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Part One
Into the Dark
 



 
1
The stars were gone.
I crouched in the gloom of the garden and allowed my eyes to drop back to earth, to the cluster of leaves and stems that fluttered in the candlelight.  I was reminded of how difficult it had become to tell night from day of late.  The sun, when it came, spun across the sky behind the veil of murk, giving only glimpses of light and warmth.  Empty promises that it never fulfilled.
My hands fell gently across the soil, brushing under desiccated leaves.  I searched like a blind man in the poor light, feeling for fruit, for seed pods, anything I might have missed when last I checked.  Nothing.
The plants were beginning to wilt and die.
The darkness had come out of the north and swallowed the light like a wave of inky blood across the sky.  There was no warning, no augury of its arrival.  It just appeared on the horizon and moved inexorably toward us, marching onward as ominous as Death itself, sickle in hand, silent and unrelenting and grim.  For close to twenty days it had stayed, brooding and resolute.  The very essence of it seemed to have settled deep into my bones, a chill that I could not shake.  I’d become desensitised to many hardships over the years, but this was a sensation that I just couldn’t seem to subdue.
“Brant?”
Arsha stood in the doorway of the house, her slender frame silhouetted against the dim light from inside.  Caught up in my thoughts, I hadn’t noticed her presence.
“I’m here,” I said.
“What are you doing out there?”
I clasped the candle and stood.  “Just looking through the garden.”
“You won’t find anything.”  She took a few steps out into the yard.  “I already checked earlier.”
“Yeah.  So did I, but I figured I’d do it again anyway.”
As she neared, the glow of the candle alighted upon the pale skin of her face.  Her visage floated toward me like a spectre, brow furrowed, eyes gleaming.
“You okay, Brant?”
Her auburn hair appeared black in this light, as did almost everything else, as if a great sooty brush had swept across the city and painted it with tar.
“Sure.  I’m fine.”
“You look spooked.”
I deflected away the comment with a little tilt of my head.  “Just got a lot on my mind.”
“I can understand that.”  She looked to the sky, then back to me.  “Anything you want to talk about?”
“Nothing that we haven’t talked about before.  I’m still just… well, trying to figure out where to go from here.”
“We’re coming to the crunch, huh?  We have to make a decision.”
“Yeah.”
She looked over her shoulder, back at the house.  “Look, I need you to take watch.  The monsters want their dinner.”
Since the incident with the Marauders, we hadn’t left the children’s side.  Without fail, one of us would stand at the front window of the house, looking out across the city for any sign of their return.  With so much to do, it seemed a waste of resources, but there was no other choice.  We’d come so close to losing the young ones, and we couldn’t allow that to happen again.
“What’s on the menu tonight, then?” I said.
“Bread.  Again.  And a bit of potato.  It’s almost gone, though.”  She turned and started back toward the house and I fell in beside her.
“Ouch.  They’re not going to be happy.”
“I know, but we don’t have much choice.”
“They’re going to whinge about the size of the meal again, aren’t they?” I said.
“Oh yeah.  You can bet on it.  Poor things are hungry all the time.  But if we’re going to make our grain stores last another couple of months, they’re going to have to get used to it.”
I could hear them inside, giggling and chattering, blissfully unaware of the predicament they were in.  Without the sun, nothing would grow.  The crops that we’d spent so many years carefully establishing would die out, and only the grains – the wheat and corn we’d stored away – would be left to feed them.  Those wouldn’t last longer than a matter of weeks.
The children would starve if we didn’t find a way to stop this seemingly endless night.
But how do we stop it?  How do we bring back the sun?
It wasn’t the first time I’d contemplated these questions.  I couldn’t control the skies.  I couldn’t part the clouds like some mythical god, or bend the elements to my whim any more than I could make plants grow without that precious sunlight.  I felt impotent in the face of these forces that had conspired against us, and I couldn’t see a way out.
Despite that, something would need to be done if the murk didn’t dissipate of its own accord.  There was no future for these children if it hung around.  Although from time to time there were gaps in the sky through which the sun briefly shone, these were too localised and short-lived to provide any value to the vegetation.
“You’re thinking of leaving, aren’t you?” Arsha said, reading my thoughts.
There was no point being evasive.  “Yes.”
“When?”
I glanced to the north, considering.  “Tomorrow.  Or the next day.  If I leave it much longer, there won’t be much point in going at all.  They won’t survive.”
“But what’s there to gain?  What can you achieve out there?”
“I don’t know, Arsha.  Maybe there’s nothing I can do, and I’ll be heading off on a fool’s errand.  All I know is that the murk came out of the north.  I need to know what it is before I can figure out how to deal with it.”
“So if the darkness came out of the north,” Arsha began, “we could take some seeds and head south…”
“We’ve been over this, Arsha.  There’s no time to establish the crops in a new location.  Even if you can outrun the murk, you won’t have time to grow new plants before the children die of hunger.”
“So you’re going to trample your way north, and then what?  You’ll be heading right into the Marauder stronghold, for a start.”
“I can deal with them.”  She began to say something else, but I held up my hand.  “Arsha, I survived out there for years once before.  I can do it again.  I can look after myself.”
“Yeah, but…”
“Do you know who else is out there?  Ascension, the ones who are driving the Marauders back.  They have far more resources than you and I.  Maybe they have a way of keeping the children alive.”
“Now hang on a second,” she said, uneasy.  “You’re not going to just tell them about the children, are you?  We still don’t know much about Ascension.”
“We know that they’re against the Marauders, and that can only be a good thing.”
“But what if they decide they want the children for themselves?  They could take them from us and we’d be powerless to stop them.”
“And what’s the alternative?  The children sit here and starve?”
She sighed.  “I just wish there was another way.”
“So do I, but I don’t think there is.”
“At the very least, we need to go over every idea again once more before you go,” she said.  “Okay?  I think heading off into the wasteland should be the last option we consider.”
“Sure.  Let’s do it tonight when we have some peace and quiet.”
She crossed the threshold and into the house.  “Come on.  Let’s feed these critters.”
Arsha headed down the corridor and into the kitchen, and I ducked my head into the living room, where three of the children were playing a wrestling game on the floor, a squealing tangle of arms and legs.  Mish sat on the sofa, cradling Atlas protectively.  The smaller boy watched the other children avidly, his broken arm still in a sling.
Mish gave me an apologetic look.  “I tried to get them to settle down…” she began.
“It’s okay, Mish,” I smiled.  “You’re not a miracle worker.”  I jabbed a finger at Atlas.  “You are not allowed in this game.  Got it?”
The boy used his good hand to thumb his nose, and he blew a loud raspberry in my direction, then went back to watching the game jealously.
I stepped into the bedroom we’d converted into a storeroom, which contained the solar cells and a small bank of LEDs poised over several pots containing seedlings.  The plants did not look healthy.  They hadn’t grown at all in the last week, and in fact were beginning to wilt.
I’d anticipated this happening.  The LEDs were not specifically suited for use as grow lights.  Years ago, in the early days of the Winter, grow lights became highly sought-after commodities.  For a few months they had sustained plants for the lucky few who possessed them, but when they eventually burned out there was no way to keep the plants alive.
The LEDs we were using now, scrounged from various locations around the city over the years, were general purpose lights that did not emit the wavelengths most suitable for plant growth.
They were another dead end.
I crouched by the dented metal box in the corner, the cell bank.  With no sunlight, the panels on the roof no longer renewed the charge to these batteries, and the levels had dropped another one percent in the last few days.  There was no point continuing with this experiment.  Obviously the plants were not responding to the artificial light, and we were draining our energy stores for no good reason.  Reluctantly, I flicked the LEDs off, and the room was plunged into darkness.
For a moment I couldn’t move.  The pressure of finding a solution to our predicament was beginning to take its toll on me.  For weeks now we’d discussed ways to keep the four tiny humans alive, but there simply wasn’t a good option.  We’d never anticipated such an event.  We’d always been more focussed on the Marauders, on drought, on fluctuations in temperatures.  Never something as drastic as this.
It won’t end like this.  Not after everything we’ve been through.  I won’t let it.
Out in the kitchen Arsha was readying the simple meal for the children, laying out forks in neat alignment with the plates, positioning cups of water within reach of small arms but far enough away from the edge of the table that they wouldn’t be knocked over.  I’d seen her carry out this meticulous routine many times.  It was in her personality to be so particular, but I also thought in recent times the regimen had taken on a new meaning – it was a slice of normality, something familiar that she could control in contrast to the chaos outside the four walls of the house.  Something in which to take comfort.
