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Dedication

I dedicate this
book to all the big dreamers; imagination is our greatest
strength.


 Chapter 1: Boom

“There’s no time, just
grab and go!” a tall woman with short spiked auburn hair called out
as she slung a black backpack over her right shoulder and sprinted
away. It was a dark office, with little light shining in from the
waning moon. Looking back she called once more as she opened the
door, “The one surprise we left will be enough to cause a huge
fuss, and if you don’t watch it you might wind up part of the ‘big
bang’! Suako get a move on!” she insisted.

After a
few more keystrokes on the control panel Suako looked up, brushing
her long brown hair off of her sweat drenched face to reveal an
enormous grin, “I thought they might have problems sharing.”
Throwing her tools into a bag, and shoving her pistol into her
belt, she quickly stood up and began to dash toward the tall
redheaded woman. Suako glanced at her watch, “Mei you ready?” She
asked as they sprinted down the corridor of a large building. “Do I
have a choice?” Mei asked light heartily, as she panted, exhausted
from running.

The girls
stopped dead in their tracks as the end of the hall. Both looked
puzzled and panicked. “Shit, which way?” Mei asked aloud. As Suako
was about to speak the door to their left flung open. Suako drew
her pistol, and Mei pulled out a knife from a holster around her
ankle. Two young men, at opposite ends of the twenties age
spectrum, and one older man in his late thirties, all dressed in
combat clothing which matched that of the girls, came hurtling
through the doors. “Whoa! It’s Kato, don’t shoot!” the young black
male gasped when he saw the women. Mei and Suako breathed a sigh of
relief. “A little on edge?” the older man asked as he slammed the
door shut behind him, locking it. Mei shook her head with
disbelief, and put her knife away. “I thought you guys got out
already?”

“We
can’t stay long, they know we’re
‘ere, talk ‘n walk, but keep your voices down,” Kato said as he
marched on forward and kicked open the door to his right. “Vince,
how close are we to the exit?” asked Mei. “I have no idea, Mack?”
Vince asked, looking over to the older man. “The exits will have
been blocked off by this point; we need to get down to the storm
drains. We can’t use the elevators or they’ll know, but we can use
the shafts. The stairs are too risky at this point. Sub level is
where we need to get. That’s seven stories down. We’ve got…” he
looked to his watch, “just under twenty minutes, let’s
move!”

They all
nodded, and turning a corner, they saw the elevator doors. Kato and
Mei went to work on pinning them open. Suako looked over to Vince
and noticed blood dripping from his arm. “They got you. Here, wrap
this around the wound,” She said handing him some cotton wrap. He
nodded. “Thanks. The bullet just skimmed me. I’m alright,” He said
stoically, as he began to wrap his arm. Suako tied it off when he
was finished.

Mei and Kato
managed to pry the doors open. Suako pulled off her jacket and
began ripping it into strips. “Everyone tie this around your hands
so we can shimmy down the wire cables. We don’t have time to stop
for splinter injuries,” she threw a piece to everyone and they
covered their hands. “Everyone quiet!” Mack suddenly ordered in a
harsh whisper. An echo of heavy combat boots rang up through the
nearby stairwell. Their hearts began racing, Mei looked to Mack and
nodded, “Let’s get a move on, we can’t get caught before the
fireworks! Suako you first, grab a wire and start moving down.”

Suako
wiped the sweat from her brow with her forearm. Briefly closing her
eyes, she deeply inhaled, then stepped forward to the empty
elevator shaft. It seemingly stretched down forever into an abyss
of darkness. “Now or never,” she told herself under her breath.
Reaching forward she caught a death grip on the wire, then hopped
her feet off of the floor and quickly clung to the wire with them.
Vince was getting onto the wire beside her. Reality quickly hit
hard and she accelerated her pace moving down the line.

Soon
everyone but Mei had got onto the wire and started descending. Mack
held onto the wire and hadn’t moved down yet. Quickly and carefully
Mei held onto the edge of the floor, then swung her legs up to
Mack, who then attached her feet to his jacket. Adrenaline was
pumping at its max through each of their systems. “Don’t let me
fall Mack,” she said, looking over her shoulder to him. His eyes
met hers and he gave a slight head tilt of indication.

Taking a tear
gas explosive from her pocket, she set and threw it down the hall.
She then immediately pulled the pins out from the base of the
elevator doors, and allowed her body to drop back. The doors
slammed shut, it was suddenly pitch black.

Mei hung
upside down from Mack’s waist. Holding on with one hand he reached
to help pull her upright with the other hand. “Y’all ok?” Mack
grunted, his deep voice echoing down. “Yes,” came Kato and Suako’s
replies simultaneously. “Anyone got a light?” Vince chuckled. They
snickered and carefully kept pressing forward. Mack managed to help
Mei onto the wire next to him. “Good to go Mei?” he asked. “I’m a
little disoriented, but otherwise good to go,” she said.

“Double
time people, before lights out we were at sixteen minutes!” Mack’s
voice boomed. “Oh shit!” Kato exclaimed as he sped up. The darkness
was deceiving and time pressed over their heads. Not until they
were able to see a slight bit of light near the bottom had they
known anything of their whereabouts. Each one was relieved to feel
firm ground beneath their feet again. They quickly forced open the
doors at the bottom of the elevator shaft.

They
made haste to look for manhole entrances into the cities sewer
system. “Mack, time?” Kato asked as he scanned the floor with his
eyes. “Two minutes and counting. Let’s make this quick people!” He
called ahead to the team. “Found it!” Mei called from the front.
The others dashed to her. Suako and Kato helped her lift the metal
disk up. Vince tied back his shoulder length brown hair, looking
over to Kato he joked, “Hope you don’t get anything stuck in your
beard down there, bud.” After placing down the heavy cover he
looked to Vince, “It’s a goatee man!” then stood and waited for the
girls to finish climbing down into the sewer before swinging his
legs down onto the ladder and going in after them. “Vince get your
punk ass down there now!” Mack ordered pointing to the hole. Vince
and Mack scurried downward.

Abruptly
Mack’s watch began beeping. “Get ready!” Mack said as he dropped
down into the filth below. Everyone threw themselves against the
wall for support. The ground began to rumble and an
earth-shattering explosion could be heard from above. The roar of
it infiltrated the tunnel and rebounded off of stone walls. The
earth shook as if there had been an earthquake, and tiny pieces of
stone feel from the walls. The intense vibrations nearly caused
them to fall over. The deafening noise surrounded them. “Keep
moving!” Mack yelled above the roar of the blast.

Suako tried to
yell over the noise “There’s more then just that!” and with that
she scampered down the cylinder corridor. The others followed,
trying their best to maintain balance against the intensely shaking
ground beneath them. Finally after several minutes they came across
an opening above them, leading up to the streets of the city. “Over
here!” Suako called to the others, “I think we’re just in time to
see the show!”

They climbed
up the ladder and onto the streets near the subway entrance. The
five of them looked back to a seemingly far off building, reaching
up into the sky with flames bursting out of it. One roaring
explosion after another fired its way out of the building like an
erupting volcano. The fire blazed in its glory as black smoke
billowed up into the night sky.

“It’s a
beautiful sight, but we should get moving. The Company will send out agents after us shortly. Split up
and meet back at the grid eight warehouse. Don’t use the subways
systems either, the stench of the storm drains are a giveaway,”
Mack walked off. Slowly the others pulled their attention away from
the slowly collapsing building. Mei and Kato scurried off toward a
vacant truck. The street was vacant. The area was destitute, as
were many of the surrounding grids around the Companies
headquarters on pristine grid one. The ground had shattered glass
and other such garbage littered on it.

Suako
looked to Vince, “We need to make sure you’re not infected.” He
looked at his arm, “Kato has disinfectant back at the hideout, he
can check it out. Let’s get a move on,” he turned his attention to
her and then signalled her to follow his lead. They started forward
and crossed through a junkyard; Suako maintained a hand on his
pistol, ready to draw at any time. “See any wheels we can salvage?”
she asked scanning the area. “Nothing that wouldn’t require a lot
of time… look ahead, the sun’s gonna’ rise soon. We need to get to
grid eight quickly. Come over here,” he said as he walked over to a
flat piece of metal that stretched out from a pile of miscellaneous
scraps.

