath the burning wreckage. 

Slicer, by dumb luck, was untouched by the molten debris. Black Waters and Weezer had taken shelter under an iron staircase. Curtains melted and dripped like wax, throwing sparks and flicking tongues of flame in all directions. The law enforcer grabbed the last living tuxedo and pushed him under a table.

Rigs shoved Jocko, “You’re such an asshole with heavy artillery, you know that?”

He laughed, stupid sounding chortles of a man who knew more than he pretended to. He smiled, “Quad pay, Rigs.”

Luckily, nobody else died then. They were glad for it too because the man they’d saved was a member of the upper echelon and an excellent contact later in their careers, a Rathmore.
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Chapter 3
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“Buy the best GENIe money can buy. Don’t be stupid.”

~Aitko Kinatiro, former CEO of the Union of Far East Corporations. 

––––––––
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RIGS

Make it stop, now please. Please, give me a few minutes. Don’t start with the wicked shit either. Start with deeds I’m not ashamed of. There’s plenty to be proud of. It’s not you, it’s me.

Well, maybe it’s me. 

Maybe I don’t want to stop the rush on some level? Whatever’s going on, it’s cramming some indecipherable agenda down my throat. When I open my mouth to scream, nothing comes out. Nothing and nothing, over and over despite turning purple. GENIe says Clotter’s running low. I haven’t stopped bleeding. 

The good news is I feel my fingers and toes again. Is the timestamp malfunctioning? Two years, four months, three days.

What’s this sound? Voices.

Yeah, good news.

As for the bad news? Holy mother do I hurt. After the initial battle, we’d slipped out of the ruins. Fist, bullet, knife, and teeth. Fast, furious, relentless. My feet hit ground, my face into the wind. Everything around me rumbled. The monster appeared over the lip of a nearby high rise, now a swirling mass of black shadows. She’d broken through the wall when my vitals returned. I know, I figured it out.

I ran, what else was there?

The fiendish horror engulfed the sky. I jumped, feinting right and dodging left. I landed on a ledge looking thirty stories straight down.  I wasn’t in San Francisco any longer, this was the road east and the buildings looked to be far older. How did it happen?  So fast, more than two years in two minutes?  

Time stopped. 

The wind whispered, “Come, be free Rigs. Jump. Let go of all the baggage.” I listened to breath go in and out of my ruptured lungs. Breasts rose and fell, shredded armor now useless, though clinging as though it still had a purpose to serve.

There it was... this weird feeling I can’t quite explain. I peeked over my shoulder; it had doubled in size. An amorphous pool of black ooze, primordial tentacles with ends as pincers, snapping out over the edge of the building. 

Coming at me...

...and it made my skin crawl to look at it. 

I feel myself melting into liquid, spinning into a Rigs tornado.

Time whipped back into place, good little slave.

“Fuck it,’ I said and stepped off. 

As I fell, the cool breeze took away pain despite the fact my private memories were leaking out unfettered...

***
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ECHOES

It was some time ago, one of many nights like it. After the battle with The Company and before the day Eclipse split up to go underground for more than two years. Rigs looked into the eyes of her best friend in the entire world, arguably her only friend. He had a glassy, drunken glow. Deep inside it made her smile. She answered him with the passion to say more. To tell him everything as though he could be a part of her past too. 
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