“I turned off the LEDs in the storeroom,” I said.  “They weren’t helping.”
“Yeah, I noticed nothing was growing.”  She dumped out a spoonful of cold mashed potato onto one of the plates without looking up at me.  “It was worth a shot.”
Just then a squeal of outrage erupted from the wrestling children, which quickly turned to tears.  Loren extricated herself from the pile and rushed over to me, sulky, her arms dangling at her sides.
“Myron kicked me,” she bawled, pointing an accusing finger back at the dark-skinned boy lying on the carpet.  Myron’s face was a picture of innocence, and he shook his head in denial.
“Uh-uh, did not.”
The wrestling game always ended this way, with one of them hurt and indignant.  For ones as young as this, however, memory was short, the discomfort quickly forgotten.  They would be playing it again tomorrow, no doubt, just as rough and tumble as it had been today.
“Now I’ve told you, Loren,” I lectured, “don’t play the game if you don’t like it.  You sit on the sofa next time.”
“No,” she said stubbornly, snapping her arms across her chest.
“Myron, say sorry,” I said.
“I didn’t kick,” he insisted.
“Maybe it was an accident, but you should still apologise.”
He pouted, then reluctantly muttered, “Sorry.”
“Now, over to the table, all of you.  Dinner is ready.”
Atlas wriggled out of Mish’s clutches and scampered over to me as the others yipped and bounced their way toward the kitchen.
“Daddy?” Atlas said, staring up at me with those round, dark eyes.
I was still becoming accustomed to him calling me that.  “Uh, what’s up, little guy?”
“When can I play again?”
I tousled his chocolate-coloured hair.  “Won’t be long now.  You don’t want to hurt your arm again, do you?”
He shook his head adamantly.
“It hurt a lot, didn’t it?”
“Yeah, when the bad man threw me in the sky.”
I felt a pang of guilt thinking about it, knowing that Wraith had come so close to ending Atlas’ life.  I wished that he’d never gotten his hands on the boy.
“The bad man is gone now, okay?  No need to worry about him anymore.”
Atlas nodded obediently, but I knew that the horror of that night would not so easily be dismissed.  He had awoken in the darkness with nightmares every evening since, sometimes more than once.  It had been a horrible ordeal, and I could only hope that in time the bad dreams would fade and he’d be able to rest easy again.
“Go and grab some food, huh?” I suggested, cupping his neck and gently directing him toward Arsha.
Mish joined the four humans at the table and watched as they began to rip into their hunks of bread and cold mash ravenously.  I’d anticipated complaints about the plain fare, but it seemed they were too hungry to care.
Out the window, the Grid spire in the north was glowing like a white-hot needle in the wasteland.  It had been the only bright object in the entire landscape in the past few weeks, and it indicated to me that the Marauders were still active out there.  They hadn’t given up in their attempts to restart the Grid.  We hadn’t seen any sign of their presence in the city – no vehicles or aerial surveillance drones – but the activity around the spire was a sign that they hadn’t left the region entirely.
“The spire’s on again,” I said, and Arsha lifted her face away from Loren, who she’d been comforting as she wiped away the last of the blonde girl’s tears from her cheek.  She patted her head and then made her way over to me.
“I saw it activate a few times today.  Seems they still can’t keep it going for more than a few minutes at a time.  Haven’t seen any other sign of them, though.”
“If they do show up, at least we have a backup plan this time.”  After the last attack, we’d designated a house in the next suburb as our fallback point should they return, even going so far as to run several drills with the children.  In all likelihood, they wouldn’t bother us again.  It was Wraith who had posed the threat – he was the one who had held the grudge against me, who had been prepared to go out of his way to chase me down.  The other Marauders would find easier quarry further north.
Even so, we had to be ready for anything.
“So.  Ideas,” Arsha said.  She watched the children laughing as they played a slurping game with their cups of water.  “Let’s weigh up our options.”
“Okay.  First off, I’ve already harvested what I can from the old plantation in the west.  You might get a bit more out of it, but unless the skies clear up there’s not much that’s going to grow there either.”
“Yeah,” Arsha said, glancing at me awkwardly.  She was evidently still troubled by the very thought of the garden, where she’d experienced such sorrow.  “I don’t really want to go back there, but I will if I have to.”
“So, the first option would be to just wait here and protect the children and just hope the skies clear up.”
“That’s a dangerous plan,” she said.  “We have to take control of our own destiny if we can.”
“I agree.  I would probably rule it out altogether.”
“Right.  So what’s the next one?”
“We head south on a wing and a prayer and hope the murk clears up.  We’d have to lug the children, our grain stores, any seeds we wanted to plant, our tools, water…”
“Everything but the kitchen sink.”
“Yes.  It’s a lot of gear to carry.  And we wouldn’t have a destination in mind.  We’d have no guarantee of reaching a suitable region.”
“That one sounds less appealing every time we discuss it,” she said.
“Personally, I don’t think it’s a good option.  Unless we could find a car or something to help transport the gear.”
“A car?” she said doubtfully.  “There’s plenty of husks lying around, but neither of us are mechanics.  How do we get one working?”
“I got the Helios working, but it took months of messing around.  We just don’t have the time to do something like that again.”
“So if we stay here, how do we produce food?  The LEDs don’t seem up to the job.”
“If we located some grow lights we might have a chance, but that would be nothing short of a miracle.  They were all used up long ago.”
“Are there any other kinds of lamps we can use?”
I thought for a moment.  “Not that I know of.”
“Okay, here’s something from left field.  Are there any cryotanks at M-Corp we could use to place the children in cryosleep?”
“No, and even if we did, we don’t have the right gear to prep them for cryosleep.  It’s not just a matter of whipping their clothes off and slamming the lid shut on them.”
“So how many options are we down to?”
“One,” I said.  “I head north and try to find out what’s going on up there.  If I can’t find what’s causing the murk, I appeal to Ascension for help.  With their resources, they might be our last chance.”
Arsha was silent as she contemplated.  “There really is no other choice, is there?”
“I don’t think there is.”
“But like I said before, you’re going to have to get through the Marauders to reach them.”
“I can do that.”
She looked up at me, her eyes full of worry in the candlelight.  “I hope so.  I don’t like the thought of you out there again.”  She nodded toward the Grid spire in the distance.  “But if you’re heading that way, maybe you can do something about that.”
“The spire?  Do what
exactly?”
“We’ll need to take the children into the city tomorrow.  To M-Corp.  That’s where I can show you.”
In the kitchen, the children had already finished their meals and were now banging their forks loudly on the table.  “More, more, more!” they shouted, laughing at each other as they increased their volume.
“I’ll explain later.  Let’s deal with one problem at a time,” Arsha sighed.  “Who’s going to give the hungry monsters the bad news that there’s no more food tonight?”
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The children were glad to be out of the house as we headed to M-Corp the next day.  They had been cooped up for weeks on end, only venturing out now and again into the back yard to stretch their legs.  Initially they’d scampered along the street, running rings around us enthusiastically, but as the kilometres piled up they’d tired, and now they lay in Arsha’s and my arms as we completed the final part of the journey, the city looming large before us.
“When is this night ever going to stop?” Atlas said.  “It’s taking long hours to go away.”
‘Long hours’ was a favourite phrase of his for anything that took more time than he liked.
“Soon, Atty.  They’ll blow away soon.”
“I like the blue sky better than the black sky,” Loren said.
“When are we getting there?” Myron chimed in.  He dropped his head to Arsha’s shoulder wearily as she cradled him in her arm.
“That’s where we’re going,” I said, pointing up to the curving facade of the M-Corp tower that stretched into the sky a couple of blocks away.  In the dim light it was like a great thin wedge of granite rising up out of the earth, its features only vaguely discernible.
When we reached it we guided the children through the secret entrance that had been carved into the dumpster, and from there up onto the third floor.  There was a section of cubicled office space here that Mish and Ellinan had converted into a play area back before Atlas had been born.  They’d been forced to pass the time for several weeks here, and the area was still well contained, a large rectangular section cordoned off by mouldy grey partitions.  There was nowhere for the children to run off to, and not much they could damage.
“Are you sure you’re going to be okay with them here?” I said to Mish as the children began to scurry about, their vigour having returned with a new place to explore and their legs rested during the last half of the trip.
“Yeah, I’ll make sure they don’t get out,” Mish said.