Vince pulled a
map from the back pocket of his pants. Rolling it out it over the
metal frame he showed Suako the layout of the grid system. Each
grid area was in the shape of a square. Grid one, the Company’s
headquarters location, was four times as large as the other grid
squares. Twelve squares lined the outside rim of grid one, coming
to a grand total of thirteen grids that combined to form the city,
Torusan. The number two grid was located to the north-western most
section and then the numbers started their count in a clockwise
manner. “Here we are in grid eleven, we just have to cross through
grid ten & nine and we’re home free. It’s too far to walk if we
want to get there before too many eyes get a glimpse of us. What do
you propose?”

Suako paused a
moment looking all around herself. “This discarded metal isn’t
going to help us any. Mack said no subway, but if we can find a
change of clothes we can pull it off. Easier to steal clothing than
a vehicle, do you agree?” After a few seconds staring down at the
map of Torusan, Vince came back with his reply, “Agreed, where
to?”

Suako turned
away and started walking off. Vince grabbed his map and shoved it
in his pocket, then hurried to catch up to her. “This area may be
impoverished but they still sell clothing. The stores won’t open
for a little while yet,” She explained. “We can’t leave a trail;
the company will catch onto our us in no time flat if they suspect
it’s us…”

“Halt!”
a voice without warning called from behind them. Suako spun around
and drew her gun. Vince pulled a short sword from a holster around
his back. “Who are you?” Suako demanded. “You’re under arrest!” A
voice called as a figure came forth from behind a pile of rubble.
It was a Company guard,
his gun drawn and aimed at Suako’s head. “Drop your weapons!” he
ordered.

“Ready Vince?”
Suako whispered. “Yeah,” he concurred. With that Suako fired her
pistol knocking the guard’s gun from his hands. Meanwhile Vince
dashed forward, using a leg sweep the guard fell flat on his face.
Vince pinned the guard to the ground, using his knee in the small
of the man’s back to hold him down. Pressing the blade of his sword
to the guard’s neck, he looked over to see Suako walking up. “Who
else is headed this way?” Vince questioned the man.

In slight
shock, the guard responded in a cold sweat, “N-no one… I’d been
tracking you since the storm drain… I’d thought it was an
evacuation drill! I didn’t who you were until you emerged above, I
swear…” he responded in a slight daze. “Did you call for back up?”
The guard was mumbling something beneath his breath. “I said ‘did
you call for back up?’!” Vince pressed his sword on the man’s neck
with an increased amount of pressure. “No, my radio broke… It was
smashed in the explosion!” he insisted attempting to pull away from
the blade. Vince turned his attention back to Suako. She placed her
gun away. “He’s likely telling the truth,” she said. Vince pulled
the sword away from the guard’s neck and thumped him with the
handle on the back of the head rendering him unconscious. “He’ll be
out long enough for us not to be tracked,” Vince said standing
up.

Within
the outskirts of grid ten, just as the sun peered over the horizon,
they stumbled onto a tiny clothing shop. Suako pulled a safety pin
off of her pants, pulled it apart and used it to pick the lock.
“Nice trick, where’d you pick that one up?” Vince asked as he kept
a vigil.

“Hurry,
they’ll be here any minute! I can’t die here, not like this… What’s
taking so long? Common, common!”

“Just let
me work it. I’ve only ever seen this done before.”

“We don’t
have time! They’re gonna get us….”

“Just shut
up unless you want to die in this cell!”

Suako stood
there, eyes wide open, not moving, gazing at the door in a trance.
“Suako? Suako are you alright?” Vince suddenly interrupted and
placed his hand on her shoulder. Suako put him into an arm lock and
firmly spoke; “You won’t get us today!” intensity burned in her
eyes, then gradually faded as she came back to realize reality.
Heart pulsing and in confusion she let him go “S… Sorry Vince…” She
apologized shook her head and went back to picking the lock on the
door. Vince pressed the issue no further.

Seconds
later there was a click and the door opened. She nodded to Vince
and they entered the shop, quickly pulled off their dirty garments
and put on clean clothes from the racks. Shoving their old clothing
into Suako’s backpack, they wished to leave no trace. “The world is
starting to wake up out there,” Suako stood frozen momentarily as
she listened to footsteps outside. She turned her head to see Vince
and he tossed her bag back to her and finished pulling a sweater
over his head. Quickly he looked just outside the door. “Good ears,
no ones there right now, common before they show up.”

They
fled from the store and went down the street. “Vince slow down, I
want to get the hell out of here just as bad as you do, but we have
to avoid detection. Act Normal.” Vince lessened his pace and took
in one long deep breath. The sun graced the earth and slowly but
surely everyone was out about doing their daily chores.

After a
mile-long nerve-wracking speed walk they finally approached the
subway. The train was jam-packed. Suako and Vince blended in as
best they could. Finally sitting down they felt home free as they
were carried off to their destination.

Mei had fallen
asleep against he truck window with a small smile painted upon her
pale face. Kato glanced over at her and saw the sun shine playing
off of the colors vibrant in her hair. The streets were bleak.
Houses and shops poorly constructed, out of the cheapest materials
around, lined the grids gravel streets. Many homeless slept on the
street under newspapers and broken streetlights lined the area.
Children played with the remnants of ruined items that gave the
illusion that the area was a dumping ground, which wasn’t far from
the truth.

Looking over
to his left as he crossed over a slight incline Kato could see the
metropolis of grid one. The enormous central building could be seen
even from afar. The cobblestone streets were clean, homes were all
like palaces, and parks safe for children to play were found on
every block. A grand fence separated grid one from the other grids,
attempting to keep all other people from entering their ‘perfect
world’. Turning his attention back to the road Kato clenched his
fists around the steering wheel and shook his head in
disbelief.

A half
hour later they entered grid eight. Reaching over, Kato gently
stroked Mei’s cheek with his rough calloused finger. “Mei,” he said
gently, “we’re almost there.” She slowly came to, yawned and had a
big stretch, “Thanks for waking me… How long was I out?” “Nearly
since you stepped in the truck, you had at least a good hour of
sleep.” Sleepily she rubbed her eyes and sat up in the
seat.

As they
approached the gates of the warehouse they saw Suako and Vince half
way to the doors. They drove across the lot and up to their two
companions where they offered to drive them the last thirty some
odd feet to the entrance. They hopped out of the back of the pickup
and opened the doors from Kato to drive in.

The inside of
the hideout was covered in old rusted car parts, and useless tools.
A fair size table with cheaply knocked together metal stools around
it, and there was a large chalkboard on wheels behind the furthest
chair back. Running water could faintly be heard, and then
dissipated. “Guess Mack was determined to be the first to shower,”
Vince chuckled. “And I suppose you two were determined to be the
first to look good in your snazzy clothes, hmm?” Kato asked with a
coy expression on his face. Mei giggled as she sat on a stool
leaning up against the table.

Mack
strutted out into the room, pulling a white muscle shirt on, barely
covering his numerous scars. “Waters good and warm,” he said. Mei
and Suako both got up and headed towards the back to shower. “We
won’t be long,” Mei called back as they went off. “Vince you got
first watch. If the Company is on
our trail they’ll show up within the next hour guaranteed,
otherwise we can assume we’re in the clear.” “I’m on it,” Vince
replied, and grabbed an automatic rifle as he walked
out.

