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Prologue


[image: ]




A bulky dropship flew through Prospiria Alpha’s busiest space highway. The pilot and copilot were dressed in gray, militaristic jumpsuits. Raven, the woman standing behind them with her arms folded, has spiky, blond hair and wore a mesh bodysuit that showed off her athletic figure and many tattoos. The lane they were on would take them to Prospiria Central Operations, although most called it Prospiria for short. It was the most populous world in this region of space. 

“Oh shit,” said the copilot, pointing at the nav-screen. In the distance, coming their way, was a G-Sec cruiser, the local law enforcement.

The pilot turned his head. “Relax, I got the ship ahead locked on, and we’re matching their speed, just like the handbook says. He’s got no reason to even look at us.”

Raven clenched her sidearm as the cruiser drew closer. They couldn’t take one in a fight, and they probably couldn’t escape it in this lunchbox with wings. They had legitimate credentials, but any trouble now could blow the whole thing. Then they’d be even more screwed than before. Contingency plans sprang to mind.

The cruiser’s sensors danced invisibly across the dropship as they hurtled past each other. The dropship’s crew watched the nav-screen for a while as the cruiser kept going down the thoroughfare toward the gas-giant slingshot. 

Something new popped up on the nav-screen. Prospiria. The copilot targeted it, bringing up an image of the blue-and-green planet, swaddled in thick white clouds. Raven noted the time until arrival. “I need to go get ready.” She walked out of the roomy flight deck into the prison transfer section of the dropship.

People like her, pirates, lived outside, and sometimes within the cracks between society. Venturing deep into the system like this put them in mortal danger. But as an infiltrator, it was Raven’s kind of thing. More of her crew were waiting in the seating area. Not shackled to the floor as prisoners but wearing their combat gear. Ready to rock.

“We’re getting close to Prospiria,” she announced. Two men looked at her. One nodded. The woman in the back took a dainty bite of a candy bar. Raven gave a resounding slap to a pair of boots sticking out of a row of seats as she strode to the back. The boots came in and a head popped up. The scraggly bearded man looked confused. Raven claimed a bag she had waiting by the bathroom. “Get ready,” she reiterated to the freshly woken man. She closed the door, hoisted the oblong sports bag onto the metal sink, and looked at herself in the mirror.

This whole thing started about six months ago. Raven had just scored big, and, to make it really juicy, she had scored in the face of her rival, Randall Carver. With a score that big, she’d be set for a while, not that she was planning to rest on her laurels. But Carver didn’t take his defeat lightly. In fact, he went nuclear, crossing a line that didn’t get crossed very often. He sent a tip to the local Astroforce where her hideout was. She never figured out how he knew about it, but it didn’t really matter anymore. The Astroforce blitzed them with a ground assault, breached the building, and took them unaware. Raven saw the assault too late to do anything except run. So she pulled a squad of her guys out with her.

Every system will generate local military and law enforcement as it grows. The Astroforce is humanity’s collective standing army. Built off the backs of, and there to protect the hundreds of systems claimed by humankind. There are a million reasons not to fuck around with the Astroforce. As a pirate, it’s because once word gets out, your reputation goes up in smoke. Raven made sure everyone knew of Carver’s transgression. The problem was Raven’s rep was gone, too. Everyone watched her tiny criminal empire get destroyed and confiscated by the authority. They killed about a dozen of her guys, but honestly, they mostly just trimmed the fat. The rest of the crew surrendered and wound up in a dozen prisons across three systems.

Raven disconnected the magnetic attachments of her wig and set it aside. Her head was shaved smooth underneath. She swiped her hand over the soft, slightly oily skin. She took out a black mesh bag and unzipped it. Inside was another wig of shoulder-length brunette hair. Searching the sports bag, she found a brush and worked the wig before clicking it onto her scalp. She primped it a bit and looked at herself. She zipped the other wig back into the bag. Tossing the wig bag and brush into the sports bag, she took out a container of contact lenses and replayed the scene in her mind.

Using a stolen police computer, she tracked her guys moving through the system. She didn’t think any of them talked based on reputation alone. But the ridiculous concurrent hundred-year sentences they got told the story well enough. After some creative hacking, Raven hatched a plan. And step one was to transfer her crew, one at a time, to the same prison. 

Their trials took a few months to clear, and getting them all together took another couple of months. Finally, she sent individual coded messages via additive shift ciphers, using their birthdays as the key. Something she drilled into her guys in case the need ever arose. She was good with names and dates, and could even remember a lot of dead guys’ birth dates. The messages read in order: RAVENSEZ, BREADYTORUN, DURINGYRDTIME, SEPFOURTEEN.

Raven’s blue eyes changed to green as she blinked the contact lenses into place. They weren’t just color, either; they were biometric. She watched them turn on the surface of her eyes as she blinked. The contacts had tiny gyros in them to keep the orientation correct. They also cost her the last of her money. Custom job. Short notice. 

She pulled out a picture of a young woman. She wet her fingers and affixed the picture to the mirror with a wad of old, flavorless chewing gum from her mouth. The picture sagged but held. Next, she opened a plastic case with a synth-skin face inside. The mask changed her facial features to match the mark’s biometric data. She set to work gluing it carefully in place.

The mark was perfect. Almost too good to be true. Not to mention a sexy bitch. Raven had four criteria to fulfill when finding her mark. 

One. The mark had to have a clean record. 

Two. They needed to be in a position where their biodata wasn’t being read too often. If that happened while she was using it, things would probably fall apart. 

Three. They couldn’t be a government worker. She couldn’t access government biometric data, but she could insert a civilian into their system because she’d have all of her biological markers already.

Four. It needed to be a woman who was close to her size. 