“We’re going to be up on…”  I turned back to Arsha.  “What floor did you say?”
“Ten.”
“Right, ten.  So come up if you need us, okay?”
“Okay, Brant.”  Mish was already turning her attention back to the little ones.  “They’ll be fine with me.”
“Brant will be a little while, but I’ll be back in a few minutes,” Arsha said.  “See you soon.”
I followed Arsha up the stairwell and we came out at the tenth floor in quick time.  I’d initially been unwilling to leave the children alone at all, but Arsha had insisted that they couldn’t be present up here because of the delicate nature of the equipment.  Considering Arsha would be returning to them almost immediately, I’d reluctantly agreed.
“So what’s this about, Arsha?”
She led me through a dusty glass door and into a small anteroom where a second door of frosted glass had been smashed at waist height.  Arsha reached through the gap and opened the lock from the inside, and as we crossed into the chamber a series of dim yellow lights activated on the floor, splashing arcs of eerie illumination onto the ceiling of the room.
“You were away a long time, Brant.  You’ve seen a lot of the things I’ve done – the plantations, the environmental monitoring, the preparations for the return of humans.  But I also did something else while you were away.”
I followed her across the room to where a cluster of rack-mounted servers had been slotted into the wall, long strips of smooth silver metal aligned in neat columns.  As Arsha moved across the floor, her shadow flipped and danced across the ceiling.
“What did you do?” I said, curious.
“I did some digging into M-Corp itself.”
“What do you mean?  What is this room?”
“It’s M-Corp’s offline data centre.  It’s where they kept all their secrets.”
“A data centre, here?  No way.  All of the repositories were shifted onto Grid distribution networks years ago.  Storing data locally became ridiculously outdated.”
“Maybe for non-sensitive data, yes.  But you know as well as me, no matter what type of encryption you used, no matter how careful you were, there was always the chance that someone else on the Grid would tap into it.  That’s why they kept data here that they didn’t want anyone else to reach.  Stuff that they didn’t dare upload to the Grid.  In effect it was unhackable remotely.  Only those with physical access to the data centre had any capability to access it.”
“How do you know this, Arsha?  You never had the kind of clearance to be privy to this kind of knowledge.”  I gave her a sidelong glance.  “Did you?”
She smiled.  “No, I didn’t.  But like I said, I came looking for resources I could utilise.  Figured they might have had data here on classified biotech or energy tech that could help us.  Luckily I had time to figure out how to get to it.”
She reached out and flicked a broad red kill switch, and the bank of servers flared into life, tiny blue and green LEDs stuttering and flickering haphazardly.  A noise not unlike the distant thrum of a swarm of bees filled the chamber.
“There’s still power to it?”
“It’s hooked up to the cell bank down below.  Don’t worry, we won’t need it on for long, and everything in here is quantum solid state.  Very low power consumption.”
She pulled a chair up to the desk in front of her and sat, activating the display panel with a swipe of her hand.  A sequence of green characters scrolled down the screen as the system booted up.
“I don’t get it, Arsha.  How did you get access to these secrets?  And what are the secrets?”
“It wasn’t easy getting in.  I had to use a brute force attack to break the encryption.”
“You mean you just threw every conceivable combination of codes at it, one by one?  But that would have taken–”
“Seven years,” she finished for me.  She grinned ruefully.  “I set a script running and it cycled through a couple of million codes a day.  I got lucky, though.  It could have taken thirty years if it hadn’t lucked onto the right code after only seven.”
“Damn.  I hope it was worth it.”
“See for yourself.”  She tapped on the panel and entered the system, navigating through menus until she found the one she sought.  “M-Corp dealt in a lot of tech, right?  You know that as well as I do.  A lot of it was cutting-edge stuff.  Bleeding edge.  The newest of the new.  They were always pushing boundaries and exploring different avenues of research and commerce.”
“Yeah, I remember.”
“Well, what you might not know about M-Corp is that they were around a long time.  They weren’t just an old company.  They were ancient.”
She scrolled through several old photographs that depicted smaller office buildings, seemingly the humble beginnings of the company.  The first was a tiny brick place with a corrugated iron roof not much larger than a house.
“They went through several name changes in the early days.  Not sure why, but they’d been M-Corp for at least fifty years before the Winter came along.”  A picture of a withered old man with an odd smile appeared on the screen with the caption Wilkins.
“Oh, I’d seen that guy around,” I said.  “He used to drop past the lab and peer in now and again.  Never figured out who he was.”
“Doubtful,” she said.  “He was the CEO over a hundred years ago.  Must have been someone who just looked like him.”  She swivelled to look at me.  “Here’s the thing.  M-Corp weren’t just one of the first organisations to harness the technological advantages of the Grid.  They were utilising it before it even got started.”
I gave her a quizzical look.  “Are you saying M-Corp built the Grid?”
“Not exactly.  They didn’t put the spires in the ground, if that’s what you mean.  But they were one of the major players in the underlying technology that the Grid was built upon.  They’re one of its founders.  That’s one of the reasons they became so powerful.  They leveraged that knowledge to get ahead of the competition.”
“I’m beginning to see where you’re going, now.”
“Yeah.”  She turned back to the panel, dismissing the photo of the old man and bringing up a command line interface.  “This data centre contains information about the most valuable commodity there is: the inner workings of the Grid.”
“It’s amazing there isn’t more security here.  Apart from the encryption.”
“Oh, you just walked through about ten of them,” Arsha said, grinning.  “There were retinal scanners, DNA probes, any number of biometric safeguards.  I removed them all years ago.  Plus, I think they were using a bit of security by obscurity.  Y’know, make the place look unimportant so as not to attract attention.  I don’t think there were many people in the company who understood what was contained in here.”
I expelled a loud breath.  “So we have the knowledge that the Marauders want.  We have the power to learn everything about the Grid, including how to restart it.”
“Right here at our fingertips.”
“Shit, Arsha.  We need to destroy this.  If they ever found it…”
“I agree totally,” she said.  “It’s dangerous, and I fully intend to wipe it in time.  But right now we can use it for our own purposes.”
“What do you mean?”
“There’s information here on how to fine-tune the spires to keep them running, keep them talking to each other.  If we read between the lines, there’s also information on how to corrupt them.  How to shut them down.”
“That sounds complex.  I’ll bet there’s years of study required to really get a handle on how this stuff works.”
“If you wanted to really be a Grid architect, if you wanted to understand everything about how it worked, sure.  But if your only objective is to perform one or two tasks, you don’t need that level of understanding.”
I nodded.  “Okay, but even so, wouldn’t it be easier to just blow up the spire with that X7 explosive you found a while back?  Over in the little bunker to the south.”
“Maybe not.  According to the schematics, those spires are incredibly strong.  They’re built to withstand multiple missile strikes, even a collision with a carrier-grade shuttle.”
“That’s insane.  How?”
“Something to do with the alloys they used and the way they designed the frame.  I’m not sure, I didn’t dig that far into it.”
“So explosives wouldn’t cut it.  What do you propose?”
“Well, here’s my plan.  You take a couple of hours here to learn what you can about ways to shut the spire down.  Don’t bother trying to understand everything, just focus on that one specific task.  Memorise it.  When you head north, if you can get past the Marauders and access the spire, shut it down.”  She brought up another schematic with a visual representation of a spire.  “There’s a hidden service entrance at ground level on every spire that will give you access to a room inside.”  She slid a data shard across the desk to me.  “Insert this shard to run a subroutine that will bypass the security encryption.  Once you have access, take out the Grid spire, take out their ability to locate us with those aerial drones, or whatever else they’re using.”
“You make it sound easy.” I grimaced.
“I know it won’t be, but I think it’s worth a try.”
“Okay.  Move over and let me take a look.”
She got up and pushed the chair toward me.  “If you think you can handle it from here, I’ll get going.  I’ll check on the cryotank on level five and then stay with the kids.”  She turned and began striding across the room, sending more shadows scattering in her wake.  “Don’t take too long, huh?  We need to get them home again before nightfall,” she said over her shoulder.
“Yeah, sure.  Thanks, Arsha.”
She left me there in front of the display panel and I began to trawl through the seemingly endless repository of data.  There was enough here to spend a lifetime studying, but I was selective in what I read and discarded anything that wasn’t pertinent to the information I sought.