“So now
what boss?” Kato asked as he reclined on a wooden chair. “We’ve cut
down on the carbon dioxide emissions somewhat, but we haven’t
really crippled them. With the power C.D.F.P. Inc. has they’ll have
the grid eleven generators rebuilt as soon as they can clear away
the debris of the building we just blew. After the reactors are
back in motion, the company will follow up by creating another
monstrosity of a work facility. The citizens of Torusan live naive
to the fact, or powerless to stop it. C.D.F.P. Inc. has created an
artificial dome of oxygen around the entire city. As you can tell
it’s depleting around the edges. Stepping outside of the city the
air is hard to breathe, but not bad enough to need a portable
oxygen tank with you, at least not yet. It would have been one
thing to have just started their plan of idiocy and produce all of
the carbon dioxide, but they clear cut forests away for miles,
using wood as heat energy. It only fuelled the city in such a
manner for three years. Forests just as far as your eye could see,
destroyed to fill their pockets and add two stories onto their
already oversized houses.

The other
cities around the continent that don’t permit the building of
C.D.F.P. generators don’t get the benefit of an oxygen dome. Due to
that, the cities are more inclined to comply with the Company… How
can’t they? Without the domes now it’s damn near impossible to
live. I don’t know what we can do to stop them. We’ve barely even
given them a scratch…” Mack looked down at the floor, feeling
defeated.

“Boss, we just
don’t have enough information to go on. These other places around
the continent have to have more information. If we draw attention
away from Torusan and get them to send employees to fix up some
messes in other places we may get to have a reign of fire here.
That should give us enough time to attend to the oxygen scare,
right?” “Good idea’s Kato, but it won’t be so simple. You see, they
may be put off for some time, but they’ll still rebuild. You were
onto something though, we don’t know enough…” Mack replied.

“Feels good to
be clean,” Suako announced as she came around the corner drying her
hair. Mei came out a moment after, doing up her belt. “Vince on
watch?’ Mei asked looking to Mack. He looked up at her with eyes
pulled out of deep thought and nodded. “I’ll go take watch,” Mei
said and headed toward the doors. “So, Mack…” Suako started as she
sat down, “…what’s next on the agenda?” she asked putting her feet
up on the table. “Kato and I had just been talking about that… we
think we’re going to have to leave the city.” Suako’s eyes shot
open at the mere suggestion. “Whoa, whoa, whoa!” she exclaimed
rising on her feet. “Hold up Mack. It’s a barren wasteland out
there! Do we even know where the next city is? Could we even
survive it?” Suako began hyperventilating.

Vince strutted
up to them, and looked around the table at them in slight
confusion. “Everything all right?” he pondered, eyes on Suako.
“Take a seat,” Kato told him. Sitting down, still baffled Vince’s
eyes circled the members at the table several times over before
Mack finally spoke. “Suako, you’re young, and I know you’ve never
left the confines of Torusan so I understand all you have to go off
of are the stories you’ve been told. Indeed, the outer world is a
place scarce of life. Without food and water with us we would
perish very quickly. In the outer world your body weakens and you
become quite fatigued from the lack of oxygen. The journey is
challenging, but it is not impossible. I know of a traveller who
has mapped most of our continent, cities are scarce as not all
cities have the artificial oxygen; those without had to evacuate to
live elsewhere.”

Suako
took the news in like an arrow through her heart. Vince’s jaw
dropped: it looked as if a pile of bricks had hit him. A single
tear strolled down Suako’s cheek, “C.D.F.P. shouldn’t stand for
‘Corporate Distribution Fuel Power’; the initials are better suited
to describe them as ‘Crazy Dumb Foolish People’.” Before she could
rage on further Kato patted her on the back to console
her.

“So,
boss, where’s this traveler friend of yours?” Kato inquired. “He’s
in the south-eastern part of grid three,” Vince snapped into
attention “You’ve got to be kidding!” The other three looked to him
with raised brows. “Don’t tell me you haven’t heard?” Vince asked.
“Heard what?” Kato questioned. “Well you’ve all seen the security
fence that surrounds the first grid right? Well C.D.F.P. decided a
few months ago that they’d have each individual grid monitored,
probably because of our jobs, like
the one last night. Word is that they’ve already completed grid two
and have started construction on grid three. Now they have guards
watch everyone who comes and goes past the border into each grid
system they’re fencing in. With last nights ‘big boom’, I’m pretty
sure security will be tight. I can’t speak for the rest of you, but
I have prior felons of which the C.D.F.P. police have made me serve
time for before, all past criminals are likely to be taken in for
questioning, wouldn’t you agree?” “He’s right. Mei!” Suako called.
Mei came in and jogged over to them, “Yes?” “You and I, fake I.D.
card duty, let’s get going,” Suako said as she stood up.

“Alright, it’s settled then. As soon as the cards have been
completed we leave to go to grid three. Let’s prepare water
canisters, weapons, ammo, clothing, and don’t forget your teddy
bear’s boys, ha-ha!” Mack grinned, lighting his cigar. “Right, Kato
and I will take weapons duty,” Vince said as he walked toward the
back of the warehouse. Kicking the dirt floor away he revealed a
handle. Together he and Kato pulled open a colossal steel hatch to
reveal a seemingly ultimate collection of artillery. “Shall we?”
Vince cheekily suggestively gestured.

Here we go,
it’s all new territory from here…


 Chapter 2: The Map Maker

“The sun’s
setting, now’s as good a time as any,” Mei suggested loading the
last bit of baggage into the back of the truck. They all climbed
into the truck, except Mack. Standing by his building, he looked
over the old rusting storehouse facility before leaving it behind.
Climbing in, Mack turned the key to ignite the ignition then drove
away. Half way down the long winding road leading away from the
storehouse they passed several military vehicles; on closer
inspection the writing on the side read: ‘C.D.F.P. Inc. Military
Division’. Along with the land team a helicopter flew
overhead.

“Mack, as soon
as they can’t see us anymore step on it! It won’t take them long to
figure out it’s us, if we’re the ones they’re going down this road
for,” Kato said as he watched the cars in the rear-view mirror
slowly pass a curve and vanish out of sight. Mack rapidly
accelerated, trying to take them as far from the C.D.F.P. as
possible. “I wouldn’t worry, by the time they figure out it was us
we’ll be long gone. For a night raid they’re idiots; if we’d still
been there that helicopter would’ve been fair warning for us to get
the hell out of there,” Mack said shaking his head and rolling his
eyes. “Praise be to stupidity,” Mei added.

Mack drove
throughout the night. They passed through one underdeveloped
neighbourhood after another, quickly reminded of the bounty of grid
one residents by simply looking to the horizon. By grid five the
journey had become monotonous. The indigo sky and crescent moon
watched over them as they travelled. As they neared the next
border, the truck suddenly stalled and then died on them. Mei
rolled her eyes as she opened the door, “Guess that’s what we get
for stealing from an area that can’t afford to get their vehicles
checked.” “Alright everyone, let’s take what we can carry and
hightail it out of here. Just take the essentials; we’ve got a few
hour hike ahead of us,” Mack ordered. Taking the artillery and
water, the troop discarded most other items in the truck, then Mack
put it into neutral and then they pushed it into a ditch.

After a short
stroll, they came upon grid four’s entrance. No one patrolled this
area; most grids were hard to define as definite sectors. They made
there way through the filthy streets. Very few people resided in
sector four, it was a dumping ground for the leftovers garbage of
the company’s fossil fuels. The stagnant air lingered and made them
light headed. Taking a detour around the only protected building of
the region, the generator, they eyed it down with heavy hearts.

Stopping dead
in his tracks, eyes glued forward, Vince muttered, “Oh no… they’re
ahead of schedule.” The others turned their attention to where his
focus was. The entire area was sealed off. “We can’t get in that
way, they’ll search our things,” Kato spoke their mutual thought.
Mack climbed atop a pile of coal. Looking across the horizon he
squinted to see that to the south was the only place that the
construction of the mass fencing hadn’t begun as of yet, and all
the attention of the C.D.F.P. military concerned at the immediate
area fabrication. “To the far south we’ll cross,” he called down to
them.