Raven spent a lot of time with a makeup kit blending the mask in. She completed the disguise by stripping out of her skimpy clothes and putting on a bust-enhancing bra and padded shorts that made her thighs and ass look plump. She stepped into a prison guard jumpsuit and pulled it on. Her hands popped out of the sleeves, and she zipped it all the way up and folded a hook-and-loop enclosure over the zipper. Then she put a communicator onto her ear and carefully put a patrol cap onto her wig. 

She pulled a handheld scanner out of her bag and shot herself in the face through the mirror. Soft red light illuminated her face and the device beeped. She looked at the screen. A long serial number followed by a name, Maeve McKinnon. 

“Boom, identity stolen. Thanks, Mauve.” Raven double-checked the scanner. “Or Maeve, whatever.” She looked at the picture and back at herself. She mostly looked the part. Like if the mark had gone on a diet or had the flu. She put all the stuff back in the bag. Zipped it, slung it back onto its place on the floor, and left.

0.1


Almost an hour later, the dropship had made it to a space station in Prospiria’s orbit. They were making slow, steady progress to the front of the custom’s line. Raven stood back in her place on the bridge. She tried out a few poses to get a feel for what a prison guard would do. Hands on her hips. Feet together, hands behind her back. Casual stance. Arms crossed. When the authority hailed the dropship, she went with hands behind her back.

This is what they had been waiting for. Raven’s guy looked over his shoulder at her. She nodded back at him. He connected to the system. A tired-looking man in business attire came on the viewscreen. 

“Good afternoon TPT-902.”

“Good afternoon,” she replied with a smile. The copilot nodded, and the pilot parroted good afternoon.

The man read their purpose off the ship’s itinerary. “Prisoner transfer.” He skimmed the manifest, which showed four prisoners. “And authorization scan.”

Raven looked up slightly and lost the smile.

“That’s got it, Miss . . .” He leaned forward, scrutinizing the screen before finally adding “McKinnon.”

Raven smiled again, relieved.

“Uploading your flight path. Failure to follow will result in fines.” He spoke in a practiced, disinterested manner.

“Thanks. Have a wonderful day.”

“Oh! You too,” said the tired man, looking just a bit livelier.

A traffic signal changed up ahead on a sign telling travelers what to do and expect while they waited for service. The pilot input the flight plan into the ship’s computer, and it took them slowly toward Prospiria. 

The view below was mostly clouds. Some swatches of gray, green, and tan peeked out. The belly of the ship glowed like an oven as the ablative coating shrugged away the atmospheric friction. Raven opened the door to the prisoner seating area and yelled back to her crew, “Five minutes! Get ready!”

One man stood with a belt-fed grenade launcher. It smelled pleasantly of gun oil. He flipped the feed tray open and made sure the belt sat properly, then slapped it back down. He slid his fingers over the charging rod but let it go for now.

The man across the aisle from him unzipped a satchel with three large rockets and many smaller munitions packed in sabots. He took out one of the small rockets and smiled at the mushroom cloud and skull designs his son had doodled on it. He knelt and inserted it into the launcher.

“It’s time they feel the boom,” said the grenade launcher guy. He and the other man pounded fists.

The woman in the back claimed a high-power rifle with an enormous scope held between the hull and a chair. Remaining seated for now, she simply cocked the gun. A huge brass round winked by. She smiled to herself and put her palm over her eye.

The bearded pirate got up and shot his arms out into a big, stretching yawn. He wore a tactical vest loaded with pouches, which he double-checked. He picked his rifle off the floor and put the strap over his shoulder. With a flick of the fire-mode selector, the gun whined to life. The screen lit, displaying Safe, which shrank to the corner, leaving AMMO: 45, in its place. He let the gun hang for now.

Sticking to the flight plan, the ship sank through a thick bank of clouds. When it finally came out the other side, they were getting close. Now they could make out the skyscrapers of Amaranth City as they moved closer. They could see the prison, a sprawling complex studded with guard towers. The inner courtyard was shielded to protect and confine the prisoners. A hex-grid of energy reflected the sun as they descended. The ship fired thrusters to slow itself, and it came down on a landing spot behind the prison.

Chain link topped with razor wire boxed them in.

“Good afternoon TPT-902. Sit tight. We’ll have a group of men out to unload you momentarily.”

“We’ll be in and out. You won’t know what hit you.” She chuckled playfully.

A laugh came over the radio. “Okay, one moment.”

Raven went into the prison compartment again. Her hit squad stood ready for action, lined up by the door. The guy with the rocket launcher in the front and the girl with the sniper rifle in the back.

“Go time. This is where we get everyone back.” She smacked the button by the large side door. It deployed outward, forming a ramp down to the metal grating of the landing area. The team raced down the ramp. The sniper grabbed onto a rung and pulled herself up the side of the craft onto the roof. She swung the gun from her back, deployed the bipod, and lay prone, ready to fire.

The prison roof was built for guards to patrol the perimeter of the prison and overwatch internal sections of the prison that could be fired into in emergencies. Automatic gun turrets sat in high vantage points, currently folded up, waiting. Four of those would be a problem once the alarm woke them. Two up close and two further back.

The man with the rocket launcher took a knee and flipped the screen up. He lased a gun tower, locking it in. The grenade launcher guy hoisted his cumbersome weapon and ripped the charging handle. In the distance, a guard spotted the ordinance with wide-eyed amazement. It wasn’t uncommon for transfer crews to be armed, but this was insane. The guard reached up to access his communicator. His head burst with the reverberating blast of the sniper rifle.

The shot acted as a starter pistol to the other pirates, who opened fire in concert. A guard shimmied, caught in a hail of bullets. A missile slammed into the turret on the right and detonated, flinging dangerous hunks of slag in sluggish arcs. Smaller explosions consumed the turret on the left and just kept coming until the gun tower collapsed inward.

The remaining visible guard dove for cover. A deep electronic groan raised the alarm, waking the automated turrets, which unfolded. The pirates with the explosive weapons reloaded. Thrumming with power, the turrets swiveled, targeting the stolen prison transport. Lights flickered in the nearby buildings as the turrets screamed. The machine gun–toting pirate cringed away from the deadly, invisible beam. The ship’s shields were excited into visibility as they dissipated the energy. 