The complexity of the Grid was mind-boggling.  It was no wonder that the Marauders hadn’t figured it out yet.  The number of routing protocols that were intertwined within its code was mesmerising, each of them with their own specific parameters and metrics.  Without matching and interlocking values, the spires would not peer with each other, instead returning to default values and shutting down.  This was why the Marauders hadn’t been able to keep them running for longer than a few minutes at a time.
I found the information I required – a string of roughly ten commands that would effectively create a loop in logic that could not be circumvented without a specific string of counter-commands.  These were a set of instructions that the Marauders would find impossible to discover simply by chance.  Without a deeper understanding of the system and how it worked, they would be unlikely to figure out how to circumvent it any time soon.  That was really all I needed to memorise, these few simple lines of code.
This would hopefully be enough to stop them in their tracks.
I shut down the server bank and the room went dark again.  Out through the glass doors, I passed by the shattered windows that overlooked the city.  It was hard to tell how long I had been sitting there hunched over the display screen, but judging by the sky it was not yet night-time.  It had likely been no more than a few hours.
I didn’t see any reason to remain in the city any longer.  Every hour I waited was another hour closer to the children running out of food.
I decided I would leave first thing tomorrow.
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It was a long night.  On the one hand I was anxious to get going, to start putting distance between myself and the city, to edge closer to the mystery in the north and drag it out into the open.  I wanted to feel the coarseness of the sand under my feet, not because of any desire to be away from home, but because it meant I’d be closer to figuring out how I was going to deal with our dilemma and how I was going to overcome it.  Although I had never visited a dentist, I imagined that this was how it might feel for someone sitting nervously in the waiting room – the anticipation of experiencing something unpleasant, but also the desire to get it over and done with.  To get it out the way.
On the other hand, I was loath to leave the human children and Mish.  The only thing that meant anything to me now was protecting them, ensuring that they were safe and happy.  Even Arsha was in my thoughts.  Now that we’d put our differences behind us, I felt an affinity with her that I had never experienced before.  She felt like part of my family now, no longer someone I was simply competing with, or with whom I had been thrown together to complete a mission.  There was a sense of kinship, a bond that held us together that had never existed before.
It felt counter-intuitive for me to be walking out the front door at the first faint sign of light in the east, when the day’s meagre glow began to fall across the city.  How could I protect these children by walking away from them?
The thoughts nagged at me so much that I was compelled to repeatedly check on each of the children throughout the night.  Mish rested peacefully on the sofa with her eyes closed and her blonde hair spilling across her face.  On my first visit she opened her eyes and just lay there staring up at me, silent and unquestioning, her gaze unwavering.  I felt like she was reading my mind, understanding not only everything I planned to do, but also the turmoil that was going on inside of me as well.  I expected her to say something, to ask me to stay with her, but after a time she simply closed her eyes again as if nothing were wrong.  I left her there to rest.
Down the hall, the children slept soundly in their room.  I stood and listened to the cadence of their breathing for a long time.  For the most part it was arrhythmic, like four musicians reading from four different sheets of music, but every now and then they seemed to fall in time with each other, softly breathing in and out in perfect harmony.
I pictured what lay before them, what was in store for them during the remainder of their lifetimes.  I hoped that they would live long and fruitful lives, remaining long enough to see a civilisation start to flourish again, to see their children and their grandchildren play at their feet and to eventually grow strong and healthy.  To tear down the old and the decayed, and to start building anew, bringing beauty and peace back into the world.
Regardless of what their future held, I knew that there was a good chance that, after tonight, I would never see them again.  That was perhaps the most difficult realisation I faced.  These children weren’t just part of a mission anymore, they were my family.  They were the people I wanted to spend the rest of my life with.  After so long in the wasteland, I only wanted to surround myself with them and to immerse myself in the kind of happiness that couldn’t be found anywhere else on this Earth.
It was a dream that was still a long way from reality.
Out by the front window, I sorted through my backpack for the umpteenth time, more by feel than by sight in the gloom.  I wanted to travel light, packing nothing but the basics: shotgun for protection, tools for making fire, a compass, binoculars, clothing that would provide cover against the elements.  A knife.
I’d checked it all before, but did it one more time anyway.
“Brant, about the spire,” Arsha said suddenly from the darkness nearby.  I stopped my rummaging and pushed the backpack away.
“Yeah?”
“Don’t make it a priority.  If it’s heavily guarded, as I expect it might be, it’s not worth the risk.  It’s not worth dying for.”
“If I can find a way to access it safely, then I’ll do it.  Otherwise I’ll keep heading north.  That’s the real mission.”
“Yeah, don’t lose sight of that.”
“I won’t.  Don’t worry about me, Arsha.  I can keep it together out there.”
“You’re going to come back,” she said, sounding as though she were trying to convince herself of the fact more than me.  “You’ll come back, and we’ll get things on track again.”
“I’ll come back,” I agreed.
I wondered what I was going to tell Atlas.  Would he understand if I gave it to him straight?  Probably not, I decided.  He was too young to really comprehend the stakes, the issues we were facing.  The best tactic would likely be to underplay it – to simply tell him I’d be away for a while and that I would see him again before too long.  I didn’t want to cause him undue stress.  Arsha would have enough to deal with here without Atlas moping about unnecessarily.
Arsha and I continued to talk, and the constant chatter about plans and of our dire circumstances began to melt away, as if we’d finally reached the end of those discussions, arriving at a place where further talk was useless, and our conversation began to drift in more inconsequential directions.
“But didn’t you find it annoying sometimes that you never had a tattoo on your temple?” Arsha said at one point.  “People were always
thinking I was human.”
“Yeah, well, of course.  It was illegal to manufacture synthetics without those tattoos.  M-Corp could have been busted big time for doing that.”
“There was this one time I was sitting at a bar, waiting for Sindy–”
“Wait a minute, what were you doing at a bar?”
“Well, Sindy was meeting a guy there, and she wanted someone to go with her.  Moral support, I guess.  She literally dragged me out of the workshop one night, said I had to go with her.”
“Sindy…” I said, chewing my lip.  “Short girl, black hair, wore bright red lipstick all the time?”
“That’s her.  See, she drags me to this bar and starts talking to the guy, and I’m left sitting there twiddling my fingers, and suddenly another guy comes up and buys me a drink.”
“Oh, damn.”
“Yeah.  And it’s massive.  It’s some cocktail thing with about five straws in it, and bananas sticking out the top.  And an umbrella.  You know, the works.”
I laughed.
“And he starts hitting on me,” Arsha went on, “and after about ten minutes of talking, he wants to know why I’m not drinking the cocktail.  And I really want to say to him, ‘Because synthetics can’t actually take in fluids’, but I figure that’s not an option.”
“So what did you do?”
“I just tried to fend him off for a while, but he didn’t seem to be twigging to what I was saying.  Then he got this really sad look on his face, so I told him I was allergic to bananas.  So then he tries to order me something else…”
“Seriously?”
“Yeah.  At that point, I left Sindy to handle things on her own.  That was enough for me.  The guy follows me outside into the rain and asks for my number, and by this stage I’m wondering if I need to kick him in the groin to get the message across–”
“Sounds like an appropriate response to me.”
“Well, I didn’t get rid of him until I made it down the street and onto a shuttle.  He just stood there in the rain watching the shuttle drive away.”
“Damn, the guy had a real thing for you.”
“You could say that.  I felt a bit sorry for him in the end.”
 I could hear the smile in her voice, even if it was too dark to see her face.
“I, uh… I wish we’d talked like this more over the years, Brant.  It just seems we… we never took the time to do it.”
She went quiet, and it suddenly seemed to me that she was trying to find a way to say goodbye, but struggling to do it.
“You’ll have to tell me more of your stories another time,” I said, trying to fill the silence.
She said nothing, but I heard her clothes rustle, and then I felt her arm wrap around my neck.  She embraced me for a few moments, then kissed my cheek, her fingers gently alighting upon the new scar that ran down the side of my face.  Then she moved past me and toward the children’s bedroom without another word.
“You’re leaving, aren’t you?” Mish said quietly from the sofa when she was gone.
I looked over and saw her shift slightly in the gloom.  There was no point lying to her.
“Yes, Mish.  In the morning.”
I got up and moved over to the sofa, sitting beside her.
“I’m coming with you,” she said adamantly.
“Mish, you know that’s not possible.”
“I told you before that if you left, I’d go with you.”
“I know you said that, but I just can’t take you.  Not this time.”
“Why not?” she said firmly.  I couldn’t tell if she was angry, scared, or both.
