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      SUB-BASEMENT, JANSON TRANSPORT HEAD OFFICE, PORT URANIUM,
      JANUARY 2088

      Blood had its own scent. Metallic, sharp. Faintly sweet.

      Tatiana raised her hand to her cheek. She was beyond pain, almost beyond thought. There would be more. With Duncan Bane, there was always more.

      To make you stronger. To make you invincible. Bane’s justification. And the simple truth. But Tatiana wasn’t like Wizard or Yuriko. She didn’t recover as quickly as her siblings. She bruised easier. Her bones broke where Wizard’s and Yuriko’s bent to absorb the force.

      And Bane had been particularly brutal this session.

      “Because you are soon to go on your first mission,” he explained in a soft, soft, cultured voice, as he paced a straight line before the three of them. He paused, touched Tatiana on the shoulder. She shuddered, but knew better than to pull away. “This will ensure that you are ready, that you survive. You”—he spun toward Wizard—“will be the commander, and a commander must be able to make rapid decisions.”

      Another step and Bane stood in front of Yuriko. Running his finger along her cheek, he smiled as she jerked away. Then he hit her, the sharp clap of skin against skin echoing around them. “So decide now, Wizard,” he said. “Who will be subjected to ten more minutes?”

      Tatiana choked back a plea. Please. I can’t. I can’t⁠—

      She shook her head, struggled to focus. The room felt too big, too bright, and this all felt so familiar, like she had been here many times before. She knew what Wizard would say even before the words left his lips.

      “Me. I will take the ten minutes.”

      She let out a dry sob. Wizard, her brother, so logical even in this. He would take the blows because he was the strongest, the most physically resilient. He would stand before her and take them in her stead.

      Yuriko was like him. Clean and linear in thought and action.

      But Tatiana...

      Bane laughed as he stared at Wizard, the sound hollow, echoing off the bare walls, echoing in her darkest dreams.

      Yes, just a dream. It must be.

      “You are the commander,” he said to Wizard. “The fastest. The strongest. You have the best chance of finishing your mission. I may send you out tonight, before you have time to heal. Is it logical, then, for you to accept the blows? Choose the weakest, Wizard. A good commander knows when to calculate the odds, when to sacrifice for the good of the mission.”

      “Wizard... save her. Please. She has a chance.” Yuriko’s normally cool tone was laced with despair, with pain, and Tatiana’s heart shattered as it did each time the nightmares sank her to this place, to the deep dark of her soul, the coldest part of her memories. Because in begging Wizard to save Tatiana, Yuriko had doomed herself.

      Bane would set loose his brutality on her.

      Trembling, Tatiana swayed on her feet, her swollen lips working as she tried to form the words... what words? Did she mean to offer herself to Bane’s fists, or to sacrifice her sister?

      Again came the eerie, frightening sensation of familiarity and the terrifying knowledge that she had lived these moments again and again, that the outcome was always the same.

      The walls around her shimmered and danced, and she heard voices, saw lights that were wrong—they had no place here.

      She had no place here. None of it was real.

      Heart racing, palms damp, Tatiana began to run, her feet pounding against the cold stone floor, hard, fast. Only she didn’t move at all. Her limbs pumped as hard and as fast as they could, and still she stayed in one place, trapped in the past.

      She needed only to pull free, come awake, and they would be gone—the pain, the memories, the horror. But neither the bonds of sleep nor the terrors that dwelled in her memories eased to set her free. They held her in tight tendrils that dragged her back and pulled her into a place she had no wish to be.

      Wizard... save her. Please. She has a chance.

      Yuriko’s voice, low, urgent.

      Bound in the barbed web of events that had played out long ago, Tatiana thrashed and flailed. A dream. A dream. It was only a dream.

      “Calculate the odds,” Bane ordered.

      Tatiana’s breath came in short, huffing pants. She couldn’t push any sound past the lump in her throat. Coward. She was a coward. Weak.

      Hazy, unfocused, she shifted her gaze to Wizard. Silently she pleaded for... what? What did she want him to do? What could he do?

      The outcome was always the same. She had been powerless to change it then, was powerless to change it now.

      “Choose.” Bane whispered the word against Wizard’s ear.

      For the first time in her recollection, her brother hesitated.

      Choose. Choose. Choose.

      And then Bane’s face melted like wax in a flame, shifting, changing, until it was a different man who chained her, a different man who stood looking down at her, wanting to master her, to use her, to twist what she was for his own gain.

      She had thought Duncan Bane the face of purest evil. But she’d been wrong. So wrong.

      Gavin Ward. Dr. Gavin Ward.

      He was here for her. Her time was up.

      Sweating, screaming, Tatiana bolted upright, the dream so real that she smelled the stink of her own fear, felt the sting of the blows in her cheek, her jaw, as though they had landed minutes rather than years past. Worse, she felt the pain of knowing that her weakness had cost her sister her life.

      Yuriko. Oh, God. Yuriko.

      Tatiana wrapped her arms around her bent knees, and lowered her forehead. She closed her eyes, shuddering in the cold and the darkness, fighting the memories, the anguish, the fear.