Inside the ship, Raven leaned on the console, watching the shields drain. 

“Uh, they’re dropping pretty fast . . .” said the pilot.

“We did the math on this. We’re good,” Raven said with a little frown. 

Outside the ship, all the pirates were ready to fire again. More guards gathered on top of the prison. The lasers kept up their sustained fire. Soon the air around the turrets was practically ablaze, and the turret’s exposed heat sinks burned bright. The lasers stopped. 

Raven yelled, “Now! Fire!” over comms as she dropped the shields.

The sniper opened fire, taking slow and steady shots, eliminating guards from right to left. Brass the size of permanent markers rolled down the side of the ship. The machine gunner kept the guards on the left mostly pinned down and afraid to move but felled those dumb enough to fight back. Explosives boomed all around a distant gun tower, missing the mark. A streak hit the other tower, blowing it apart. Finally, explosions crackled all over the last remaining tower, crumbling it to pieces. 

The pirate with the grenade launcher flipped up the feed tray and loaded a new belt. The guy with the rocket launcher rushed forward to get some distance from the ship, while the two with ballistic weapons kept them covered. If there were any more guards, they were wisely hiding. The man with the rocket launcher took a knee and pulled one of the big olive drab munitions out of his satchel. It slid into the tube, and the feed mechanism slammed shut behind it. He raised the weapon and locked his target through the viewfinder. Based on the option he dialed in, the rocket would barrel through everything it touched, detonating once it reached its target destination. He squeezed the trigger with two fingers. With a great ripping noise, he became a grimacing shadow as the missile streaked into the building. The prison’s outer wall shattered in a brilliant flash. Everyone felt the concussion in their chests. Rocket launcher guy’s hair was all messed up and one eyebrow was missing. Dust and smoke billowed, obscuring the prison. 

The pirate with the grenade launcher took aim at the remains of the chain-link fence that stood between them and the prison and fired a volley of high explosives. Then he turned to the left and took out another fence that stood between the landing pad and the outside world. Chain link and razor wire whipped around dangerously. Poles with concrete bases uprooted. When the dust settled, there was a shallow dirt trench left behind.

They watched the blooming cloud of dust. Even with the grating alarm and crumbling hunks of concrete, things felt still and quiet now. As the dust dissipated, the wrecked prison had a massive U-shaped hole that led to the prison yard. A mighty roar came from the prison yard. The inmates knew exactly what this was, and they all rushed into the dangerously collapsed building, dodging jagged rebar and falling boulders of concrete.

The inmates poured out of the building and across the dirt trench toward the ship. Raven pointed a gun at the group and rapidly pointed the barrel at the blown-open perimeter fence. The rabble split off from her crew. A huge tank of a man stayed. Raven put him in her sights.

“Either take me with you or kill me right here,” he said, extending his arms in a challenge.

She took careful aim and fired. The laser bolt went to his right by less than a foot. He instinctively turned his head away and then fixed a stony gaze back on her.

“Hard. I can work with that. Get in.”

Raven beckoned them in and moved to the door mechanism. Prisoners piled into the ship, followed by the hit squad. The man with the grenade launcher paused to fire another volley at the prison and darted back inside. As soon as the door began to close, the pilot went full throttle. The passengers rocked and clung to the chairs and rails.

Laser turrets fired on the transport’s belly as the ship passed briefly into range, quickly sapping the shields, leaving behind warped and scorched metal. A clatter of gunfire dented up the hull. The main thrusters lit white-hot. The prison transport shook as it went all out, rapidly leaving the gun tower’s range and putting one more crime on their tab: going off world without authorization.

By now, the authority would be tracking them. Probably scrambling interceptors, fast maneuverable fighters that they couldn’t possibly outrun. That’s why the next step was to get to a compromised nav-beacon. There, the crew would switch ships and Raven would screw with the authority’s signals intelligence.

Then they’d take a nice leisurely pace back to pirate territory. No need to take unnecessary chances once they got away. It would give her time to think. She had a lot of rebuilding to do. Just outfitting her guys with vehicles and equipment would take months and lots of little jobs. Today was the first baby step back toward being big time. 

The prison compartment was now crowded with dregs in vibrant orange jumpsuits. There was a heavy murmur.

Raven threw the cap like a disk and pulled her wig off. She yelled, “Hey!” 

Everyone quieted down.

“What did I tell you?” She slapped the young man next to her on the back.

“That we should be ready for you to break us out today?”

“Too literal J. Too literal,” she said with a smile.

She pointed into the crowd. “What did I tell you?”

The group turned to a man with a facial scar like a wild animal had clawed him. “I . . . um.” He licked his lips. “I don’t know, boss.”

She pointed at a stout, bald guy. “What. Did. I. Tell. You?”

His eyes darted up, and he tilted his head back. He looked back confidently. “Raven always comes out on top.”

She parted her way through the crowd and seized his shoulders. Her wig draped his shoulder like an odd epaulet. “Louder.”

Baldy threw up a fist and yelled, “Raven always comes out on top!”

The crowd cheered and crowed.

0.2


Later that afternoon, across town, a woman walked down the sidewalk. As she moved past dingy buildings peppered with vivid graffiti, she thought of her day. It was a long, boring day at the office, but now it was over. Soon she’d be comfy in her bed, diving into virtual reality with her friends. She took her knit cap off and shook her shining chestnut hair out. It ended up being sunny, after all, she thought.

She turned into her apartment complex. The place was old, but the property management company had recently repainted it. Beige. She wasn’t into it, but for now all the graffiti tags were gone, and they’d fixed up that apartment on the end that got broken into. 