“Because it’s dangerous out there in the wasteland.  Where I’m going is no place for a little girl–”
“That’s it, isn’t it?  You think I’m just a little kid.”
“No, that’s not it.”
“You do.  You never looked at me like a grown-up.”
“Mish, come on.  That’s not fair.  You know that I couldn’t have a higher opinion of you.  You’re an amazing person.  Just look at everything you’ve done here to help.”
“And Ell is gone,” she went on, beginning to cry softly.  “What else do I have here, now that he is gone?”
I reached out and clasped her shoulder.  “You have Atlas.  Remember the little boy you’ve helped me raise since the day he was born?  The little boy who thinks the world of you?”
She sniffed.
“And the other three children, and Arsha,” I went on.  “They all need you.  They all love you.  That’s what you have here.”
She said nothing, but the tears seemed to have dried up.
“Listen, I know losing Ell was the worst thing that ever happened to you.  I can’t imagine what you’re going through.  All I can say is, I think you’re holding up incredibly well.  I’m so proud of your strength.  I always have been.  That’s why you need to be here.  These children are going to need you.  With me gone, they’ll need you more than ever.”
“But why does it have to be you that goes?”
“Because I’m the best person for the job.  Didn’t you hear all of those stories about my adventures with the Marauders?  I know them.  I know their methods, and I evaded them more times than I can count.  I can do it again.”
“Will it all be finished, after this?  If we make it through will we be okay after that?”
“I’m going to tell you this like I would any adult, okay Mish?  I won’t sugar-coat it.  I don’t know
what happens after this.  I can’t say.  But that’s something we all have to accept in our lives.  There is no final hurdle that we cross that makes everything all right.  Life is just one challenge after another.  Those challenges don’t go away, they just come at us in different ways, from different directions.  In the end, it’s how we handle them that defines us as people.”
She nodded.
“So if you really want to be like an adult, this is the first place to start.  You have to understand this is how it works.  Personally, I’d love for you to stay just the way you are forever.  To me, you’re perfect as you are.  But if this is important to you, if you really want to take that step, it all begins here.”
“Okay.”
“So will you stay here?  Can I count on you to take on this responsibility?”
She remained silent.
“Mish, can I count on you?”
“Yes.  You can count on me.”
“Thank you.  You don’t know how much of a relief it is for me to hear that.”

As dawn approached, the inkiness of the city outside the window melted into an uneven tapestry of greys and browns.  With enough light to see, I decided the time was right to leave.
I suddenly felt in a hurry.  Maybe it was just the fact that I didn’t want to be here when the children awoke and the house came to life with the sound of their voices, their laughter.  It was hard enough leaving without those reminders tugging at my heartstrings.
In the bedroom, the four of them were still sleeping soundly.  I went to each in turn and kissed them lightly on the forehead.  As I drew away from Atlas his eyes fluttered and then lifted heavily.
“Daddy?” he said, groggy.
“Ssh.”  I eased him back down gently.  “I’m heading out for a while, okay?  I’ll be back later.”
“Where?”
“Just out.  Arsha and Mish are here.  I’ll see you when I get back.”
“But you promised me you’d read me the story last night.”
“What story?”
“The one about the crocogon.”
I sighed.  He was right.  I had
told him I’d read him the story, but it had been forgotten amongst the other things that had to be done.
“All right.  A quick one, okay?  Come with me.”
I scooped him out of the blankets, mindful of his arm in the sling, and carried him out to the living room, where Arsha had lit a candle in order to start making preparations for the morning.  His body was warm and floppy, like a big hot water bottle.  It was comforting and pleasant.
“Good morning, Atlas,” Arsha whispered as we passed.  He gave her a little wave, and she smiled back.
I collected the book he wanted, The Friendly Crocodile, and sat on the end of the sofa near Mish’s feet.  She drew her legs up to give us room and propped her head on her elbow so she could watch.
“Yay, the crocogon!” Atlas said blearily.
He’d been incorrectly using the term ‘crocogon’ for ‘crocodile’ since a young age, and hadn’t grown out of it yet.  I’d corrected him often in the early days, but lately I’d given up.  I now found it strangely adorable and endearing, something unique to Atlas, and there was a part of me that wanted him to keep using the improper term forever.
“The Friendly Crocodile,” I began, opening the cover.  “‘Down in Snakeskin Swamp, there once lived a very friendly crocodile…’ ”
The story told the tale of the crocodile’s search for companionship, travelling from one part of the swamp to the next and inadvertently scaring away everyone he met, thus prolonging his loneliness.  Atlas made me read several pages twice, his favourites, giggling and bouncing in my lap as he saw the illustrations of the unfortunate crocodile reeling from one crisis to another.  Even with these interruptions, it was all too soon when I reached the last page and closed the book, the crocodile safely having found a friend in the form of a fuzzy yellow duckling who saw him for what he really was.
As I set the book aside, Atlas beamed up at me.  “Again!”
“Not this time, buddy.  I’ve gotta go.”
“I want it again tonight, then.”
“We’ll see.”
“And we’ll play the game where you’re the big crocogon on the floor, trying to catch us.”  He levered his arms up and down in imitation of a crocodile’s jaws, his movements made awkward by the sling.  “Snap, snap!”
“We’ll see.”
“I like that game.”
“Listen, Atlas, I uh…”  I could feel tears welling in my eyes and pushed them back.  “I want you to be good for Arsha while I’m away today.  You help her and do what she says.”
“Okay, Daddy.”
“And, uh… I love you, okay?”
“Do you love me as big as a crocogon’s jaws?”
“Bigger.”
“Well, I love you too, stinky butt-butt.”
Arsha laughed spontaneously from the kitchen, but as she lifted a wrist to cover her mouth I could see her eyes glistening as mine must have been.
I collected my backpack and headed down the path and onto the road.  At the front door, Arsha stood crouched with her hands on Atlas’ shoulders, whispering something in his ear.  The boy’s face clouded over despite the encouragement, and I could see that he understood this was not a casual jaunt into the city.  He’d picked up on the subtleties in our demeanours and knew that, in some way, things were different.
Not wanting to see any more, I turned my back and continued up the hill, pushing back the tears that threatened to overwhelm me and setting my sights firmly on the horizon to the north.
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There was a time when I thought I’d left the wasteland behind for good.  It was a part of my life that I’d overcome, that I’d shed like a desiccated old skin, a dark chapter of my past that I’d closed for good.  The focus on my world had shifted, drawing in upon the children and the little dwelling in which we lived, and there had been no need to look anywhere else.  My future had been mapped out, and the boundaries of it did not encroach upon the desolate and dangerous regions outside the city.
I should have known better.
In this ever-present twilight the wasteland seemed more oppressive than ever.  My travels of old had made me accustomed to great expanses of open blue sky and the moon and the stars at night, conditions that gave me the ability to see for clicks in any direction and map out my progress.  Now even that was gone.  I felt like my senses had been muted, rendered almost useless, and that I was now groping out into the nothingness with only my intuition to guide my way.
Even so, I did not slacken my pace.  I had a mission to do, and not much time in which to do it.  I had to press on.
As the city fell away behind me I found myself on the brittle and eroded asphalt of the highway, constantly referring to the compass to keep my heading.  With the sun just a vague outline in the sky, and with landmarks made less distinct and the stars gone completely, navigation was going to be exceedingly difficult.  Even though I’d only been walking a couple of hours I felt as though I was already veering off track, losing my way in the gloom, and it was only through the constant reaffirmation of the compass needle that I found a sense of composure.
It was maybe midday by the time I reached the junkyard.  As I reached the first of the twisted metal wrecks, memories came flooding back to me.  I thought of Mish and Ellinan stashed inside the decrepit shuttle, huddling together, terrified.  I thought of the Marauders I’d killed, and of Wraith striding across the hot sand toward me.  I recalled our pursuit of each other between the mangled stacks of car bodies.
Those few years seemed to have gone by so quickly.
Now Wraith was gone.  Ellinan was gone.  Neither were coming back.
Beyond the junkyard, the service station had been smashed apart as if a great fist had descended from the skies and torn it asunder.  Walking among the ruins I could see the charred remnants of the interior – tables, metal appliances, benches.  They all now bore a thin coating of sand like translucent skin.  There had been other changes to the place as well.  Outside, sandbags had been erected in a curving line that ended in another fortification on the side of the original building.  It seemed that either the Marauders or Ascension had attempted to create an outpost here.  Whatever the case, no one had occupied the area in a long time.  It was empty and forlorn and was slowly being devoured by sand and a few sporadic weeds that grew around the exterior.