When
they eventually arrived, the sun was just beginning to poke its
head up over the horizon, illuminating the sky behind them. They
managed to sneak in undetected. A few moments later they happened
upon the house they were searching for. “Here it is,” Mack
announced as he rapped on the door. Seconds later a rough voice
called out from within and harshly spoke to them, “Who is it?” the
voice bellowed out to them. “It’s Mack!” They heard heavy footsteps
approach the door, followed by a long sequence of clicking noises
from the door as it was being unlocked. The house was small and
falling to pieces. The splintered door swung inward and a tall,
muscular man stepped forward to greet them. “Well why didn’t you
say so?!” the gruff voice of the man said as he cocked his head to
the side. Observing the other members of Mack’s entourage, the man
introduced himself. “Come in! Come in! I’m Jenko.”

They
walked inside of his home. The couch cushions were torn, only one
half of a window had curtain, broken bookshelves lined the walls,
stains covered the floor and numerous holes decorated the walls.
His home fit the regular status of an outer grid dwelling; and he
could even be considered lucky to have a fair amount of furniture,
even falling apart as it was, to furnish the place. “How’re you
holding up old man?” Mack asked leaning against the wall. “Old man?
I’m only a few years your senior! Take a seat,” he offered,
reclining himself on the couch. “What can I do you for Mack?” he
asked. Mack lit up a cigar as the others sat. Kato stood watch at
the window. “We’re leaving the city Jenko. We need some info and we
could also use your map, we need a reference. We can’t get lost out
there, it’d be the death of us,” he explained as he expelled the
smoke from his lunges. A sudden shimmer glazed over Jenko’s deep
blue eyes. “I can do better then that, I’ll be your guide. I’ve
been meaning to get out of here… but what’re you leaving
for?”

“We need
to gather more information about C.D.F.P. from outside forces,” Mei
began. Vince continued, “We’re not getting anywhere hitting one
generator at a time within the city. Sooner or later they’ll catch
on if we did them one after another, say within a week, they’d
buckle down security and catch us before we could even get three of
them. We need a way to take them down for good.” “I get it,” Jenko
heartily agreed stroking his hand threw his short blonde hair. His
eyes darted back and forth several times, then crossed over to
Mack. “Alright I’m in. I need a little time to prepare.
Unfortunately at that point the perimeter gate’s construction will
be completed before we get out. We’ll have to leave using the
Torusan sub city.” “Sub city?” Vince questioned.

Suako
wrinkled her brow, “Yeah, what ‘sub city’?” Mack took one long deep
inhale of his cigar and then pushed it out as he began to clarify,
“Thirty some odd years ago C.D.F.P. evacuated all of Torusan to a
temporary facility constructed to house us temporarily while they
put into effect their ‘two story city’ idea. You see, the entire
original foundation of the Torusan you know now is all metal,
mostly a steel base, that’s why we have grid sections you see. Each
grid is an individual metal plate of which they have built upon.
They extended up the entire city, and began to dig down beneath the
earth.”

“When
they neared the end of the underground construction the supports
above began giving out. The plates fell back to the earth. The
shock wave of the collapsed city we assumed was an earthquake; the
tremors could be felt vibrating for miles. Although the plan they
envisioned had failed, because they dug down into the earth to
create the second layer of city, it was unharmed by the fall. They
were still going to use it, but a few of the grids wound up with
random cave ins. Grid four was particularly bad for dropping
debris, that’s why they all but modified it into a waste site. The
head of safety maintenance wouldn’t allow its usage. Nevertheless,
some people did move down there and the area is completely
accessible. You remember in grid eleven, the storm drains? Well
they lead down to the sub city beneath the ground, we can enter
that way from here,” Mack finished.

“Let’s
rock n’ roll. We need to get out of here ASAP; C.D.F.P. has their
military patrol checking houses close to the border. I’m guessing
it’s due to our little explosion at the grid eleven reactor,” Kato
said turning from the window. Mei looked over to Jenko, “What do
you need? We can help.” Jenko told them his essentials for land
travel requirements. They attended to his things while Kato kept an
eye on the relative closeness of the ever-nearing C.D.F.P.
employees.

20 minutes
later time had run out. “Time’s up, we need to leave now,” Kato
insisted. Jenko finished shoving a map into his bag, tossing it
over his shoulder he nodded. “We’ll need to go out the back;
they’ll see us leave if we use the front door,” Kato informed them.
“Follow me, there’s a window to the back,” Jenko told them,
signalling with his head for them to follow. They promptly went
after him, into a bathroom, that they then squeezed through a tiny
window from, and dropped onto the dirt ground below. Before
leaving, Suako turned to Jenko “Where’s the closest entrance to the
storm drain?” pondering for a moment he then replied, “Not far, two
streets over there’s one far enough from the construction sight
that we wont be seen,” he led them onward.

Succeeding
entering the storm drain system unseen they all felt a slight
relief to be out of plain view. As they pressed on, Mei surveyed
Jenko with her busy eyes and asked, “Are you packing any heat?”
“Since I stopped travelling, I sold everything.” He replied. Mei
passed him a handgun. Jenko put it away, “Can’t be too careful with
these underground dwellers.” Mei smiled at his comment and Jenko
laughed rapturously.

After
travelling outside for several minutes down the pipes they came
across a large metal shaft in the floor. Vince, Mei and Kato
quickly went to work lifting it up. They looked down into the
darkness below, taking out a flashlight and shinning it around the
could see that the Sub City was quite far down. Jenko removed a
rope from his bag which they tied onto a pipe running across the
ceiling and threw down the rest into the endless darkness below.
The end of the rope reached to the top of some sort of structure of
which they couldn’t yet define with their limited sight. One by one
they slid down the rope and onto the large flat surface beneath.
While descending, they noticed how immense the space below was. It
was like a lost ancient city from ages ago; preserved in a manner
just short of perfection. Although it was dark, the spacious
feeling was captivating. The secret city lined the floor like a bed
of coral reefs in the sea.

Landing
on the platform one by one they decided to attach illuminating
phosphorescent wristbands to distinguish each other’s location.
Suako squinted, looking all around in every direction, “Do you
suppose the C.D.F.P. actually made this for the people in the outer
grids to benefit from and live in?” “I highly would doubt that. I
believe their plan was to have the working class stay where they
were and then use this second city for rich people from other
cities to move to. They’d hemorrhage even more money then. The
C.D.F.P. has never cared about anyone but themselves. Always
remember that Suako,” Vince told her in his own disgust for
them.

It soon
became apparent that they were standing on top of a ventilation
shaft that they assumed must have been meant for a metal works
factory. Climbing down a ladder they’d found on the side of the
building they finally reached the streets below. Their feet dropped
upon hard concrete, flawlessly preserved, unused and what those
above have longed for to be their roads. A constant sound of
running water echoed through the colossal underground. Suako looked
around, on guard, as they marched through the area.

Time passed as
they searched the region, stumbling through the dark, heading
toward a light indicating the exit far to the north-west. “Mack, I
haven’t seen the slightest signs of life down here. I thought you
said people lived here?” Suako whispered cautiously, staying alert.
“I heard there were a few homeless who’d snuck down at first,
though C.D.F.P. cleared everyone out of here. Jenko was just
pulling your leg. I doubt if anyone was here, there’s no abundant
food or water source, and to travel all the way to the surface and
back on a constant basis… well, you know, it’s not logical,” he
shrugged. Suako breathed a sigh of relief.

The
emptiness of such a frozen city was odd and felt quite unnatural to
the ways of life above ground. As their eyes adjusted more to the
darkness they could better see the city of which they had
penetrated. Tall skyscraper like buildings lined the exterior edge
of this lower grid frame. Many reactors and factories were in a
central location while residences spiralled around them. Many
buildings had left shattered glass and the streets after the
floating city above crashed down upon them.

“In
here,” Jenko waved them over. Entering vacant makings of a hotel,
they soon found it furnished much to their delight. They filtered
into a large room. “Take a seat,” Jenko instructed. He took a flare
from his pack to assist showing them the map of the outer world,
“This is the continent as best as I could depict. We’re here in the
south-westerly corner. As you can see from above on the horizon
directly north of us it looks like a mountain, well there’s
actually several, but they create a wall vertically, so it only
looks like one from our standpoint here. There is a small town
buried within the sanctum of the mountainous walls. It’s the
nearest town, called Yukoton; I thought we’d strike there first.
Any objections?” He looked around the room and no one objected.
“Great,” Jenko rolled his map and put it away. “I suggest we rest
while we’re here. The next few days will require a lot of strength
from each of you. The mountains only allow those whom have the
strength and willpower from within to venture their pathways,” With
that, he extinguished his flare and they soon fell asleep up on the
soft plush beds of which they would be missing all too
soon.