She went down the walkway between the apartments and the parking lot. She stopped in front of her door. The apartment read her face, and the door slid open. She entered, and the door closed behind her and locked. After a day of drudgery, Maeve McKinnon was home.
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Deep underground in an abandoned maglev system, a mobile command center thundered down deserted tunnels. Despite being a huge vehicle with large, shrouded wheels and thick armor plating, it had plenty of room in the cavernous tunnel system. 

Inside, a three-man crew. Gunstorm, the guild leader, drove. Haxx, his son, fed him directions. All the way in the back, Maeve loaded up for the mission. The three of them had on military battle dress except for Maeve, who was in a form-fitting stealth suit.

“Take a right at the next junction,” Haxx shouted toward the front of the vehicle, keeping his focus on the tunnel schematics on the display in front of him.

Maeve made her game avatar—Ve—out to be her idyllic self. Average girl height instead of boy height. Cuter with larger eyes and lips, and sleek and acrobatic instead of plump and unathletic, like her actual body.

But today was more about brute strength, and she was donning the best, in her opinion, max-level armor. An intimidating, bulky matte-black suit of plate mail. She had spent some money on cosmetic purchases to etch the molding with gold filigree. She clicked and zipped and strapped on armor plates, and finally she swept back her long, light brown hair and placed her helmet on, clicking the chin strap in place. Now only the bridge of her nose and green eyes were visible. She hoisted the carry strap of a light machine gun up onto her shoulder.

Ready, she tromped forward, holding the rail encircling the ceiling for balance in the moving vehicle. She stopped next to Haxx a moment and grabbed his chair back as the vehicle turned the corner. He looked back at her and smiled. She proceeded up to the front and loomed in between the two front seats, although there wasn’t much to see. Dark concrete tunnels with the occasional graffiti tag.

“Almost there. Stop at the next access tunnel. It’ll be on the right,” said Haxx.

After a minute, the access tunnel suddenly materialized out of the gloom. Gunstorm slammed on the brake, jerking the hefty vehicle, then let up to gain some more ground. He finally applied a last, lurching stop. Haxx got up and slid the side door open. He hopped down on metal legs. Haxx had chosen for his character to be a cyborg, so aside from those metal limbs, wires and circuits traveled across his body like odd tattoos.

Maeve was out right behind him. She was bursting with excitement and didn’t even notice Haxx’s token effort to help her down. Jumping down, she landed hard, billowing dust out from under her boots. Yanking the charging handle back, she readied the gigantic gun and looked around for some trouble. She moved forward to get out of the way.

Gunstorm stepped into the doorway, a stout man with short, graying hair and an unkempt goatee. He knelt and slid an orange case toward him from inside the vehicle, opened it, and smiled at the audacious tool inside. Latching the case, he handed it over to Haxx. Gunstorm planted a hand and jumped down. Reaching into the vehicle, he withdrew a submachine gun. He unfolded the stock and hung it on his shoulder. Then he slid the side door closed. “This place seems dead, and no other players can jack our car, so I think we’re safe to leave it here.”

As they left the illumination the headlights provided, Haxx flicked on a light mounted on his shoulder. Gunstorm lowered his goggles and toggled to infrared.

The three of them marched down the access tunnel, wary of enemies but expecting no resistance, at least not yet. The tunnel was dank and smelled acrid and moldy. While he lugged the case, Haxx looked at a device on his forearm. He took a deep breath and sighed out, “Almost there.”

“I see it. The wall’s warmer up there.”

“So Ve, what do we do if this doesn’t work?” said Haxx.

“I suppose we can run you guys through some ops, maybe get you some better gear. I could show—”

“This is going to work! I can feel it,” said Gunstorm.

“Yeah, but as far as I know, nobody has tried this. We don’t know if this is going to work.”

“It’s a weak point, like any other, Ve. It has to go somewhere, and the facility is right there,” he pointed at the wall.

They stopped in front of an unremarkable-looking section of concrete wall. It was a slightly different color, as though a hole had been patched or a doorway covered up. Gunstorm knelt with the case and opened it up. He slid a couple of handles out of the case, which locked into position, and lifted a green box out of it. It was steel with four points protruding from the front of the device. 

Gunstorm eyeballed the wall again and pressed the device up to it. He looked around, suddenly feeling nervous. He gave the wall a stern look and licked his lips. Leaning into the device, he squeezed the triggers nested in the handles. The halls echoed loudly as the device drilled its way into the wall. There was a loud crunch, and the buttons stopped working. Gunstorm pushed them a couple of times in disbelief.

The connection felt rock solid in his hands. So he stepped back to look at the back panel facing outward. “Okay, it’s in,” said Gunstorm, thinking out loud. “Now to activate it . . .” He scanned across the face of the device with his fingers. “Pair. Here we go.” He held a button down on his goggles and the device simultaneously. The button pulsed with green light, then suddenly changed to red.

Satisfied, he jogged back past the group to where he thought they would be safe from any flying debris. The other two took a few steps back.

“Okay, is everybody a hundred percent on what they’re doing?” said Gunstorm.

“Yep.”

“Yeah.”

He placed his finger on the button on his goggles. “Three, two, one. Detonate!” The last word disappeared in a deep thundering blast. Pieces of concrete flew, rebounding off the opposite wall. The tunnel filled with dust and echoes of the blast. The group cringed from the shockwave and fusillade of projectiles.

Gunstorm cycled through the vision modes of his goggles, then smiled greedily. There was a jagged hole in front of him. He ran into the thinning dust cloud and peered into the diamond shaped opening. Floor to ceiling, four feet at its widest. He looked back, elated. “Go! Go! Go! We’re in.”

Maeve clenched her gun and ran to the hole. She had barely survived her boring office job, counting down the hours, and now her friend’s theory had proven to be true. She carefully stepped up onto a pile of concrete rubble. It shifted and crunched underfoot. Then she turned to the side and slipped into the facility.