I glanced to the horizon and assessed how to move forward from here.  The Grid spire was visible as a thin dark column stretching upward in the distance.  Lifting the binoculars, I scanned up and down its length as I tried to make out some details, but there was really nothing to see.  If there were any secrets hiding within, I was not going to discover them from here.  I lowered the binoculars and stowed them in the backpack again.
Leaving the outpost, I continued on at a brisk pace.  At one point the spire came stuttering to life, pulsing once with a wave of blinding intensity in the otherwise gloomy landscape.  I gasped in surprise and lifted a hand to my face, but it was too late – a vertical imprint of the needle-like structure throbbed painfully in my vision.  It felt like someone had raked me across the eyes with a hot poker.
“God damn,” I wheezed to myself.  “Never thought to pack sunglasses.”
The spire went dark again, but for the next few minutes a residual yellow glow fluctuated up and down its length, like a tiny crack of weak sunlight cascading down some celestial waterfall.  A diffuse glow rippled across the wasteland for kilometres around, and I made use of the improved visibility to hasten my pace toward the spire.
Over the next couple of hours the spire drew steadily larger, to the point where it began to dominate my field of view.  No longer just a tall and fragile needle in the distance, it now began to appear larger and more imposing by the minute.  Not for the first time, I marvelled at the craftsmanship of it, the technology that had gone into its construction.  It was very much the symbol of man’s accomplishments, the decaying remnants of all that had once been achieved.
During the long walk here I had detected not a hint of activity around the spire, but now, closing in, I thought I could hear the barest suggestion of voices in the distance.  Searching around in the gloom, I found a half-buried sedan tucked away in a hollow and climbed in through the broken windshield, nestling down behind the dashboard where I could observe the spire discreetly.
Shifting mounds of sand away from the seat, I got down low and produced the binoculars once again.  Up the slope, the spire had returned to its default state, completely dark, dimly outlined against the roiling sky.
I glanced to the west.  Night was descending.  Perhaps this was the best place to hole up until morning, when I could decide how I was going to approach the spire.
What if the Marauders were up there, hiding quietly in the darkness, waiting for intruders to bumble into their midst?  There would be no way to detect them in this light.
That was when it occurred to me – the solution was to wait until the spire activated again.  The entire area would appear like daylight when that happened, making my job of discovering any possible traps so much easier.
I heard something again, and this time I was more certain that I wasn’t imagining it.  It sounded like muffled laughter, and there was a low boom, like the sound of an object tapping on hollow metal.  I sat very still and listened intently, trying to pick up some kind of hint as to its nature.  It had definitely originated from up the slope.  Whether it was simply noises from the inner workings of the spire, twisted and altered by distance, I couldn’t be sure.
I heard something else, subtler and yet somehow more defined, a soft crunching and sliding sound like the wind blowing lightly across the sand.  But right now, there was no wind, not even the faintest whiff.  It was dead still.
A sense of dread began to assail me.
Then I understood.  The noise was not coming from the direction of the spire.  It was coming from much closer.  
Footsteps.
I swivelled my head left and right, peering out into the murk to try to pinpoint the location.  I considered climbing out of the wreck and heading back the way I had come, away from the spire, but dismissed the idea almost immediately.  If I could hear them, they would most certainly hear me as I climbed out and tried to flee.
My hiding place now seemed more like a deathtrap than the safe refuge it had initially appeared.
Disconcertingly, I felt the earth move under me.  My body seemed to lift and then sway backward ever so slightly.  Alarmed, I feared that there was an assailant coming up right under my feet, somehow digging through the sand like a great carnivorous worm intent on devouring me.  I gripped the crumbling plastic of the dash and prepared to vault out to safety, then heard the barest of scrapes, of something hard sliding across metal.  I looked up.
Something was climbing on the roof of the car.
I stifled a panicked scream, clamping a hand over my mouth and sitting there frozen, bug-eyed as I prepared for whatever it was to make its move.  My other hand drifted down and touched the stock of the shotgun that was wedged in the backpack between my legs.  My fingers closed around it and I drew it upward with agonising care, as if it were a taipan that would turn and strike me on the wrist with the slightest provocation.  I knew that even the barest noise right now might mean death.
I lifted the weapon, pushing myself back into the seat as far as I could go.  I levelled the barrel at the open windshield and sat there, frozen, not really knowing from which direction the threat would come.  I wondered if perhaps it would simply punch down through the weakened metal of the roof and carve me in two before I even got a chance to sight it.
Then the weight of it shifted and the car began to rock forward again.  Something thick and round appeared over the hood of the car, and for a moment I thought it was a great grotesque head peering back into the cabin at me with hollow and soulless eyes.  I realised after a moment that it was just a large boot.  It pressed down on the hood and the wreck shifted slightly again, and then the thing had passed over me, placing all its weight on the front of the car.  It wavered there for a few moments longer, a dark shape that blotted out most of my view, and then stepped off lightly and began climbing forward up the slope.
It was a clank, a very large and bulky one at that, but I could see no other visible details from this vantage point.  Looking to the left, I saw the outline of another one just like it creeping through the sand not far away.  To the right, the same.
The feeling of terror I’d experienced began to wane, but I did not lower the shotgun.
I could not make out any further shapes out there, but it seemed evident that a line of clanks was stealthily ascending toward the spire.
Something big was about to go down.
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As the figures continued their slow progress up the slope, I considered leaving my hiding place and getting the hell out of there altogether.  If a large-scale showdown was imminent, I didn’t really want to be anywhere nearby.  At this point I wasn’t even sure who was involved.  Most likely it was Marauders or Ascension, or possibly both, but I wasn’t savvy to the workings of this environment anymore.  I’d spent years tucked away in the city, with no way to keep abreast of the power shifts or the new factions that may have recently arisen.
All I knew was that I wasn’t affiliated with any of them, and that meant I didn’t have a group with which I could side, apart from maybe Ascension – and they were unlikely to look kindly upon me if I stumbled across their path during a battle.
The problem was that I had no idea of what else might be lurking out there in the gloom.  Was this the first wave of invaders?  Were there more closing in from behind me right now?  Or were they sitting back there with rifle scopes at the ready, waiting for me to stick my head up like some clueless imbecile?
I decided it wasn’t safe to leave just yet.  If luck was on my side, perhaps there would be no conflict at all.  For all I knew there was no one guarding the spire.  These intruders might reach the top of the hill to find the area empty, taking the spire without a fight, in which case I would be able to sneak off without them ever realising I was here.
The shadowy forms continued upward, drawing ever closer to their target.  I continued to scan my immediate vicinity, but there was no sign of anyone following.  The quiet whisper of boots on sand had receded, and as the sky darkened further I was left with a kind of sensory deprivation, with no sight or sound to break up the nothingness around me.
It wouldn’t be long before I’d be forced to take action, one way or another. If I didn’t hear anything soon–
Suddenly the spire flared into life, a dazzling, breathtaking column of pearlescence wiping away the darkness and stabbing needles of agony into my artificial retinas.  There were cries from those on the slope, and then harsh laughter from near the spire, and I heard a voice ring out across the wasteland.
“Light ’em up, boys!”
Gunshots crackled from several locations around the spire, and I forced my eyes open through the blinding pain, desperate to keep track of what was happening.  Those who had been crawling up the slope were rolling and diving despairingly, caught unawares and unprotected with their cloak of darkness suddenly snatched away.  I squinted through the binoculars and saw that they were clad in grey uniforms, which most likely meant that they were part of Ascension.
It was difficult to make out the details of their adversaries, obscured by the halo of the spire as they were, but I thought I could discern the markings of the Marauders on their faces.  There were four that I could see, crouching behind weapons crates and sandbags and other makeshift barricades.
Of the advancing party I could see six, but they were at a distinct disadvantage out in the open.  As I watched, a tall and skinny male with a large backpack was struck down.  He tumbled back along the slope, rolling several times before coming to a standstill, face down.
The other Ascension soldiers gathered their wits and found what cover they could, unleashing return fire with their assault rifles and causing the Marauders to duck for cover.  Commands were shouted, and they began to fan out further, keeping low in an attempt to flank their opponents.  The Marauders responded, sending two of their number further to one side and laying down a blanket of suppressing fire.