      A nightmare, she told herself. Only a nightmare.

      But it wasn’t.

      Because as she raised her head, she saw him, there, in the shadows, just beyond the bars and stone that caged her. Gavin Ward was there. Watching.

      And the light glinted off the scalpel in his hand.
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      NORTHERN WASTE, 2093

      Someone ought to kill him.

      Tatiana turned to face the bleak silhouette of the dilapidated shack that housed Abbott’s General Store. The entire rickety building listed to one side, shored up by a pile of refuse and scrap nearly as tall as the shack itself. To the back was a yard cordoned off with barbed wire, illuminated by the pallid glow of a single lumi-light. The small area was dotted with a half-dozen snowscooters in diverse stages of disrepair. Abbott would be happy to sell any one of them to an unwary purchaser.

      The bitter wind swirled around her, whipping her hair against her cheeks as her gaze cut to her own scooter, a Morgat, sleek, black and brand-spanking-new, faster than a plascannon shot. Handy in her current line of work. The retrieval business favored those who were proficient at a quick getaway; survival depended on it.

      She turned back to the sprawling conglomeration of architectural misfortune that housed the store, and beside that, Abbott’s Inn and Pub. Two stories high on one side, not quite one story on the other, the whole building looked like a house of cards patched together from a bunch of mismatched decks. The owner, Boyd Abbott, sold everything from clothing to food to snowscooters. Those who made a special request could purchase women or young girls... even young boys. Willing. Unwilling.

      Abbott stocked it all. He was a sick, greedy bastard, through and through.

      So, yeah, someone ought to kill him.

      Tatiana weighed the benefits and detriments, considered whether that someone should be her. Flip a plastitech vid-credit? Heads—just break something, maybe a finger or a wrist. Tails—kill him.

      Logic decided against either option. She had a job to complete, and killing Abbott wasn’t in the three-step plan. Besides, she couldn’t save everyone, and she couldn’t simply go around breaking bones every time she ran up against shoddy morals and obsidian black ethics—two lessons she’d been quick to learn since her bizarre change of circumstance six months ago.

      For an instant, the thin boundary between present and past blurred. Memories spewed from their dank pit like spittle from a rabid dog. She remembered the acrid stink of human death, the horrific sensation of life sifting through her fingers.

      She had killed.

      Never again. A vow she knew she would break, over and over.

      Some things just... were.

      But killing Abbott senior would only open the door for Abbott junior—a sadistic creature with a distinct aversion to personal hygiene—to step up and take his father’s place, a far more vicious master to those in his keeping than ever his father had been.

      No one would notice, and if they did, they wouldn’t intervene.

      It had taken her all of a single day’s freedom to understand that there were no reliable laws to protect the weak, the innocent. There was no real justice here in the Northern Waste. The New Government Order postured and pretended, but since Duncan Bane’s death, the veneer of respectability had worn thin. Worn clean through, in places.

      Bane had been a despot, the puppeteer yanking the strings of the president of the New Government Order, and his death had opened the door for every type of slime to crawl out from under every rock, anxious to take his place.

      Gavin Ward had simply been able to slither faster than everyone else.

      She sighed. If it hadn’t been Ward who stepped up, it would have been someone else equally evil. In truth, the Order was just a corrupt serpent holding an entire hemisphere in its venomous jaws. If she yanked out one jagged fang, ten more would just grow in its place.

      When she’d first escaped Ward’s prison, she’d done her share of yanking. And that had been just plain dumb, because it had drawn a deadly sort of attention.

      Leaving a trail of bodies wasn’t a great way to hide from Gavin Ward, the guy who wanted to chain her in a lab and slice her into little, usable genetic bits.

      That was another thing she’d learned. Stay at least a step ahead of Dr. Ward. Wasn’t she just the quick study?

      She crossed the poorly lit lot, noting the snowscooter tucked in the narrow spot by the front door of the general store. Clean, well-maintained, but old technology, at least a decade out of date. She figured it probably belonged to a Northern Waste settler in for supplies.

      Pushing open the door, she scanned the interior, mentally listing the alternate exits—a boarded up window behind the sales counter, a darkened hallway leading to the back door at the rear of the building, a second window to her left, barred and wired for security. She stepped inside and let the door shut behind her. The narrow aisles wending between the stacked shelves were empty, save for one guy about halfway across the store. She figured him for the settler who belonged with the outdated scooter she’d seen on the way in.

      Still, she made certain to stay aware of his position as she checked out the remainder of the store. A girl could never be too careful.

      Boyd Abbott stood behind the counter, long wisps of sandy hair scraped over his shiny scalp from one side to the other, glistening with the grease he’d used to anchor them in place. She thought he might not have bathed since the last time she’d seen him six weeks ago.

      He had a leer on his face and a Bolinger plasgun nestled in his shoulder, the barrel pointed at her head.

      She spread her hands, palms forward.

      “Just looking for information,” she said, and couldn’t help but smile as he studied her for less time than it took to draw breath before lowering the Bolinger. He stored it on the shelf beneath the counter, an action that was neither cautious nor wise. She could have her knife free and flying, could let it find a nice home smack-dab in the middle of his shriveled heart, before he could manage to pull that gun up again.