1.1


The hole in the wall was higher than the room, and after passing through the entrance, she had to tread onto more concrete rubble mixed with broken pieces of electronics and large, nasty shards of glass. It was hazy inside, and once she stepped down, she noticed how cold it was. Large tanks of murky liquid lined the room. The tanks around the blast had broken. Inside appeared to be human bodies hanging from the wreckage.

No matter. She saw a door. While stepping down from the rubble, she got hung up on something. She focused on the movement in her peripheral vision and saw it was one of those things from the shattered tanks gripping her armor. A slimy naked man with tubes and wires laced throughout his body. It gargled a moan and held on with crazed eyes. Then another grabbed her.

Maeve wrenched her shoulders left and right, breaking their grasp. She turned and drew a line of bullets across the pathetic creature in the tube. She twisted and blew away the other one. It collapsed into its partly demolished tube.

Suddenly, all the tubes opened, spilling a thick chemical soup onto the floor. It smelled sweet and smokey, like melted plastic with a hint of rotten meat. Maeve coughed and stifled a gag. Rushing to the door, she wrenched it open while the creatures woke up. She scanned the next room down the barrel of her gun. It was big with doors all around and a hallway she couldn’t quite see down from here. She could see desks and workstations. It seemed like some sort of office.

She reached into a pouch and pulled out a grenade. With all her thumb’s strength, she rocked a brass slider forward, threw it into the room, and closed the door behind her. She dashed into the corner so she could see down the hallway as the room full of freaks erupted, blowing the door off its frame. The warped door tumbled into the room.

Maeve looked at the many doors ahead and waited for Haxx to do his job. A couple of bursts from Gunstorm’s submachine gun rumbled behind her. Must have missed one, she thought.

She caught movement up ahead and not so quietly sprawled down prone. It was a patrol of three cyberzombies. These weren’t naked but dressed for battle. She opened fire, hosing down the cyberzombie in front. It fought against its failing body to react, but the consistent firepower shut it down. The other two fired energy weapons back at her. Glancing blows danced off her armor. She repeated the process, working the chest and head, which got the job done a little quicker.

She released the trigger and realized Haxx had been talking to her on comms under the roar of the machine gun. 

“—hallway.”

“I didn’t catch that.”

“Keep going through the hallway. Once you hit the four-way hall, take a left.”

Maeve looked at her gun. The digital readout said she had a little less than half of the belt left. She got up and rushed down the hall. She found herself at the entrance to an office. She saw another cyberzombie on patrol. She crept in and braced her gun on a desktop. Her gun roared, and another cyberzombie went down, shooting wildly.

A mechanical whir caught her attention. She turned to see a turret descending quickly from the ceiling tiles. She held tight and unloaded on it. It activated and fired back in kind. When her gun stopped, she pulled out a large machine pistol and pointed it, but it was over. The turret sagged out of the ceiling, exposing some sparking wires. Maeve put away her pistol and got to work, swapping out the ammo box on her big ole machine gun. She snapped the ammo box into the gun, which recognized the fresh ammunition, and greedily pulled it into place. She stood, cocked the gun, and went left out of the room into a hallway.

Maeve was aware of having been shot just now and examined her armor plates. In the settings, you could disable sensations like pain, but she found it too easy to miss important feedback. Besides, it was just a game, and the pain feedback wouldn’t even register as a one on a doctor’s pain scale.

“I hope there isn’t too much more that thrashed my armor.”

“There kind of is. That bomb let us skip about two-thirds of this place, maybe more like three-quarters, but you’ve got a ways to go.”

She paused at the door. 

Haxx noticed. “The floor plan says the next room is the assembly line.”

She readied her gun and shoved her side into the press bar, opening the door. The assembly line was a huge automated system that appeared to be cranking out guns and other mechanisms. But as she proceeded quickly and quietly, she put together what those other things were. Spare parts that she saw grafted onto the dead zombie men she saw earlier.

As she padded past the machinery, an alarm sounded. She spotted what was obviously the way she needed to go. Maeve took off running, hindered by her bulky armor and awkwardly large gun. A steel shutter slammed shut in front of the door she was trying to get to. She spun and saw that the door she had come from was also closed off.

“Guys, I got a problem here. I’m locked in the assembly line room.” She shuffled over to the closest bit of cover, a big metal conveyor belt shroud.

“I’m attempting to—What! Why would they? I’m, uh, going to—”

Gunstorm broke in, “What he’s trying to say is we’re patched into the base’s network. He’s going to hack a way out for you; hold on.”

Something moved. She stared into the heart of the assembly line. It kept stamping, whirring, and soldering. Movement again to the left. Something’s in here, she thought. A dark blur leaped toward her in a high arc. Following it up, she unloaded on it. She stepped back at the last minute to avoid having a robot crash into her. She bent and looked at the thing. A skinny robot, a few notches thicker than a stick figure drawing, with nasty-looking clawed hands. Her bullets found purchase mostly in its chest, its widest part, about three inches across. The bot sizzled and smoked.

Movement again. Maybe a dozen of these robots came crawling out of the assembly line. They ran toward her, vaulting equipment as they came.

“Oh shit!” Maeve fired carefully at a distant robot. They surged ahead. She swapped targets as the robots went down, one after another. The robots kept coming, and she had to shuffle step away until she backed into the wall.

The next machine was close enough to swipe at her when she shot it offline. Right behind it, two more slashed at her chest, cutting neat grooves of three across it. She gunned one down while the other sliced down her helmet and dug its fingers into her shoulder pauldron. She bashed its head with the barrel of the gun and then turned to fight off another incoming attacker. As she terminated it, the robot clinging to her regrouped and renewed its frantic slashing. She worked the gun in between them and turned her head, squinting. She fired way too close to herself for comfort. The robot made a high-pitched squeal as it went slack, hanging from her shoulder. She grabbed the robot’s arm and pulled, but it didn’t budge. 

The metal shutter slammed open. “Go to the door! Go to the door! I got it open!” Haxx was almost too excited to get the words out.