Though time
had passed, the lack of sunlight left them in a slight state of
confusion. They were instinctually disoriented by the difference in
surrounding. Mack prompted the departure and they soon pulled
themselves out of there. The Ghost City of Blackness soon came to
an end; a decent opening between the metal grid and the ground
allowed them passage. It was a struggle to ascend as they soon felt
the air thinning with each breath. “Everyone cover your skin before
you come out the top. The sun will scar you with boils if you
expose your skin for any good length of time,” Jenko warned them as
he pulled a large cloaking jacket around himself. The others
followed his lead.

“Let me
give you a hand,” Jenko offered Suako, who the last one to rise out
from the sub city, and see the reality of the real world from
outside the dome of Torusan. A painfully scorching heat burned
their skin. The land was barren, scarce of life, no roaming
creatures, trees nor bushes in sight. Suako’s eyes began to well up
with tears; an ache pulsed in her chest. Stuttering she finally
placed a sentence together, “T-they did this?” she asked with a
weak voice, her innocence shining through brightly. “They offered
the people electricity and convenience; they promised homes and a
metropolis city. They gave it to us, but they took from us too.
This bleak world is what we get for receiving such a city and
energy that we don’t even
get to use… they do,” Kato
angrily said loading his thirty-eight magnum. Then he sighed and
said below his breath, “It’s even worse than when I first got
here...” Mei, standing next to Suako, in just as much dismay and
shock between the heightened breaths, reached her hand over and
squeezed Suako’s. “This can’t be real,” she whispered, and shed a
single tear.

After allowing
them all a moment to adjust to the wastelands stretched out before
them, Jenko finally took charge, “Try to keep you skin covered, mid
day must have just passed so we have the rest of the afternoon and
night time to travel, we’ll sleep when the sun comes back up again.
The heat is brutal, I warn you now.” “You heard him, move out,”
Mack ordered leading the group with Jenko by his side towards the
distant mountains.

Not too
much was said over the initial day of travel. The words and stories
of how much destruction had come upon the earth, and artwork of it
in it’s natural beauty that everyone posted around the city, lent
no repercussion to first sight. The bitter hatred of which they’d
held in their hearts for the C.D.F.P. grew and burrowed its way
even deeper within their souls. The dry earth bore cracks and scars
of the suns infliction. As night drew in, the temperature
dramatically changed from scorching to freezing with next to no
warning.

Short, fast
breaths of the thin air blessed their lungs but ran from them just
as quickly. Their hearts beat slowly and tired muscles were forced
to keep moving. Minutes seemed to stretch on like hours and hours
seemed like days. If not for the mountains growing larger ahead of
them, and Torusan shrinking behind them, the endless plains of
nothingness would have left them guessing they had not moved at
all. The scenery changed in only the most minute ways.

A couple hours
before sunrise Suako collapsed onto her hands and knees. “I… I need
sleep… can’t go further,” she said between breaths, shivering.
Jenko looked over to Mack “We should’ve planned shorter sprints,
their lungs aren’t ready for this. Let’s set up tent here. We’re
almost as far as I’d planned anyway. Help me with this…” he asked
Vince and Kato as he pulled out a large sheet and metal pegs. “Are
you alright? Try to slow your breathing a little. Hyperventilating
ain’t gonna help ya’,” Mack told Suako as he pulled her onto her
feet. She stood bent over holding her torso up with her hands on
her knees. “Sorry Mack… I never expected it to be so bad. Damn
them,” she growled looking back over her shoulder. Standing upright
she looked to Mack with a cute little smirk on her face, “One day
I’ll make a bomb that’ll make a blast that they won’t ever forget.”
“Hah! Girl’s got spunk!” Jenko laughed. Mack smiled and lit a cigar
before stepping within their primitive tent.

Before
long, Mei, Suako, Vince and Kato had all fallen asleep; exhausted
from their first excursion out in a land once beautiful called
‘Mother Earth’. Mack and Jenko sat by the outer rim of the tent and
watched slowly as the sky turned yellow and crimson as the sun
began to hail the day. They were silent until they heard all four
renegade soldiers soundly asleep. “Have you found him yet?” Jenko
asked, finally breaking a strong tension. “Not yet,” Mack
disappointedly informed. “You’re sure he’s not just hidden within
Torusan?” Jenko inquired. “No, I hacked the Company’s files, all
the important documents anyways. I found a transfer notice placed
on him. It didn’t say where.” Mack said, shaking his head. “Is this
the real reason we’re out here?” Jenko pressed, turning his head to
look at Mack. “No… but I won’t leave any place we go without
checking for him. We’re out here to take down the
company... but I
can’t forget about him.” Mack said firmly. “You still blame
yourself don’t you?” Jenko asked. Mack looked away, “…Yes.” “It was
them not you.” Jenko said. “I know… but they only did it because of
me.” Mack said with finality. The two were silent for a time. “Do
you think he is even still alive?” Jenko asked. “I don’t know. So
until I’ve found out one way or another I’m going to keep
searching… let’s get some sleep.” Mack said, and laid
back.

They ventured
forth once again after the sun had started back down towards the
horizon. The day was still a shock to them; they’d all woken up
hoping yesterday had just been some bizarre nightmare, but it was
real. Still they found themselves pushing past the heat and the
fatigue, trying to picture the world as they’d seen it in the
artwork Torusan citizens posted about, lush and green. These
thoughts gave enough hope for a promising future so they could
ignore the present status of the scarred earth that extended around
them.

That
evening they reached the base of the mountains. Jenko insisted they
stopped and would travel up the mountain trail by day. He warned
them of monstrous creatures that roamed the mountain pathways, that
were especially on the hunt by dark or night. Due to that once they
started on the mountain path they wouldn’t be able to stop until
they made their way all the way to the hidden city within the
guardian mounds. The shadows of the enormous peaks would protect
them from the sunlight as they travelled he told them. Taking a
breather, they found sleep easy to find, as travelling took much
energy from their bodies.

As the sun
pierced over the horizon and light began to bless and curse the
earth, with its warmth and its radiation, Jenko woke them up. The
crisp cool chill over the morning seemed to go straight through
their bodies and penetrated their bones. They had a quick breakfast
and thrived on the oxygen replenishing water that quenched their
thirst. They quickly then packed up their items and they were ready
to be on their way. Just before starting on the path Jenko told
them to have their weapons handy, at all times.

The path
they walked up was steep and treacherous; stones and boulders
littered the area. A few evergreens, barren and sickly, were just
barely alive further along the road. Once they saw them fascination
struck and the four youngest mercenaries scampered towards them at
first sight. “I’ve never seen this before, what is it?” Vince
asked. “It’s called an evergreen, it’s a type of tree. My
grandmother used to speak of them growing all over the northern
areas of this continent. I remember seeing more of them in my early
childhood,” Mack told them as he observed the little tree. “It’s a
tree?” Suako asked dumbstruck. “Don’t trees have leaves?” she
scratched her head. Jenko smiled “You really are new to this world.
Those little needles are its leaves. They grow in colder climates
and never shed their needles. They symbolise never-ending life.”
“Oh,” Suako blushed feeling rather naive. “Let’s keep moving we
don’t have a ton of time to take break,” Jenko reiterated to
them.

Dragging
themselves away from the tree each once of them drew from it one
needle, which occupied each of them as they went onward.
Conversation sparked and they peppered Jenko and Mack with
questions that they could only answer through recollection of their
childhoods. After a while Mack and Jenko could no longer contain
their laughter at the exuberance the youngsters had. The four young
travellers were rather confused. “You’d think you were just five
years old with your intense curiosity,” Mack chuckled. “Ha! Ha! Oh,
what could we expect? You four just remember we know only little
more than you about the earth. We were brought into it at a time
where things were already falling to pieces,” Kato sighed. “Guess
we’d better find a history book,” he suggested walking past Mack
and Jenko; his words only fuelled their laughter.