Two more of the Ascension soldiers were hit and went down, and one of the Marauders also took a round in the face and fell to the ground without a word.
I scanned my immediate vicinity again.  I still couldn’t be sure about who or what was lurking nearby.  The urge to get moving, to get away from this conflict was very strong, but the danger was still too great.  I couldn’t risk heading out into the open yet.
More combatants had fallen while I’d been looking away.  I could now only see two Marauders left and one from Ascension hidden behind a small outcropping of rock.  They took shots at each other, and I saw dust kicking up around the soldier as rounds impacted nearby.  He was hit in the shoulder and cried out, hunching down further, but it was clear that his large frame could not be entirely concealed behind the rock.  He was hit twice more, bellowing with rage and frustration.
The Marauders didn’t let up.  With the soldier pinned down, their barrage intensified.
Unexpectedly, the soldier sprang out of his meagre cover, hobbling noticeably as he attempted to run toward the spire, valiantly taking the attack to the Marauders despite his condition.  He squeezed off bursts from his rifle as he closed in.  The Marauders peppered him with rounds, causing his body to convulse and shake with the impacts.  His rifle swung upwards and then fell from his grasp altogether, and bits of flesh from his torso and arms flew off in all directions as bullets tore through him.
He crashed to his knees, heaving, and pulled something from his belt.  As he fell to the earth he lobbed the object into the air, a black ball about the size of a fist, and the Marauders abruptly ceased firing, crying out in alarm.  The ball drifted through the air as if in slow motion, tumbling and glinting in the light of the spire, and then it exploded above them with a deafening boom that was loud enough to shake the air itself.  Shrapnel flew out in all directions, even reaching far down the slope to where I sat in the wreck.  The sound of metal punching through the rusted chassis was like a sudden burst of hail, and I cringed back into the seat, ducking my head.  When the reverberations cleared I slowly lifted my face, noting a black metal spike quivering in the dashboard in front of my nose.
Up by the spire, everything had gone quiet.
I waited there for minutes on end, anticipating that one of the combatants would pull itself up from its prone position in the soil and claim victory, for someone hiding out in the surrounds to come forth and pick over the detritus, but there was nothing.  No sound, no movement.  After the frenetic firefight, the stillness seemed unnatural.  It almost seemed too quiet.  And yet, from what I could tell, it seemed that I was the only one left.
I wouldn’t have a better chance to access the spire than this.
I crept out of the wreck slowly, shotgun at the ready.  I checked the terrain behind me first, where the expanse of sand and weeds had been made white by the glare of the spire.  The only thing moving out beyond my position was my own elongated shadow.  If there really was someone else out there, they were too well concealed for me to find.
Starting up the slope, I strained with both eyes and ears to detect any sign of a threat.  Starting with the bodies on the slope, I checked each in turn to determine if they really were dead.  Each of them had sustained extensive injuries – holes in chests, parts of faces blown off, fragments of innards blown across the sand.  On the whole it was a gruesome task, but I had to be sure that they weren’t faking it.
Further along, the Marauders were in even worse shape thanks to the shrapnel grenade.  They’d been torn apart.  Strangely, even though the explosion had occurred relatively close to the Grid spire, its metal facade was unmarked.  None of the spikes had been able to penetrate or even embed themselves in its walls.  They had all simply bounced off, and now lay strewn across the ground, bent and broken.
I didn’t waste time looking any further.  Backup for either faction could arrive at any minute, and I didn’t want to be around when that happened.
I stepped over a shattered flip that was lying on the ground.  Most likely the Marauders had been using it to tap into the Grid as they attempted to manipulate it over a wireless connection.  There was also an exposed access panel nearby in the wall of the spire that they had been using to power it up.  Further around I found the service entrance, having memorised its location on the schematics back at M-Corp.  I needn’t have bothered, because the area was clearly marked by a series of scorch marks that blackened the alloy of the spire.  It was evident that the Marauders possessed some knowledge of the entrance but had been unable to breach it.
Levering open a small panel nearby, I inserted the data shard and activated the subroutine, which in turn bypassed the encryption.  A curved triangular wedge of the exterior parted and a series of lights flicked on, illuminating the dark innards of the spire.
Stepping through, I followed a short and narrow corridor through swirling dust, ending in a space barely larger than a closet.  The tiny room contained some of the oldest-looking tech I’d ever seen.  The server implanted in the wall was overly large and grey, and from its rear, black and blue cables snaked out of it in all directions, embedding in the wall behind it.  It was dusty and dented, and I could hear a fan whirring away noisily somewhere inside, which led me to believe that it might not even be comprised of solid state components.
“It’s a goddamn clunker,” I said to myself, flabbergasted.
I had no doubt that, above me, in the central processing element of the spire, the components would be far newer and more impressive.  This service port, however, was completely anachronistic, and I was surprised that it was even still ticking along.
“Okay, let’s see what you’ve got,” I said, wiping away a film of dirt from the display panel and tapping upon its surface to bring up the access portal.  Once again I was greeted by an encryption layer, but the shard was able to generate a key that allowed me to proceed through to the command line itself.  Placing the shard back into my pocket, I got to work.
I recalled the commands I had learned at M-Corp and considered them carefully, not wanting to enter them in the wrong order and thereby foul up the entire process.
I entered the first command at the blinking green cursor:
Prefix-list suppress seq 10
I waited afterward for some kind of response from the system, an acknowledgement that the command was accepted, but it simply took the command without feedback of any kind.  I ploughed on, hoping that it would alert me should I make some kind of mistake in the syntax or enter the commands out of order.
I typed in the second command and waited again.  Nothing.  Then the third.
I scratched my chin.  “Well, I sure hope you–”
I froze.  Something nudged against my neck just below the ear.
“Well, aren’t you the clever one?” someone said behind me.
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She reached out and carefully hooked her fingers under the strap of my backpack, easing it over my shoulder and off my back.
“Don’t even think of reaching for the shotgun,” she said.
“Look, I’m not here to–”
“Shut up,” she said in a measured tone of voice.  “I don’t have time to listen to you bleat.”
She took the backpack and placed it down on the floor, out of my reach.
“Get down,” she said.  I complied, sinking slowly to my knees.  I started to turn my face, but she shoved the gun harder at my neck before I could catch a glimpse of her.  “Don’t turn around.  Hurry up, get down.  All the way down.”
I sank to my knees and she placed a boot between my shoulder blades, shoving me roughly onto the floor.
“Put your hands behind your back.  Come on, hurry up.”  Her boot was on my back again, pushing me down firmly into the floor.  I considered flipping over and attempting to knock the weapon out of her hand, but with so little room to move, all I was likely to do was end up with a bullet in my back.  For now, I didn’t see a way to turn the tables on her.
She secured something around my wrists, tight enough to bite into my skin painfully.  I winced and tried to turn my head again to look at her.
“Take it easy, will you?” I said.
She didn’t answer, instead hooking the toe of her boot under my ribs and turning me over onto my side.  Our eyes met, and, with some relief, I realised she wasn’t a Marauder.  Her cheeks were unblemished.  But she wasn’t wearing the uniform of an Ascension soldier either.  Her pale camouflage jacket was devoid of buttons, hanging open to reveal a grey singlet and a thick leather belt, upon which were hooked a number of implements: pliers, a small pouch, a knife in a leather scabbard.  In her right hand she held a silver handgun with a long barrel.  Her face was thin and pale, framed by short, matted black hair in a bob cut that protruded from the dusty hood of her jacket.  The letter ‘Q’ had been tattooed on her left temple.
Her dark eyes examined me calmly as she looked me up and down.  There was an intelligence about them, a keenness.  Her gaze lingered on the scar on my face.
“Aren’t you a mess?” she muttered absently.
“You aren’t a Marauder,” I said.
“Sharp one, huh?”  She leaned across me and her eyes focussed on the display panel, flitting back and forth.  Her brow furrowed.  “What on earth were you up to?”
“Listen, everything was like this when I got here, I have no–”
Her boot lashed out and connected sharply with my ribs.  I grimaced.
“That’s enough of that.  I’m not stupid.”
She reached down and gripped my arm, unceremoniously hauling me up to my feet, keeping the gun pointed at me the whole time.
“Who are you?” I said.
“Don’t worry your pretty little head about that, man.  Right now, we just have to get out of here.”
“What’s going on?”
She pushed me ahead, out toward the exit, scooping up my backpack on the way.
“Just move.”