Another robot leaped forward and sliced at her. She used the dangling robot body as a shield, then turned and fired. Its slim, cylindrical head disappeared, and it stood there, twitching. She lugged her way into the door, the dead robot swaying from her shoulder. Inside, she spotted another robot closing ground. She booted it in its narrow chest and hit the button, closing the steel shutters. They slammed shut.

Maeve let her gun slide back in its strap, and she grabbed the robot’s arm at the wrist and pulled hard. Nothing. She took a deep breath and really put her back into it. “Nnn-Guhhhh!” That’s not coming out, she thought. She reached under the shoulder armor and disconnected the plastic connectors that held it on. 

“What are you doing?” said Haxx.

Gunstorm broke in, “I think she stopped to take a dump.” The three of them cracked up. Maeve, struggling to talk through the laughter, explained about the robot stuck in her armor. She finally squeezed the last connector, and the piece of armor with its robot passenger struck the concrete floor. She rotated her shoulder a few times. “That’s better.”

“The next room is it—the boss. The map simply says ‘vault,’” said Haxx.

Maeve reloaded her last belt of ammo and ran her gloved fingers across the slashes in her chest plates. “Armor’s a little banged up, and I’m getting low on ammo.”

“You got this,” said Gunstorm, looking at her vital stats.

“I think I’m ready.” 

She took a deep breath to clear her mind, then opened the door and stormed inside. The room was big and tall, with concrete pillars in each corner and two tall server racks. Like the rest of the place, it was all white concrete with steel accents. Blocks of text scrolled by on the servers’ many digital readouts. Conduits snaked big bundles of wires around. Big steel lock boxes lined the walls with a ladder on rails. The boxes were of various sizes, most about two square feet. Half of them had been forced open, the doors hanging open or missing completely. 

At the end of the room, with its back turned, was a hulking cyberzombie with an oversized metal arm. A bundle of wires led up its back and into the neck. It had sickly white flesh and various metal plates across its head.

Maeve raised her gun and, almost like it knew, the monster spun around. She recognized the face, an enemy the game had had her chasing since the beginning. An enemy she thought she had killed.

“You’re too late, Ve. We’ve already claimed the base and taken everything useful,” it said.

“Holy shit, guys! It’s Dr. Steinman. He’s a cyberfreak now.”

“You seem surprised to see me. This is why you can’t win. We are beyond death.” Dr. Steinman lifted his massive cyberarm and cracked a wicked smile.

Wasting no time, Maeve hosed him down with lead. The monster shielded its face and upper torso with the massive metal arm and cried out. It shuffled off behind one of the pillars.

“This is the end for you. I won’t even bother to cyberidize you.” A crackle reverberated off the walls. “I’ll just throw your remains in the nutrient vats.”

Dr. Steinman pivoted out of cover and fired a ball of energy from his metal arm. Maeve saw the orb of energy heading toward her and dove out of the way. Even dodging it, she could feel the heat and electric charge at her side. She scrambled into a crouch and resumed fire on the monster.

Steinman leaped through the air and slammed down right in front of Maeve, who had to jump back. He swung his huge arm and swatted her into the wall. She steadied herself and pointed her gun. But so did Dr. Steinman. Energy began to crackle in the palm of his huge hand. She rushed behind the nearest column. The energy blast shattered a section of the column, sending rocky chunks flying. She fired through the newly opened hole, shooting at the monster’s head. Rounds bounced off the twists of metal rebar sticking out. Dr. Steinman covered his head and rushed around the corner. 

Maeve backed away, firing, only stopping when a server rack was in her peripheral vision. Steinman got close and swung at her with his human arm. She slapped it away with her gun barrel but almost couldn’t get out of the reach of the massive metal fist that followed. It smashed into the server bank, sundering the devices. They went dark with a loud pop.

Maeve retreated to another column. She could hear his weapon charging up again. Steinman fired, this time aiming at the column, which exploded another shower of concrete. The blast and the resulting projectiles stunned her. She shook it off only to see the massive fist too late. Maeve got blasted off her feet, making a breathless groan. She hit the wall, sliding down the lock boxes and landing on her knees. Bits of her sundered armor rained down around her. Most of her armor plates were gone. 

Haxx and Gunstorm watched a security camera feed on their wrist computer and goggles, respectively. Haxx winced as she crash-landed, “Focus. You got this, Ve.”

Maeve got to her feet, blood leaking from a split lip. She stumbled to the side in time to miss another thunderous punch that penetrated the lock boxes and trapped Dr. Steinman for a moment. She ran to a pillar and unloaded her gun yet again. Sustained fire on the creature’s back. The doctor ripped his huge arm free and stumbled back, slower now. Wires and tubes hung out of their intended sockets.

Maeve’s gun suddenly ceased firing. She looked down to see a big fat zero on the ammo count. Dr. Steinman charged up his weapon again. Maeve returned to the cover of the concrete pillar.

She tossed the machine gun off her shoulder and drew her machine pistol. An energy ball wrecked the pillar as she dove to the side.

She backed away, firing her pistol in bursts. The doctor jumped again to swat at her with his massive fist. She made sure she was behind the remaining server rack when the blow came. With the rack smashed, she finished the magazine. The doctor groaned and fell to his hands and knees. She ejected the magazine and hurriedly fished another out of a pouch. The doctor raised his arm, already charged with energy. Maeve turned to run. She stumbled for the last pillar too late. The energy ball hit her. She convulsed with burning electric energy, screaming in surprise. The gun flew from her hands as she crash-landed again, then she scrambled behind the final column.

“Please work,” she said as she drew her last weapon from a sheath hidden in her back armor. As the straight-bladed ninja sword slid free, the last remaining scraps of armor fell away. She took another calming breath as the blade glowed with energy. She heard the sizzle of her enemy’s arm cannon.