The trip
went relatively smoothly. On a few accounts some small wildcats
scrounging for food came at them but retreated with simple threats.
Day was merging into night; turning around one final bend Mei saw
before her the city that they’d been tirelessly trudging toward.
With a huge grin, she tagged Kato with her hand, “I’ll race ya,”
she said and sprinted ahead. A sudden screech echoed between the
rock walls from ahead. Quickly everyone ran around the bend to see
the trouble.

A large
wolf-like mutated creature had pounced on Mei, pinning her down,
and was viciously attacking her. The wolf looked to the others as
they had stumbled upon around the corner. The one that held Mei
down had glossy hazy eyes and looked ghostly with his filthy matted
grey fur. Vince charged the beast, a dagger held in each hand. The
wolfish animal growled then jumped off of Mei and darted at Vince
when he neared. Vince jumped out of the way just in time, and
twisting as he jumped in a 360-degree turn, he managed to double
slashed the fiend’s chest with his blades. The creature fell to the
ground and seemed to be finished. Quickly receiving a second wind
he arose from the ground, blood gushing from the deep cuts, and
went back after Vince. Suako ran toward the beast with her pistol
drawn. Having caught her in his eye the beast turned his attention
to her and howled as he ran towards her. Just before aligning her
shot Suako tripped on a stone sticking up from the ground and her
pistol flew from her hand and she tumbled to the ground. Without
time to even think she instinctively pulled herself up and, and the
wolf came in for a bit, she kicked the wolf in the head with all
her strength. A large crackle boomed in the air as Mack fired off a
riffle, and the beast ran away in fear.

Kato ran to
Mei’s aid. She lay on the ground cringing. Upon closer inspection
she had a deep bite mark on her left arm and was covering a large
claw swipe on her lower abdomen with her right arm. Kato lifted her
into his arms, “You’ll be alright. You’re safe,” he told her. Mack
took the flank as they jogged the final quarter mile to
Yokuton.

Harsh dead
world… Don’t tell me this isn’t a dream…


 Chapter 3: Yokuton

A villager spotted the
entourage walking up the mountain path towards the town, and
noticed Mei injured, being carried in Kato’s arms. The friendly
mother figure ran out to greet them. “What happened to her?” she
asked with a heavy oriental accent. Her eyes were warm and
attentive. “Attacked along the path not far from here by some kind
of wild animal,” Mack said approaching the front. “Do you have a
place we can take her?” he asked the woman. She smiled “Yes come,
we’ll get her help within the city,” she said and led them, her
bulky clothing over her tiny frame swaying as she walked. Kato kept
a heightened pace.

Entering the
city limits the oxygen dome revitalised them. Feeling their lungs
become replenished with filtered air, they found it easier to
concentrate on Mei’s wounds. The woman showed them into one of the
first homes, a small limestone hut. Presenting a bed for Kato to
lay her down on the woman offered them her home as a place to stay
until Mei’s recovery. The lady then went off to fetch water.

“How are you
feeling?” Suako asked as she sat by Mei’s bedside. “I’m fine,
really… It’s just a few scratches. The air is really helping,” she
smiled. Mei shut her eyes and drifted into sleep. The others found
chairs quickly and rested, weary from their travels. The woman
returned in haste with a vase filled to the brim with clean well
water. “Thank you, ma’am, do you have a cloth we could use to clean
her cuts?” Kato asked. The woman dashed around the corner into
another room and returned carrying a small white piece of cloth.
Presenting it to Suako she then took her leave to fetch some
disinfecting herbs. Jenko and Mack left to fetch firewood to heat
the small chilly house.

By the time
they returned Suako had finished bandaging Mei’s arm. Mei came to
and saw her bandaged arm, “Thank you. I’m sorry I was careless.”
Mei glimpsed up at them, and Mack hushed her. Suako pulled back the
clothing around her abdominal cuts and revealed a large old scar
running across her belly. Suako’s eyes leapt up to meet Mei’s, her
jaw slightly dropped, “Mei what’s this from?” she asked running her
finger gently along the exterior of the old scar. Mei’s eyes
watered slightly; there was an extended silence in the room. All
eyes focused on Mei.

Taking a deep
breath in, she began to tell her tale…

“It’s beautiful Jake! I can’t believe you and Daddy finished
it already!” A younger Mei with long flowing hair exclaimed as she
wrapped her arms around a tall man about her age. They stood
outside a small home with wood siding and a thatch roof. “I wanted
it to be ready in time,” he said, with a caring twinkle in his eye
as he turned to her. With an affectionate peck on the cheek she
bolted forward in front of the new house, and as she spoke she
pointed with her hands. “We can have a little rose bush here and a
Zen garden here… oh! And the family shrine in the back,”
Mei’s voice
rang with excitement.

Day fell to night’s grasp. The eventful afternoon of moving
furniture into the tiny house left Jake and Mei exhausted. They sat
outside their humble abode sipping green tea as they ate a quaint
supper of rice and salmon. “Just look at that… the sky is as rich
as gold,” a passionate Mei declared. “Indeed, it is my love, as is
your radiance,” he told her kissing her hand.

The stars came
out and began to fill the sky. Despite their fatigue they stayed up
through the night. A full moon rose high above them and bathed the
earth with silvery emanating light. “We’ll raise a good family. Our
children will prosper and enjoy all the beauty of this world.
Nothing at present could possibly make me any more content them I
am now,” Jake expressed romantically.

A few months passed in the little village. Fish were
bountiful this year, as was the harvest crop. The summer was hot
from the blazing sun that glazed over the earth. Flowers blossomed
all over the house’s front, with plenty of roses to go around. The
house stood atop a grand hill beside a stream running down into the
town below. Trees flourished around the town’s boundaries, bamboo
and cherry blossoms especially stood out. Mei looked out from her
window and watched Jake as he climbed up stone steps to their
home.

As he neared
she noticed a troubled look was on his face, though he tried to
hide it, Mei knew him all too well. Dashing outside to meet him she
hugged him, “What is so heavy on your mind?” she asked worriedly.
Sighing he responded, “The Mayor is fighting with those people who
brought those machines here. He hasn’t told me what the argument
was about yet, but he’s ordering us to remove the equipment they
brought in, and those people are threatening to remove our oxygen
shield…” Mei gasped, “They can’t!”

The following day Mei watched out the window again for Jake
to come back up those steps, home to her once again. Across town
she finally saw him leaving the mayor’s offices, as well as some
angry soldiers and company officials. The company quickly evacuated
the town. Sensing something must be wrong Mei ran from the house
and down the pathway to talk to Jake and the mayor immediately.
Before reaching the bottom step, an enormous blast deafened her,
which sent her flying back. Trying to brace herself she twisted
around, and when she smashed into the rock steps the impact on her
front side was brutally hard. With just enough energy she looked
back over her shoulder to see Jake perish, evaporated in the
rumbling blast of the reactor. With one final glance her body gave
out and she faded into unconsciousness.

Finally, Mei
spoke out, “I’m not originally from Torusan you know… Three years
ago, before I joined your fight against the C.D.F.P., I lived in a
small village. Life was simple and we were all happy there. I
hadn’t the slightest idea at that time about the company… I was
married too, you know? I went by Mei Yoshini. We weren’t rich, but
we were happy... I had a little house made of wood that my husband
Jake built with my dad. People used to say it was the nicest place
in town. We had a flower garden too. The town was inside an oxygen
dome like most other places and there was the Corporation’s factory
there. No one knew what it did; all we knew was that they gave us
the dome to have it there.”

“I was
pregnant when it happened…” Mei’s voice weakened and trembled “…one
day, there was an enormous explosion. The processor in the factory
‘malfunctioned’, that’s I was told. The entire town caught fire.
Everyone burned that hadn’t died in the explosion. I don’t remember
anything but being blown back, then feeling the heat of the flames…
I heard all the screaming…” Tears streamed down Mei’s
face.