      The prospect held definite appeal, but she really was here for information. He wasn’t much use to her dead.

      “Nothing’s free,” Abbott said, his gaze flicking over her. She knew what he saw: beauty, innocence, female vulnerability. The perfect symmetry of her face, the sculpted cheeks, the lush and sexy mouth. But appearances could lie. In the past six months she had learned that it was always her eyes—translucent gray, pale and eerie, startling against dark lashes—that gave her away, made people call her spooky.

      So she rarely looked them in the eye. No reason to offer a warning.

      Abbott’s gaze paused to linger at her breasts and thighs. She almost laughed. As if he could actually see anything through the puff of her parka.

      “Cash or... trade?” he asked, widening his leer to show ground-down stubs of brown teeth.

      “Cash.” Stalking forward, she carefully set down a short stack of interdollars and used her index finger to push them halfway across the counter.

      Abbott reached for them, avaricious bastard, but she slapped her palm down hard, trapping both his hand and the money against the pitted, yellowed Formica countertop. She would have preferred not to touch him, but she wasn’t about to let him snag the cash without offering the information she needed first.

      His gaze jerked to hers, startled and a little wary. He grunted as he tried to pull free. “You’re stronger than you look.”

      “So I’m told.” She eased the pressure enough that he could pull his hand from beneath hers. But he left the interdollars where she’d put them.

      From the corner of her eye, she caught a flicker of movement, and she turned just enough to keep an eye on both Abbott and the guy meandering along the aisles doing a little shopping. He was tall, draped in layers of tattered thermal gear that obscured both face and form.

      It was a typical outfit for a settler or a rebel. They reused whatever they could, slicing up worn garments and patching them together to form draping robes that insulated them against the cold. Strategically placed slits allowed freedom of movement—and amazing opportunities for concealed weaponry.

      She did a quick scan from top to toe. No obvious weapons—with obvious being the key concept—but if he was packing a plasgun, it was a small one. No knife hilt at the top of either boot, so he wasn’t carrying there. Maybe a sheath at the small of his back. He had to have a weapon somewhere. In the Waste, you carried or you died.

      He didn’t appear to be particularly interested in her, which made her only slightly less interested in him. She viewed anyone and everyone as a threat. A half step to the left, and she shifted her position so she could better keep both Abbott and the ragged settler in sight.

      Sliding the top interdollar off the pile, she eased it across the counter, and let it lie there as she pulled her hand away.

      Abbott snatched it up and tucked it under the counter.

      “Gun truckers. Yasha and Viktor Zhuk,” Tatiana said, her voice low. “I heard tell that they usually come by on Tuesdays for a little special entertainment. You expecting them tonight?”

      Crawling his fingers forward until they rested against the edge of the stack, Abbott narrowed his eyes. “Who wants to know?”

      She pushed the money a little closer to him and forced a smile. “Their baby sister. Can’t you see the family resemblance?”

      A short huff of laughter carried from her left, and she glanced up to find the settler studying her from about ten feet away. There wasn’t much of him to see. Only his eyes were visible beneath the wrapped layers of his thermal gear. But something about him drew her.

      His laugh. She liked the sound of it, low and a little rusty.

      Her gaze locked on his. Blue. His eyes were blue, beautiful, night dark, layered with variegated shades, colder than the depths of the ocean that went on forever beneath the ice.

      They were crinkled a little at the corners, so she figured he was smiling.

      An odd combination, the hint of that smile with those cold, cold eyes.

      Tatiana tried to read him, opening her senses to the ghosting of electric current that was the basis of thought. She kept her attention divided between him and Abbott, her fingertips resting on the stack of interdollars. But her focus was on the rag-draped stranger.

      Opening herself a little wider, she dredged for a whisper of electrochemical spark that was responsible for neuronal action. But there was nothing... nothing but endless darkness. She couldn’t read a damned thing from this guy, and the effort made her skull feel like it would split in two.

      It was rare for her to slam up against a wall like that when she tried to grab another’s thoughts. It happened. But it was rare. And she didn’t like it.

      She took a step closer to the counter, aware that the settler tracked her as she moved, that he studied her with more than a little curiosity.

      Slagging nosy settler.

      “This isn’t a three-way conversation, asshole,” she muttered. “Don’t you have something else to occupy your attention?”

      Look away. Dismiss him. There was no reason for her to feel even a whisper of interest in who he was. Some settler come to Abbott’s for supplies or—since he was wandering the aisles picking up absolutely nothing—maybe he was here to buy a few minutes with one of the girls in the back rooms. Either way, she shouldn’t waste a thought on him.

      So why was she?

      “Yasha and Viktor... you expecting them or not?” she asked, turning back to face Abbott. She could just grab the answer from his thoughts. He was as easy to read as a holo-book. Problem was, his thoughts were as filthy as the smog over Port Uranium. She just did not want to crawl around in all that ooze, and she didn’t want the brutal headache she’d get for her trouble.

      The settler ambled off toward the front of the store, and she was glad of that. Something about him made her nervous. Not a feeling she particularly liked.