She stayed behind the column until the doctor fired. As before, the column shattered in a spray of concrete chunks. Maeve rushed out and leaped, landing on Dr. Steinman’s back. He was still on hands and knees. She plunged the sword straight through his thick torso. He merely grunted and tried to stand. She hung from the sword’s handle like it was a climbing handhold. She landed on her feet as the sword slid free. Steinman fell forward again, black fluid gushed from the wound.

She swung, freeing the doctor’s head from his awful body.

“Ah—” His scream was literally cut short.

“I did it,” she panted, frazzled. The still scowling face of Dr. Steinman settled on the floor.

The two on comms cheered. “Don’t stop now. Loot the lock box and get back here. You will have single-handedly gotten us to the guildhall quest,” said Gunstorm.

Maeve trotted over to recover her gun, knelt, and loaded it back up.

She went back to where the doctor had originally been standing when she entered the room.

There was a lockbox with the door hanging open. Inside was a multifaceted rectangular crystal plugged into a dock. A rainbow of color seethed within.

She beheld it for a moment, mesmerized. “It’s a data gem,” she said, shaking herself out of the trance.

“Perfect,” said Haxx.

She pressed a button on the dock, and the gem rose up with an electric whir. The color ceased. She pocketed the gem, turned around, and stepped around the late Dr. Steinman when red light ran through unseen veins in the walls. An alarm sounded. Maeve reflexively pointed her gun at the door and crept forward.

“That’s . . . oh sh—Get out of there. All the doors in the facility just opened. Get back here now!” said Haxx.

Maeve burst into the assembly line room, gun pointed and sword raised. She saw a room flooding with partially built cyberzombies. They didn’t seem armed or even stable. They stumbled around, some with unfinished parts hanging loose. 

She jogged toward the zombies, got a foothold on a nearby computer terminal, and stood on it to see above the crowd. She was going to need to get through a room of forty or fifty of them.

She hopped down and sprinted into the group. Darting left and right, she dodged past the loose groupings of cyberzombies. The group was becoming more dense, but she spied the conveyor belt from earlier. A couple of zombies were in her path, so she chopped them down and jumped up onto the belt. With flailing arms and unsure balance, she ran down the length as far as she could. The conveyor belt turned to the right, so she would have to jump. She vaulted over the remaining zombies, their fingers brushing her back. She landed into a roll, hopped up, and rushed out the door. 

A spindly robot lunged in front of the door to the hallway, brandishing its clawlike hands. She traded careful blows with it, trying to leave no room for counterattack. Her sword glanced off its slender body. 

“Get through the door. Now,” said Haxx.

Maeve juked the bot and rushed through the doorway. She turned in time to see a security shutter slam shut.

She sprinted through the hall, took a right at the intersection into the office. A cyberzombie opened fire on her. She transitioned into a slide and sliced its leg out from under it. The zombie crashed down, and she stabbed the sword into its head to hoist herself up. 

She took a moment to look at the wound she had sustained in the exchange. Her chest had a red glowing circle indicating where she was hit, and the large size of it indicated the severity of the wound. She should be dead. Should have brought stims, she thought. (Stims were an injectable combat drug that would provide minimal healing and give her a temporary boost to her stats, not to mention remove the pain.)

Everything had gone gray, and she could hear her heart beat loudly. The wound wouldn’t slow her down any, but she had run out of chances. The next hit would end this run. Back on her feet, she took a breath and sprinted forth.

Another zombie took potshots at her from behind as she raced into the hall she entered from. She hugged the left side so the attackers from behind couldn’t get a shot. She saw a lot of zombie gore lying around. Gunstorm had been keeping things clear, and he was still at it. 

She marched forward, shooting liberally, her sword arm to the side, ready to strike. Together, she and Gunstorm cleared the room. Shots ricocheted off the walls behind her. Gunstorm leaned into the hole, offering a hand. She put her weapons away and hopped up the rubble and through the blasted wall, bounding down the access tunnel.

The game had really drawn her in, and she left Gunstorm in the dust, sprinting ahead on twitchy, adrenaline-fueled legs. Haxx was leaning out the door with a hand out. They interlocked arms, and she jumped up into the side door and looked back at Gunstorm, who was jogging his way back. He didn’t really do exercise, so this was close to maximum performance for him, even in VR. The cracked-open wall behind him exploded again. He turned back to the van and walked the rest of the way back wearing a big grin.

Haxx took Maeve by the shoulders and ushered her into a chair in the back. She sat, and a long, thin robotic arm came up and fired a green beam at her chest wound. It wouldn’t take long for the machine to fully heal her. She looked at Haxx with a grin on her lips, giddy, like she might break into a laugh. Haxx read her euphoria and couldn’t help but beam as well.

Gunstorm jumped up into the vehicle, pausing to look at the two in the back. He clapped Maeve on the shoulder and then put his arm around Haxx. “Good job everyone. You did it.”

“I can’t believe it. This is awesome,” said Haxx.

“Woo!” Maeve cheered. Pumping her arms and legs, she accidentally batted the healing device away and carefully replaced it.

Gunstorm scooted his way up from the back and sat in the driver’s seat. “I don’t know how far those cyberjerks will follow us.” He put the vehicle in gear. “And I ain’t gonna find out.” Gunning it, he broke the wheels loose, spinning the vehicle around, kicking up a thick cloud of dust and almost sideswiping the tunnel wall. He raced down the old tunnel system. When they saw daylight brightening the tunnel, they knew they were free and clear.

1.2


Maeve was back in her little apartment, even though she had never left her bedroom. The magic of virtual reality. She found it most convenient to lie in bed propped up with some pillows. Lifting the VR halo off her head, she placed it on the nightstand next to her bed. She sucked in a breath, arched her back, and stretched. A little groan escaped while her arms and legs trembled.