“I woke
up some time later. I remember my body aching from head to toe. The
sting of white light in my eyes... and then… and then… they took
her out of me… they said she died in the blast…” Mei broke down,
hyperventilating, her sorrow eating at her. Suako wrapped her arms
around Mei and tried to console her. “Hush now, it’s all over now…
I’m so sorry,” Suako stroked Mei’s head; laying her back down once
she pulled herself together.

A glaze seemed
to have settled across Mei’s eyes, “I got away… I wouldn’t let them
keep me there, not when I found out the truth. I discovered that
the explosion wasn’t accidental.” Everyone’s ears perked up. “What
do you mean ‘wasn’t accidental’?” Kato wondered. “I learned from
one of the employees that the mayor of my old town learned what the
reactors had been doing to the Ozone, and was ordering C.D.F.P. to
close down their location there. Rather then do so, the company
wanted to kill the mayor, rebuild and continue production… It was
cheaper then closing down…”

Vince
stood there paralyzed, unable to move, react, or think. Mack had
heard this story one time before, though it tugged on his heart to
hear her brutal tale once again, he choked back his feelings. Suako
shook her head in disgust, squeezing Mei’s shoulder reassuringly,
she looked her in the eyes, opening her soul to Mei, “We are going
to get them. They’ve brought us all to ruin. They aren’t going to
be able to do any more to us, because there’s nothing left we have
that they can take away. I promise you they will get their just
deserves.” Suako’s voice was both bitter and empowering.

Mack subtly
cleared the others out of the room. Kato stayed behind to care for
Mei. He finished washing her scratches of dirt and patted her tummy
gently dry. Mei’s eyes stayed numb and distant for the remainder of
the night. Finally, after drinking some camomile tea, her nerves
finally gave way to allow her to sleep. The villager woman let Kato
stay by Mei’s side the whole nightlong. No one could budge him from
her side. When Mei’s dreaming burdened her with bad thoughts
causing her to call out in the night, he gently stroked her face
and eased her suffering within. Not once did he fall asleep.

“I never
knew,” Vince finally said coming out of his temporary mute status.
He looked to the floor, “I’ve always known that they’ve been
killing the planet, and slowly bringing us all to an early grave… I
also knew that they have killed a few people standing in their way
but… an entire village to get rid of one person…” he was
astonished.

“They
needed it to look like an accident. The mayor wouldn’t have left
without a fuss, I doubt, and the people would have caught on sooner
or later. Why not just make it simple in one easy swipe? Bastards…”
Jenko explained.

An eerie quiet
loomed over the room, one of thought provoked dwelling. “I really
don’t feel up for talking. Let’s just get some shut eye,” sadness
clung to every word that came out of Suako’s mouth. The others
nodded in agreement. Suako waltzed over to the candle by the window
of their cabin room and pinched out the flame. Staring up out the
window, Suako could see the blue of the city’s dome tinting the
cloudy night sky above. Lightly, crickets could be heard around
them.

The sound of
trickling rain brought them back to life the next morning. While
the others slept, Mack sat looking out the window. After some time,
he got up to put a kettle over the fireplace, and then walked back
to look out the window, as he waited for it to boil. Suako and
Vince slept soundly; scarcely would anyone have dreamt the content
of the discussion prior to their dreams, for their expressions were
not of grief. Jenko opened his eyes and squinted at the light
coming in the window hit his eyes. Jenko said nothing and just
watched as his old friend look out the window. He wondered what
thoughts must have been soaring through Mack’s mind. The steaming
kettle soon whistled, though Mack was too wrapped up within his
thoughts to even notice. Jenko quickly got up and took care of
pouring tea for them, so as not to awaken the others.

Jenko
soon felt a responsibility to break Mack from his intense state of
thought, “Your tea is ready.” Mack seemed as if not to have heard
him. “…Mack? Your tea is done,” he said again firmly. As if his
soul suddenly slammed back into his body, Mack came to. “Oh, um,
thanks,” he said taking, it and then sat on the floor by the fire.
“You are going today
then?” Jenko blurted out.

“I planned
to,” Mack said solemnly. “You really think he’s here?” Jenko
questioned. “I have no idea… this place is just as likely as the
next for all I know… I suppose it will be easier to leave while the
others are inside during the rain… between here and tending to
Mei.” Mack stared at his back pack and sighed. “They don’t know
then?” Jenko asked, surprised. “No. I never told them,” Mack
replied. “You want it secret then, hmm?” Jenko pried.

“No.
I’ll let ‘em know sooner or later. The subject just ain’t ever come
up is all,” he explained sipping his tea. “Yeah, well I’ll let you
explain it to them…” Jenko looked away from Mack for a moment, then
back to him. There was a change in his eyes; they went back to
their usual light-hearted mannerism. “Sure is delicious… wonder if
that lady makes this green tea herself?” Mack chuckled at his
friends random commenting. “I think you should go before they wake
up,” Jenko recommended looking behind him at the two sleepers. Mack
nodded, got up, grabbed his bag, and dodged out the door into the
rain.

Mei opened her
eyes to see Kato sitting near her, like a guardian angel that
wouldn’t abandon her. Dark circles enclosed his tired eyes. Pulling
herself up into a seated position she reached her hand out a placed
it atop of his. They said nothing, but there was an apparent “Thank
you,” speaking through her eyes. For a grand span of time they
connected, and his “You’re welcome,” was just as easy to read.

What seemed
all too soon an ending came as the villager woman came in to check
up on her guests. Mei thanked her graciously for all she’d done,
and apologised for the startle when she’d first arrived. Despite
telling the woman that she could leave and wished to no longer
burden her, the lady insisted she stay another night. Before Mei
could argue she’d been handed breakfast and the woman excused
herself.

Not one minute
later Suako, Vince and Jenko entered the premises. “Mei, how are
you today?” Suako asked kneeling by her bed. “Really, it looked bad
yesterday, but I’m fine. I was tired. As soon as the air got to me
I was ninety percent better. They’re minor in comparison to many
things I’ve had happen in the past. I’m alright to do everything…
excluding heavy lifting.” She giggled pointing to her arm.” “That’s
great!” Suako exclaimed in her highly energetic manner.

Mei pulled
herself from the bed. Walking over stiffly to the window sill where
her excess clothing had been hung from. It was spotless after the
kindly hostess had finished washing it, further insisted upon by
her. Looking out the window she saw the rain speckled ground. The
clouds were light and allowed blue sky to show itself every so
often. “It isn’t a heavy rain. I think we should start our
investigation,” Mei said after examination. The others looked to
one another; little shrugs and head tilts of no rejection passed
the room. Kato walked over to Mei and placed his hand on her upper
arms and leaned forward. Whispering in her ear, “Are you sure
you’re well enough?” a tinge of worry in his usually calm cool
voice emerged. “Yes, I will be okay,” Mei reassured him.

“How about we
start by finding out about this town; its history and such? Then we
can go on to asking about the reactor and C.D.F.P,” Vince
suggested. He was about to go on, and then he stepped back, “I
didn’t even notice. Where’s Mack? I thought he was here when I got
up so I never asked but, uh… he’s not?” he questioned. Jenko stood
upright from the wall, “He’s already gone off to gather some info;
left at sunrise. He knows just as well as you do that time is
precious for this planet. … On that note, shall we?” he took his
leave. With little hesitation, the others pursued him, expecting to
find him outside, but otherwise found him taking a seat with the
woman in the next room. She smiled and tapped a chair beside her.
They all took a seat.

“I’m Jenko
Ma’am. I want to thank you sincerely for taking Mei in and allowing
us to stay in your extra room,” he said, standing and bowing to
her. The little woman blushed, “You are indeed welcome. I’m Miss
Sui Akron, the town healer, after my late mother. You wish to know
about our quaint little slice of land here?” An innocent little
grin crept across her elder face, “Indeed I must admit I did hear
you. So, I suppose I shall let you know all the knowledge that has
been passed on to me about this place.”