      “Yeah, I’m expecting Viktor and Yasha.” Abbott snaked another interdollar off the pile, and she let him. “I got in some nice fresh meat, young, just the way they like it.” He jerked his chin toward the narrow hallway that led from the store to the inn where Abbott forced the women and girls to service all comers. “They should be here any minute.”

      She let him snatch the remaining interdollars and squirrel them away beneath the counter, taking care not to touch him again. It would take an ocean’s worth of water to remove the feeling that he’d covered her in slime.

      “See? That was an easy way to earn some extra cash.” Undoing the zip-seam on her pocket, she reached in and withdrew a large vial of fine white crystals. “Sugar,” she said. “The real stuff. Not sim-tose or neo-fructose. Genuine sucrose. A full five hundred grams.”

      Abbott eyes widened and he tracked her every move as she popped the seal, carefully poured a couple of grains into her palm and offered them to him. He shivered with excitement as she transferred them, brushing the sugar off her palm into his, again careful not to contact his skin.

      He closed his eyes in ecstasy as he licked the sugar from his palm and the taste melted on his tongue.

      “Answer one more question and you can have this.” She tipped the vial to catch the light, masking her disgust of him. “Shiny, isn’t it?”

      A woman’s desperate cry echoed from the back hallway, and then the sound of a sharp slap and another, followed by hysterical sobs.

      Abbott spun. “Gag her,” he yelled. “I don’t wanna hear this shit. Save it for the customers.” He turned back toward Tatiana and muttered sullenly, “Fresh meat. They always scream. Then they break, and once they do, there’s no more screaming. But guys like Yasha and Viktor don’t like ‘em broken.” He shrugged. “Gotta please the customer, ya know?”

      Tatiana strangled the urge to reach across the counter and break his face. Kill him, and his son will only take his place, she reminded herself.

      “So what do you want to know? I don’t know nothing else about Yasha and Viktor.”

      “What I want to know about them, I can ask them myself when they get here,” Tatiana said, keeping her tone level and her hands low, though what she really wanted to do was wrap them around Abbott’s scrawny neck and twist, nice and hard and sharp. Hear the satisfying crack. Now that would be a fine way to end her day. “This little treasure”—she lifted the hand that held the sugar—“is a reward for an entirely different set of right answers.” Her tone hardened. “I’m looking for Tolliver. Tell me what you know.”

      Abbott frowned, the greedy glow in his eyes dimming, and Tatiana’s hopes sank.

      “Tolliver? A place? A person? A new lock-mech device?” Abbott demanded. “What are you asking?”

      “Obviously nothing you know the answer to.”

      “Maybe I do. Maybe I do. This Tolliver... person, place or thing? Give me a hint.”

      Tatiana did a rapid assessment of pupil dilation and respiratory rate. He manifested no physiological changes to suggest he was anything but genuinely stymied. Clearly, he had no idea, and he was getting testy because she’d phrased her question in a way that didn’t let him offer bullshit as the answer.

      She tamped down her disappointment. She’d thought for certain that if anyone would know who Tolliver was, where he was, it would be Boyd Abbott. Very little went on in this barren corner of the Waste that he didn’t know about. Unfortunately, he apparently had no clue as to Tolliver’s location or his link to the stolen equipment that the news had been reporting for the past three days over the broadband. No clue that Ward’s top dog had a hidden facility nearby where he vivisected people for jollies.

      Tolliver. She didn’t even know the bastard’s first name. All she knew was that he was a scientist, some sort of genetic and infectious-disease specialist. And he worked for Ward.

      She’d already tried Bob’s Truck Stop, and Jenny’s Whorehouse at Gladow Station. Like the owners of those two fine establishments, Abbott knew nothing.

      His gaze tracked the vial of sugar, and she took a second to enjoy the sadistic pleasure of letting him think it was beyond his grasp.

      But the truth was, she didn’t need it, and didn’t want to carry it with her. What she did need were supplies.

      “Since you can’t answer my question”—she gently placed the vial on the counter, but kept her fingers resting lightly on the seal—“I’ll take the value of the sugar in supplies.”

      Abbott rubbed his hands together, his demeanor perking up, and he stated a ridiculously low figure as an opening sally. She parried with a ridiculously high figure. Her heart wasn’t in the exchange, but on principle she haggled the sum up to a more acceptable level.

      With the deal done, she quickly gathered what she needed, settled her account, and left the store, shouldering past the rag-swathed settler on her way out. He didn’t exactly block her path, but he didn’t step out of her way, either. And as she passed him, she was close enough to get another look at those incredible dark blue eyes with their long, curly lashes.

      With a shake of her head, she stepped into the frigid air, barely noticing the slap of it.

      What was she doing mooning over the color of some guy’s eyes?

      Mooning over him. What the hell? Just... what the slagging hell?

      She stalked to her scooter, stored the supplies she had acquired in the general store, and stepped back, out of the pallid pool of light cast by the single overhead lamp. She shoved her hands in the pockets of her parka and stared into the distance, preferring to stand in the cold and wait for a couple of stinking gun truckers rather than stand in Abbott’s warm store choking on the urge to slit his throat or wring his neck.