She scooted to the edge of the bed and sat up, ran her fingers through her hair, and got up. She pivoted over to her desk and sat down. The computer recognized her face, and the screen lit up. She grabbed the mouse and opened a video editor. She dropped the recorded VR data into it and hit the button to process it. When this finished, she would set some parameters and make it into a video clip for her non-VR capable fans. Then edit both videos down, removing dead zones and personal stuff.

While it was working, she leaned back in her chair and put her arms behind her head, absent-mindedly looking where the wall and ceiling met. She was gaining a small audience on TubeQube, which was step one. Next would be sponsors and merch. I’ll have to think up a logo or catch phrase or something, she thought. 

Her daydream shifted with the thought of additional money. If things took off like she wanted, she could afford to leave this crappy neighborhood, or stay and just get a bigger apartment. Maybe eventually she’d get popular enough to ditch her office job. Paid to play VR games, she thought while rocking side to side in her office chair. 

She couldn’t help but feel like maybe she was making a mistake trying to turn her favorite hobby into money. It was easy, but it also cut into her free time. Seamlessly, her mind jumped tracks to the office. It’s only Wednesday. I can guess their golden boy, Tom, won’t finish his project again. And who will the boss dump it on? No, not even. She’ll send that toady of hers, Becca, at me. Well, not this time.

The computer chimed, pulling her out of her preemptive argument daydream. The program had done its preliminary work. Now she just had to choose a visually appealing way to portray all the scenes she experienced on that last mission and trim out any embarrassing feelings, like that charge she felt when Haxx hoisted her into the van. Maeve, on the edge of her computer chair, leaned forward toward the screen and clicked and slid a bar around, occasionally hitting the space bar. After a few minutes of decision-making, she sat back. It would take the computer a while to re-render all the scenes into a single video clip.

She swiveled and got up. “It’s time for a hard-won microwave dinner.” She headed to the kitchen on the other side of the apartment, past the little bathroom and closet, through the little living room, and into the little kitchen. She opened the freezer and looked at a variety of prepackaged frozen meals. Putting on a classy affectation, she said, “Perhaps a nice Salisbury steak, hmm?” She lifted boxes and slid it out from the middle. 5% more something or other, it exclaimed on the front. Tearing a perforated section of cardboard out around the center of the box, it opened like a book. Flipping it around, she found the cooking directions. She turned the box so the microwave could see the 3D barcode. It didn’t read it, so she gave the box a little wrist flick, and the microwave beeped and displayed: READY. She placed it inside and closed the door.

As soon as the microwave started droning, raised voices pierced the wall of her kitchen—the neighbors’ bedroom, she assumed. It seemed that they had reached the argue-until-they-breakup phase of their relationship. This would be the third time Maeve had witnessed this cycle.

“Every time. Every time!” he bellowed.

“No. No! You don’t get to say that,” her neighbor screamed back. 

“You’re the one . . .” The rest of what he said was an unintelligible grumble.

Maeve groaned, went over to the TV, and turned it on and then cranked the volume up a bit. It was an antique handed down from her grandparents that used some obsolete network protocol she had never heard of and used a daisy chain of adapters in back to get a signal. It had no voice controls, and the remote was missing. So the user had to get up and push buttons on the side of the slim monitor like her ancient ancestors.

She sometimes thought of replacing the relic. TVs are cheap, after all. But she didn’t watch much. It still worked fine, and why not blow her money on more VR stuff? 

She rapidly clicked through channels. News, bad sitcom, animals. She hesitated. A furry creature with a worm-like tongue slurped up ants. Commercials, cartoon, mech fight. She stopped, her finger hovering a moment, and then stepped back.

The match had just begun. Two towering humanoid robots marched from opposite sides of a massive colosseum. One of them was military-green and boxy, equipped with a sword and shield; the other was sleek and white, adorned with crests on its head, shoulders, and back. A small window displayed the human operators inside their cockpits. The camera adjusted to the sudden brightness as both war machines fired energy weapons at each other.

Maeve realized the argument had stopped and looked away from the TV. Even with the curtains drawn, she noticed a green pulsing light out the window. Uh-oh, looks like someone called the cops on your argument, she thought.

“Vulcan finally working that arm free!”

Her eyes darted back to the screen in time to see the sleek mech losing an arm to the other’s sword and reeling backward. Then, the scene shifted to a shot of the white mech’s massive chest cannon going off, cutting a line across the chest of the other mech, then stopping at a weak spot. The green mech slipped its shield between the beam, but the damage was already done. Molten metal leaked from the abdominal borehole.

There was a little knock at the door—too quiet for someone to be asking to be let in. She eyed the door quizzically. It burst inward, splintering the frame, providing a view of the parking lot choked with police officers in black armor, pulsing green light behind them. Maeve cringed. The door rebounded hard into the first officer who rushed in.

Maeve took a gasping breath, but nothing came out. She felt frozen. Crazed fragments of thought scrambled in her mind as the world slowed down around her. Wrong house. So many guns. Can’t be happening. Better pay for that. Salisbury steak!

“Lay down and put your hands behind your head,” rang out from the crowd of faceless officers in full body armor. It was so commanding that it snapped Maeve back to focus. Trembling, she raised her hands and stammered an explanation. “Wait! You got the wrong—”

“Take her!” The officer growled.

The two officers in front had been intently aiming rifles at her since they broke in. The ear-splitting bang would have bothered Maeve except that white-hot fire ripped into her chest and stomach. She fell to her hands and knees and then to her side as she struggled. It hurt to breathe.

“You shot me,” she croaked, as tears welled up in her eyes.

The team flooded in and flattened her out. They manhandled her so they could snap handcuffs behind her back. They lifted her onto her feet, and she looked down, happy to see no blood. She tried to reason with them again.

“Hey! You got the wrong house.” She coughed deeply. “The argument’s next door. What are you doing?”

As they walked her outside, the last officer closed the door. It popped back open a bit. The apartment was silent for a moment, then the microwave sounded shrilly.
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