“If the
stories of old passed down through the generations hold to be true,
our people originally come from the North. Many centuries ago there
was a war between the old Empire across the great sea to the west
and our own. Our city lay along the coastline where they were
entering our continent through the port. At first we tried to
fight, but too many came. The villagers fled the grand city we’d
worked so hard to establish with no other options
available.”

“Our
ancestors wandered in search of a place to hide from the advancing
forces behind them. That’s when they gave the name Yokutan to the
city, splicing the name from the ancient city whence we came. When
the head of the old town viewed these mountains, he saw it as the
best place to bide the time while awaiting the Empire to be run out
of our continent… Unfortunately, the invading Empire won, so they
just decided to reside here permanently, subjugating our citizens.
At first sustaining life within the cavernous rock walls was so
hard it nearly drove the people to starvation. They began trading
with small cities around us for food with valuables. Soon trade
items were coming up short.”

“Luckily one
young man stumbled upon coal within the mountains… as it has been
told to me he was just wandering one day and noticed one of the
mountains had a slight discoloration to them. From that they dug
into the depths of the mountains and mined the coal. It has been
our livelihood, though I must say we rarely use it here. Long ago
some company… hmm” she paused to think. “I can’t remember the name
of it. Anyway, they learned of our coal and they wanted it. Thanks
to them we’ve not just survived but have a fair amount of
wealth.”

The intent
listeners all knew it’d been the C.D.F.P. who’d harvested their
coal away from them. “That company,” Suako began, leaning slightly
forward, “They’re the ones who built the reactor in your town and
offered you the dome coverage too, right?” The woman nodded. “Who
is your town leader?” Sui turned her attention to Jenko, sweeping
her dark hair away from her brown eyes and behind her ear. “Our
chief is a native descendent of the chief who originally lead our
peoples here. His name is Mu-Kai Hiroshu. He is wise through his
many years of experience. If you wish to meet him, his post is the
large stone building with the red roof at the very end of the
city,” she instructed.

The company
stood and bowed to her respectfully before leaving. The rain had
since ceased; as they ventured forth into the little community they
sensed a real feeling of togetherness. Women were working, seeding
the ground and hanging clothing to dry. An ox driver passed them,
towing harvested vegetable behind him to the market place ahead.
Vendors lined the tiny streets and offered many different
ornaments, fresh produce and fine trade items from afar. Trinkets
from places all around the vast continent could be seen. Vendors
sported small corn dolls, antique vases, statues and the sort for
buyers.

Suako stopped
to look at a burgundy jewel hanging from a woven cord of cotton.
Trying to pull herself away she felt and odd connection to it and
offered the vendor an ornamental knife from her belt in exchange.
The man kindly agreed and made the change. Tying the gem round her
neck she felt a strong vibrant sensation pass threw her entire
body, but disregarded it as a shiver. Mei found a hatchet that she
admired at a weapons dealer. They all seemed to lose themselves in
the glamour of fine things about them. After some time Jenko
finally reminded them they needed to get a move on and continue
their mission.

The mountain
air felt soft but cold on their skin. The cool muddy ground beneath
their feet squished as they walked onward, making the road quite
slippery. “I could really go for some of Miss Akron’s warm herbal
tea ‘bout now,” Vince declared rubbing his shoulders to warm
himself. “Boy if you think this is cold you ain’t gonna last when
we go north. Not a minute,” Jenko shook his head as he laughed.

As they
approached the authoritative building of the Chief, the street
migrated from dirt to cobblestone. They walked the steps, past
narrow pillars to the grand entrance of the building. Jenko told a
guard, who appeared more as a host, that he’d wished to meet their
chief to discuss politics. They were led in past large dark wood
doors, engraved with a picture of their landscape and a guardian
deity watching them from above.

The
official offices were also home to the Hiroshu family. Stairs
detoured from the main hall to either side leading upstairs to the
living quarters. Down the centre of the structure, through another
set of massive doors was the grand hall in which the chief held his
office for foreign affairs. The guard slipped beyond the doors and
asked the others to wait for him there. “This place is incredible.
I can’t believe these doors… the dedication that must’ve been
applied to carve them,” Suako said in admiration, running her
fingers along the carvings.

The
doors further inward soon opened and the guard invited them to come
forward before Mu-Kai. They entered a wide grand hall; the floor
was laid out in limestone and the bamboo walls had tapestries of
fine silk brocade hanging from them. Near the back of the room a
large rectangular hardwood table was situated, likely for
negotiations with foreigners and for celebrations. Before the table
lay pillows for casual relaxation while conversing.

Mu-Kai sat in
the casual area awaiting his guests, with a long white silken garb
covering his body. Upon closer inspection, they saw Mu-Kai as an
older man, with long greying hair and beard. His eyes were wise and
sharp, peaking from behind his spectacles. He had the appearance of
a loving grandfather, as well as a protective warrior. Mu-Kai’s
weathered face represented a fully and thoroughly lived life. After
approaching the sitting area, they all bowed to Mu-Kai, and then
they were welcomed to sit.

“Greeting
Mu-Kai, we are travellers from the southern city Torusan. My name
is Jenko; these are my travelling companions, Suako, Mei, Kato and
Vince, we arrived with an older gentleman Mack, whom isn’t here at
present. We have come seeking knowledge and hoped that you might be
of assistance to us in our quest?” Jenko humbly asked. “Welcome,
all of you. If I know anything of use I shall share with you my
knowledge. Please, ask what you wish to know,” Mu-Kai graciously
offered.

They were all
pleased at how willing the man was; a generous person indeed.
Mu-Kai had a sense about people, he knew instantly of their
intentions it seemed. High vibrations connected him to some higher
power, they could all sense it, and the strengthened energies in
the room heightened their own senses. “We wish to know about
Yokutan’s connections to the C.D.F.P. Company. Anything you know
would be helpful. In fact, if you know anything relating to the
C.D.F.P. in any way we’d appreciate hearing of it,” Jenko asked
then respectfully bowed his head to the chief.

Mu-Kai stroked
his beard “Hmm, I see. Well the C.D.F.P. and Yokutan started to
have connections after they discovered we had coal tucked away in
our mountains. They paid us handsomely for it, especially in my
grandfather’s day. When the company began to expand, and create
their mammoth energy producing machines, they insisted on placing
one here. Knowing the strength of the company, the chief of the
time, my father, agreed to it. With our past standings with them it
would have been rude to turn them away.”

“As I can see
in your eyes, you know of the black heart that is the core within
the C.D.F.P. Company.” They all chuckled at his accurate insight.
“They are the cause of our mother Earth’s accelerated disease. I
feel her pain, just as we all do.” Mu-Kai acknowledged. The guard
scuttled into the room carrying a tray and offered them all some
matcha tea. “Though it seems a forgotten page in history, I can
tell you how the C.D.F.P. came to be.” Mu-kai continued. All eyes
sparkled intently upon his words, which seemed like gifts. In his
own slow relaxed way of being he paused to drink his tea. The
suspense nagged them as they waited for his words to fill in the
gaps in their own knowledge.

“Long
ago this town was situated north of here. When the Western Empire
attacked this continent, we fled to these mountains. After the
Empire won the war, they sent most of their soldiers back home to
their families. Some generals with no families stayed. It did not
take long for them to start their new lives in this continent,
after all they’d be the wealthiest ones here and could tax us
heavily. They decided upon creating an energy plant. The only thing
left to figure out was, what would be the source of their
energy?”

“The
company started with waterwheels. They were a common practice back
to the west. Unfortunately, our currents here aren’t nearly as
strong as theirs and they could only produce a limited amount. They
weren’t making much money. They had a scout in one of the cities
that we traded with. One day when some of our men were carting in a
wagonload of coal that for a blacksmith, their scout learned of our
coal mines. At first they heavily depended upon us for coal. They
soon excavated the land and found that most of it had coal readily
available. Since then they have used coal to some
degree.”
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