      If she hadn’t needed the money from this job, she’d have gotten on her scooter and headed somewhere else. Anywhere else. But you couldn’t save the world without a few interdollars in your pocket. A girl had to eat. And she’d just traded away her savings for supplies that wouldn’t last more than a month.

      Tapping the tips of her fingers against her thigh, she stared out at the flat plane. She felt bare here, exposed. Because she hated wide-open, endless space, had yet to get used to anything bigger than a cell with cold stone walls on three sides and shatter-proof plastiglass and laser bars on the fourth, all surrounded by wires designed to deliver 5100 volts directly to the human body. An opulent cell, to be sure—a bed swathed in layers of the finest cottons and silks, priceless furniture of rare mahogany—but a cell nonetheless.

      Impatient now, Tatiana glanced about, letting her gaze slide to the horizon where the icy plane blended with the night sky.

      The vastness gnawed at her composure. The infinite open space was a killer. Welcome to the Northern Waste, a barren and frigid stretch of forever. Perfect hunting ground, because there was next to nowhere to hide.

      Too bad she was the prey.

      But Gavin Ward had no intention of killing her. Not right away. No, he planned to do things far worse than killing her.

      Slag. She did not want to get sucked into this space right now. What she wanted was the two gun truckers, the ring they’d stolen, and an end to this particular job so she could get paid and get on with her three-step program to save herself and save the world.

      Well, save the Northern Hemisphere, anyway.

      Okay, maybe not the whole hemisphere, but the frozen, slagging Waste.

      What could she say? She was a goal-oriented kind of girl.

      In the distance, the air shimmered, revealing twin points of light, different than the stars that dotted the night sky. She heard a faint hum. Seconds ticked past, and the hum grew to a growl, then a roar. Her muscles tensed in anticipation. She had a feeling her boys were about to arrive.

      Not long ago, she would have been afraid, but in the past few months, a slew of interesting physical abilities had emerged and been honed to a sharp edge. A lovely, dangerous edge.

      There were days she didn’t recognize herself. Sometimes, when she thought back to the girl she had been—chained to a wall in the bowels of the earth—she was glad to see a different person staring back at her in the mirror.

      And sometimes, she was more than a little wary of what she was turning into.

      The twin points of light closed the distance, growing bigger, brighter. The massive truck tires crunched the snow and ice, spitting it up in a glittering arc.

      Somewhere behind her she heard the slam of a door, and she flicked a glance back toward the general store. The settler was striding toward his scooter, his steps long and confident. He caught her watching him, inclined his head and walked on.

      For some reason, this guy set off all her warning sirens. Wizard had always taught her that the least dangerous guys put on the biggest show, postured and preened, boasted the loudest.

      The most dangerous guys didn’t need to.

      So was this settler—with his ragged gear and his ancient scooter—so benign that he was beneath notice, or so dangerous that he just didn’t care?

      The roar of the truck’s engine and the spray of ice made her turn.

      A filthy rig limped into the lot and parked a short distance away. The truck was massive, taller than Abbott’s store. Glimpses of dark blue paint peeked from beneath the layers of grime. There were no company markings, which meant they weren’t Janson truckers. No surprise there. Janson Transport had fallen on hard times since Bane’s death, and much of the fleet had been sold off or scavenged.

      This rig was a run-down wreck, and the protruding front grille had maybe half a dozen bleached skulls wired to it. Both facts suggested this wasn’t an indie; independent truckers took far better care of their property and usually didn’t favor human remains as ornamentation.

      But the lack of plating or scaling on the rig suggested that that the owner wasn’t a full-fledged Reaver, either. Not yet, anyway.

      Which left one option: gun truckers. Hopefully, her gun truckers.

      About time, boys. About time.
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      Tatiana crossed to the rig, the vibration of the engine rolling through the ground, through her feet, up her limbs. Head down, she pulled off her thermal glove, reached out and laid her bare hand on the metal of the truck, so cold it ought to have frozen her flesh to the surface. It didn’t. It couldn’t.

      Not anymore.

      Genetic enhancement was a beautiful thing. Most of the time. As long as she was free. Not so beautiful when she had been the equivalent of a rat in a cage.

      Opening the doorway of her senses a crack wider, she let vestiges of the electric current that ghosted human thought flood through the vibrating molecules of the frigid metal and the liquid medium of her cells and tissues. An electrochemical event.

      Most people had five senses. She had six.

      This wasn’t sight or sound or touch. It was simply awareness.

      She’d spent over a decade with the voices in her head, always there, the thoughts and pain and terror and tragedy of others a constant, discordant symphony in her mind, until she’d learned to control it, to let the gate open only at her will, a sort of voluntary electrical insulation.

      Now, the first smoky wisps of foreign thoughts wended into her like a poison, bitter and stinking of death and rot.

      There were two men in the rig. Their memories assaulted her. Ugly, primitive, buffeting her like a physical force. She’d been right. They weren’t indies or company men. And they were the ones she sought.

      Siberian ice pirates, one tiny step above slime on the evolutionary ladder. Or maybe one step below.

      These two were particularly brutal, trying to prove themselves and enter an elite cadre of monsters: Belek-ool’s group of Reavers.

      Images and convoluted neural patterns slithered through the conduit of the truck’s metal frame, from the two men into her, a thick, oily sludge. They’d killed a dog for the fun of it, left its carcass on the snow. And a child. They’d been part of a group that butchered Northern Waste settlers, refugees seeking shelter at Gladow Station. One of them had hacked off a man’s finger, stolen a ring... an heirloom... raped his wife while he watched, struggling, struggling. Slit his throat and left him beside his wife’s bleeding body.

      Tatiana swallowed. The price she’d paid for that information was a dull throb at the base of her skull, a burning nausea in her belly, and a little more darkness to blot her soul.

      She jerked her hand from the cold metal of the truck, slamming shut the portal to their thoughts. She wanted no further knowledge of who they were or what they had done. The driver was the one she needed. He wore the ring she’d been commissioned to retrieve on the second finger of his left hand, a gruesome trophy, and she had every intention of collecting it and returning it to the old man who’d hired her. As if a loop of two hundred-year-old gold worn by generations of fathers and sons could give him comfort.

      Made no difference to her. Money. She was doing this for the money.

      If she told herself that often enough, maybe she would believe it.

      Damned ice pirates.

      Anticipation ramped through her as she waited for them to exit the vehicle, the sensation both foreign and familiar. In the past months, she had come to recognize that she changed when she was faced with confrontation. Her senses sharpened. Her breathing slowed and deepened. She became both exceptionally calm and incredibly edgy at the same time. It was an odd feeling, but she was learning to trust it.

      Tipping her head back, she stared up at the sky, a canvas of deep-ocean black alive with streaks of a brilliant, bloody hue. Waves and folds of color danced and shimmered, bruised purple, incandescent green, but tonight the aurora was mostly red.

      Red like blood and pain and rage. Definitely not her favorite color.

      She glanced down at her bare hands. She’d yet to pull on her gloves. Up until a few months ago, in frigid temperatures like this she would have watched her fingers turn blue, then white, the cells freezing, slowly dying. Just like anyone else, she would have been susceptible to frostbite. Then, for reasons that escaped her, something had changed, her dormant genetic enhancements began blooming exponentially day by day.

      Guess that made her a late bloomer.

      Unfortunate. Had she come into her own a little earlier, she could have ripped off her titanium shackle, killed Ward, and saved both herself and the rest of the Waste from his plans.

      Yanked out the fang.

      Watched a dozen more grow in its place.

      Just as Ward had taken Bane’s place.

      Sensing movement in the cab of the rig, she waited, tapping her index finger against her thigh.

      The two men climbed down and rounded the front grille. They glanced her way. Bundled as she was in her oversized parka, her hood pulled up, her face and form obscured, she offered nothing that might appeal to them. Their eyes skimmed over her as though she weren’t there.

      They were dressed in dark anoraks with plasguns slung across their backs. AT950’s. Big guns. Heavy. Powerful. What was it with ice pirates and the size of their weapons?

      Both were handsome, rough, brawny. Tatiana thought that made it worse, what they were, conscienceless brutality masked by pretty shells.

      Monsters ought to be ugly; they ought to look like monsters.

      As they drew abreast of her and then moved past, Tatiana pulled back her hood. Her hair slid free, a straight black curtain falling halfway down her back. She undid the zip-seam of her coat and let it hang open. Now there was something to see. Her tight polyethylene spectra-fiber vest was resistant to plas-shot and puncture, and it hugged her like a second skin. Practicality combined with beauty. She could heal from almost any wound, but why put herself through unnecessary pain?

      “Hey,” she called, and then, louder, “Yasha! Viktor!”

      They turned, their expressions betraying their surprise, and after a long slack-jawed moment, their gazes hardened with lust.

      Yasha was the first to move, and that was fine with her. Get him out of the way quickly. It was Viktor she wanted.

      “Do I know you?” Yasha asked, striding forward.

      “No.” She spun, heel to his jaw, then elbow hard in his gut. He slumped forward to his knees, drooling blood and spit, and she brought her laced fingers sharply against the back of his neck. With a sound that was barely a moan, Yasha dropped like shit in a hole before Viktor even took a step.

      “And now we’re alone,” Tatiana said, snapping her gaze to his.

      Wary now, Viktor circled, his mouth curving in an ugly sneer. He wanted to rape her before he killed her. She didn’t need any special genetic enhancements to be able to read that.

      He went for his plasgun.

      “Uh-uh-uh,” she said, flipping her small Setti9 from her wrist holster and aiming it dead center between his eyes before he could free the barrel of his Bolinger AT from the sheath on his back. Her hand was steady as a titanium girder. “Take it out, slow.”

      With a leer, he reached for the zip-seam at his crotch.

      She shot the ground at his feet, leaving a crater deep enough for his boot to get lost in. He leaped back with a yelp.

      “Your plasgun. Take out your plasgun, or the next hole I make is in your chest.” She enunciated each word with care, then waited for a beat as he did as she said. “Good. Now, put it on the ground and kick it to me.”

      He did, and his plasgun slid across the ice to bump the toe of her boot. She kicked it, hard, sending it sliding in the opposite direction, under the barbed wire of the snowscooter yard, beyond his reach. His lips thinned and his eyes narrowed.

      “Viktor, you have something that belongs to my client.” He was circling again, and she moved, turned, kept him in view as she flipped her Setti9 back into its wrist holster. She’d gotten rid of his plasgun, which meant she didn’t need hers anymore. This way, things were nice and even. She didn’t plan to kill him, just rough him up a little. “You murdered my client’s son and daughter-in-law. Stole a ring, a family memento. My client would like the ring returned. It’s all he has left of his son.”

      “Don’t know what you’re talking about.” He shrugged, wet his lips, his eyes darting to the shadows. She figured he was making certain there was nothing he considered a real threat lurking just out of sight.

      “Bright as the bottom of the ocean, aren’t you?” She blew out a breath as he stared at her blankly. “Here, I’ll clear it up for you. The ring on your finger. Give it to me. And if you hand it to me without a fuss, I’ll let you go unharmed.” Her voice hardened. “Take my offer. Trust me. You won’t like the alternative.”

      He laughed, threw back his head and guffawed. In a way, she couldn’t blame him. She was a light-boned five foot five to his brawny bulk.

      Reaching into her pocket, she drew out an expired plastitech trucking pass for the ICW—the Intercontinental Worldwide—the longest highway ever built. It had Viktor’s name and holopic inscribed. “You left this by the bodies. By accident, I suspect. Or perhaps it was pure hubris.”

      “Hubris?” he repeated blankly.

      “Excessive pride or arrogance.” The definition just popped out, a throwback to her childhood. She could almost hear Wizard’s voice reciting definitions; that had sort of been his thing. She shook her head, flicked the card at Viktor, judging his speed as he lifted a hand to catch it. “Just give me the ring.”

      “Oh, I’ll give it to you. I’ll give it to you nice and hard. Make you scream for it.” He lunged, a wicked blade in his hand. Guess she wasn’t the only one who kept a weapon strapped to her wrist.

      Tatiana moved forward without thought, without conscious will. Her earlier foray into his mind had told her he wore the old man’s ring on his left hand, second finger. Same hand that held the knife. She reached up, closed her grasp tight about his forearm just above his wrist, barely circling half way.

      He grunted, tried to jerk free, shot her a startled look when he failed. The cloth of his jacket had pulled up when he moved, and Tatiana’s thumb and second finger touched his skin.

      The contact opened a doorway. Images rushed at her in a nauseating surge. A dozen trucks plated with metal. The scarred face of a man with icy pale eyes. A line of refugees snaking through the Waste. White snow stained red. The Maori Talisman. A mountain of ice and jagged rock. And a fleeting image, seen only in passing, of Gavin Ward standing in the golden light of the dying sun, silver haired, neatly groomed.

      She gasped. Gavin Ward. Viktor didn’t know him, but Tatiana did, and she needed to know more.

      Disgust boiled in her gut as the gun trucker’s memories rolled through her, and she reached for the image of the man Ward was speaking with. She could get only a vague impression of height, dark hair, and dark thermal gear as she tried to hold that image before others crowded it out. She quickly realized that Viktor had seen Ward’s companion only from the back, but he’d heard a name spoken in Ward’s round, clipped tones: Dr. Tolliver.

      For six months she’d been trying to stay one step ahead of Gavin Ward while at the same time figure out where the hell he was testing the plague he’d created using her genetic code. Now, thanks to a chance encounter and a disjointed memory found in the mire of Viktor’s mind, she had her first solid lead. A place to start: the Maori Talisman.

      It wasn’t much, but it was better than the big, fat nothing she’d had a minute ago. All she needed to do was find Ward’s minion, Tolliver. Find him, stop him, kill him if it came down to a choice.

      It would have been a major help if Viktor had actually seen Tolliver’s face.

      “Tell me about Tolliver,” she said.

      “Who the fuck is Tolliver?” Viktor snarled.

      Her sneak peek into his thoughts told her that he genuinely had no clue. He’d witnessed the conversation in passing and had forgotten it. But she’d dredged the memory from his thoughts because she was thinking about Ward, about Tolliver. A part of her was always focused on them.

      She slammed the heel of her hand against Viktor’s chest, shoving him back before releasing her hold.

      “Just give me the damned ring.”

      With a snarl, he lunged at her, his blade catching the light from the lamp outside Abbott’s store.

      In defense, Tatiana lifted her free hand, fingers extended and pressed tight to each other, her gaze locked on his. She gave a sharp chop against his wrist, her movements so powerful and quick they were little more than a blur.

      She meant only to disarm him.

      But there was a slurp of suction as her fingers hit his wrist, like fluid through a straw, then a sharp snap, a sound like tearing cloth, and finally, the clatter of metal and the slap of an open palm against the icy ground.

      Liquid warmth spurted over her, drenching her skin and the sleeve of her coat. She glanced down to see the gush of blood and the severed stump.

      At her feet was Viktor’s hand, and beside it, his knife.

      “Oops.”

      Her head snapped up. Viktor was panting, staring at the ground with shock that matched her own—maybe even surpassed it. She’d cut through sinew and bone with just her fingers.

      Ooookay. That was new.

      Genetic engineering ought to come with a user’s manual.

      With a moan, Viktor slumped to his knees, his face gone ashen, his remaining hand closed tight about his blood-soaked wrist.

      “What the fuck did you do to me, bitch? What the fuck did you do?” he screamed, the tone jagged, frenzied. “You don’t even have a goddamned knife. What the fuck?”

      Yeah, she was wondering about that herself.

      “You, uh, might want to elevate the arm.” When he stared at her blankly, eyes wild and glassy, she held her own arm up, waggled it a little. “Up. You know, hold it up.”

      From somewhere to her right, Tatiana heard the hum of a snowscooter, then the hum went dead as the rider killed the engine.

      Just perfect. Company. And she hadn’t dressed up.

      She shot a glance at the scooter. It was the settler she’d seen earlier. He’d ridden out, but now he was back, drawn closer for a ringside seat.

      Keeping her attention locked on a sobbing Viktor, she bent and retrieved his hand and his knife. It was a good one. A honed steel blade, nicely weighted. She shoved the knife in her belt, then peeled the glove off the severed hand and freed the ring.

      From the corner of her eye, she tracked the guy on the scooter, aware of his movements as he dismounted. As long as he stayed on the periphery and didn’t interfere, she had no business with him.

      After tucking the ring in her pocket, she tossed the hand to the ground. It lay, fingers outstretched, the tips just touching Viktor’s leg. He stared at it, his entire body trembling, a desperate keening sound escaping him.

      “Tie off your wrist,” Tatiana advised flatly. “And keep the hand on ice.” She paused, allowed herself a morbid smile. As if he’d have any trouble keeping the limb cold. “If you stay alive, and conscious, you might make it to the doctor in New Liskeard in time to get it reattached.” She shrugged. “Or maybe not.”

      Shutting down the instinct to spin and get the hell out of there, Tatiana slowly scanned the perimeter, checking every nook, every shadow, then turned her attention back toward the settler. He leaned against his scooter, long legs stretched before him, his head and body draped in layers of dark thermal cloth. He should have looked ridiculous, swathed in rags.

      Instead, he looked... dangerous.

      His arms were crossed over his chest. And he watched her.

      Tatiana shivered. The wind howled and swirled about her, carrying the metallic scent of Viktor’s blood and the smell of ozone and snow.

      She couldn’t tell anything about this guy. Not his build, or age, or how many weapons he concealed. And she couldn’t read him. Nothing.

      Annoyance and unease merged and curdled. Not a nice mix.

      “You planning on doing anything here?” she asked, jerking her head toward Viktor and Yasha.

      The settler’s gaze flicked to Viktor, then back to her. “Doesn’t look like you need my help.”

      She laughed, startled. “No.”

      “Didn’t think so. So, no, I’m not planning on doing anything here.”

      Poor Vik. He hadn’t lucked into a Good Samaritan.

      Tatiana stepped back, glanced at her arm. Viktor’s blood was hot and sticky on her skin. Revulsion slithered through her. Off. She wanted it off.

      Bending down, she wiped her hands clean on Yasha’s coat, then studied the blood on her sleeve. Not much she could do about that.

      “Your friend’s taking a little nap, Vik.” She smiled darkly, straightened. “You might want to try and rouse him before he freezes.” She glanced down. “Or you could just leave him here.”

      “Bitch! I’m gonna fucking kill you.” Viktor snarled as she turned away and headed for her snowscooter, but the trembling in his voice detracted from the impact.

      Spinning back, she kept moving, walking backwards as she watched him struggle to his feet. “Yeah, I know. You could take me with one hand tied behind your back. But... how would that work now...?”

      He stood weaving unsteadily, his form a dark silhouette against the backdrop of dancing crimson lights of the aurora, his lips peeled back, baring his teeth.

      The guy on the snowscooter didn’t even twitch. He just watched and kept his place. That was common in the Waste. Not his business. Not his fight.

      She was abreast of him now, and she dragged her attention from Viktor’s swaying form to the guy on the scooter. The weak glow of the single overhead light fell across him, making his eyes glitter in the darkness.

      “I’m gonna fucking kill you,” Viktor screamed, his voice choking on a sob. “I’m gonna fucking kill you.”

      Tatiana threw a leg over the saddle of her snowscooter and laughed grimly as she hit the ignition. The engine purred, then roared. She raised her head, looked first to the guy on the scooter—he hadn’t moved an inch—then over at where Viktor swayed on his feet, clutching his bleeding wrist.

      “Fucking kill you, bitch.”

      How sick was it that she actually found his threats amusing?

      “Yeah, well... Get in line, Viktor.” She shook her head. “Get in fucking line.”
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      Tristan bent his head against the driving wind that howled across the barren, hard-edged terrain and tore at the edges of his thermal gear. He stood by Viktor’s rig and watched the Morgat—and the girl—disappear in the distance.
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