She jostled me along the corridor, and we blundered back out into the light of the spire, the aperture in the wall sliding shut as we passed.  With a firm hand on my back she continued to shove at me, directing me down the slope, but then stopped abruptly.
“Goddammit,” she said.  Out in the distance I could see a patch of yellow flame surrounded by several shapes moving about.  “They torched the fuckin’ transport.”
She pulled roughly at my sleeve and we made an about-face, hurrying back past the spire and down the slope on the other side.
“Hurry it up,” she barked.
“Hey, it’s not easy running like this.  If you want to cut me loose…”
“If you don’t run, you’re gonna end up in their hands.  Have it your own way.”
We plodded heavily down the hill, thumping our way across the sand until the terrain evened out.  The noise of vehicles echoed across the plain, but it seemed they were heading for the spire, not for us.  I still didn’t know who ‘they’ were, or even if they might be friend or foe, and wondered if I should even be running at all.
“Who are they?” I said.
“Who do you think?” the woman replied with a glance over her shoulder.  “Marauders.”
Moments later the spire winked out, and the landscape was plunged into darkness again.
“Keep going,” she said, gripping the fabric of my jacket and propelling me onward.  “We need to put more distance between us and the spire.”
In the poor light I stumbled across the uneven ground, going down on numerous occasions and thudding into the dirt head-first without my hands to brace my fall.  It was an uncomfortable experience to say the least, and after a few minutes my body was aching from the repeated collisions with the unyielding ground.
Eventually I fell into a ditch and cracked my head on something even firmer – probably concrete – and I just lay there dazed and in pain, not wanting to move.
“Good idea,” the woman said, sliding down next to me.  “We’ll stop here for a bit.  Nice hiding spot.”
I rolled over and worked my aching jaw.  In the distance, pinpoints of light were appearing around the fading afterglow of the spire, and I thought I could hear voices as well.  As I lay there, I worked away silently at my bonds, trying to see if I could loosen my hands.
“So who are you?  You’re not Ascension,” I said.
“You’re right.  I’m not Ascension.”
I sighed, tried to sit up slightly.  “Okay, I get it.  You don’t want to tell me about yourself.  Can you at least tell me what I did wrong?  Why am I tied up?”
“That’s my business.”
“Look, about the spire.  It opened up during the firefight.  Must have been the explosion.  I came to see if there were any survivors, found the entrance, and decided I’d take a look at what was inside.  And then you showed up.  That’s it.”
“Enough of the bullshit, man.  I’ve seen plenty of spires before in my time, but I’ve never seen anyone get inside one like that.  You know how to work the goddamn thing, don’t you?”
“No, I really don’t.”
“All right, just keep it down, will you?  I don’t want those guys beating a path down here because of your noisy whining.  Lay low, and when there’s more light we’ll get moving again.”
“Where?”
“And don’t try anything stupid,” she said by way of an answer.

In the light of morning we proceeded on our way.  The woman had been rummaging about in my backpack for some time, examining the things I had brought with me, and ended up clipping the compass onto her belt next to the knife.  She smiled with mock sweetness at me.
“Quite the bag of tricks you’ve got here, man.”
I said nothing, instead preferring to imagine that smile being wiped off her face when I had her under the heel of my boot and took my possessions back by force.  Unfortunately I hadn’t made any progress with loosening the bonds on my wrists, so that eventuality was still unlikely at this point.
“Glad you’re impressed,” I grated.
“You’ve been collecting stuff for a while, huh?”
“A while, yeah.”
“So many come out here unprepared.  They have no idea what they’re doing.  Really, they don’t.  They’re clueless.  They just don’t understand.  It’s no wonder they get swallowed up by the Marauders.”
“Yeah.  Look at where all of that great preparation got me.”
“There we go!” she said merrily, clapping on my shoulder and sending a cloud of dust into the air.  “A sense of humour!  There’s hope for you yet.”
“So if our positions were reversed, you’d be a barrel of laughs, right?”
She cast an eye back toward the spire, now disappearing into the distance.
“Maybe.  Maybe not.  I guess we’ll never know.”
I stepped over a bent iron railing and proceeded across what once must have been a road.  Over to the west a clump of dark shapes were vaguely outlined, possibly houses.
“Keep going this way,” she pointed, snapping the compass shut and replacing it on her belt.
“How about you?” I said.  “If you’re so prepared, why don’t you even have your own compass?”
“Well, I guess things didn’t go down the way I thought they would.”
“You mean it wasn’t your plan to tie up an innocent clank and haul him off into the desert against his wishes?”
“Innocent?”  She laughed.  It was a surprisingly pleasant, musical sound, at odds with the gruffness of her voice.  “I don’t know exactly what to make of you, man, but I’m pretty sure you aren’t innocent.”
“And how did you come to that conclusion?”
“Well, for a start, you were fiddling around in places you weren’t supposed to be.  I don’t know exactly what you were up to in that spire, but you weren’t there by accident.”
“I told you–”
“Yeah, yeah,” she said.  “You just bumbled your way in.  I’ve heard your bullshit story enough times to know it off by heart now.”
“Whatever.”
She opened her shoulders and turned to look at me as she walked by my side.  With her hood down, her hair blew across her face, clinging to her nose and the corners of her mouth.  She made no move to brush it out of the way.
“How about the scar?” she said.
“Huh?”
“The scar.  That huge rip down the side of your face.  Looks like someone put you through a meat grinder.”
“You could say that.”
“Nice patch-up job, too,” she said sarcastically.  “You had that done by a blind man with no hands, right?  I mean, don’t get me wrong, if you’re going for the Frankenstein look, you’ve done a bang up job.  Real nice, man.”
“You finished?”
She smiled.  “So who was it that did that to you?”
“The usual.  A Marauder.  A particularly nasty one.”
“And wandering around the wasteland, aren’t you scared he might come back and finish the job?”
“Oh, he isn’t coming back,” I said.  “There’s no coming back from where I sent him.”
She pursed her lips, impressed.  “Killed yourself a Marauder, huh?  I guess I should watch myself around you, then.”
“Nah.  I’m harmless.”
“Uh-huh.”
I turned and looked her in the eye.  “Listen, you sound reasonable enough.  Can we please talk about this?  Can I explain myself?”
She turned away.  “To be honest, I’m not really interested in that.  Nothing personal, y’know, but this is something I just have to do.”
“What are you talking about?”
“I have to bring you in.”
I scowled.  “Bring me in to what?”
“Listen, man, you don’t need to know anything about me or where we’re going.  All you have to do right now is walk.”
I decided to try appealing to her emotions – assuming she had any.  
“There’s a reason I’m out here, okay?” I said.  “A very important reason.”
“And what is that?”
“There’s people depending on me.”
She smiled sardonically.  “There’s people depending on you.”
“Yes.”
She shrugged.  “That’s not exactly special, y’know.  We all have someone depending on us.  What other reason would there be to traipse out here in the first place and go toe to toe with the Marauders?”
“What, you have someone who needs you?”
“Matter of fact, yeah.  I do.”  She waved the gun at me casually.  “Who’s depending on you, then?”
I didn’t for a moment consider revealing information to her about the children.  She didn’t seem the type to care about such things, and who knew how she would use knowledge like that once she had it?
“People I care about,” was all I said.
“Okay.  You couldn’t be more vague, man.  You’re gonna have to do a lot better than that.”
“There’s nothing else to tell.”
“Well, that’s a shame.”
“Screw you.”
She placed a hand on her chest in mock offence.  “That hurts my feelings, man.”
I said nothing.  There seemed no point talking to her if she wasn’t going to listen to reason.  I’d just have to do this the hard way, the way I’d learned to deal with other threats out here in the wasteland – through force.
“What about the other little mystery of yours?” she went on.  “You gonna tell me about that?”
I set my jaw firmly, keeping my eyes straight ahead.  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Sure you do.  You’re a cleanskin.  Why is that?”
“Cleanskin?”  I hadn’t heard that term in a long time.
“Yeah.  There’s no tattoo on your skull.  Unless you found some way of getting it off.”
I ignored her.
“Come to think of it, I don’t think there is a way to get one of these things off,” she said, rubbing the tattoo on her temple.  “So why don’t you tell me your story?”
I looked away, sullen.
“Well, let’s look at the reasons for cleanskins,” she said, ticking them off on her fingers with the barrel of her gun.  “Someone wanted you to integrate into human society without being detected, so you were – what?  Some kind of spy?  A replacement?”
“A replacement?”
“Yeah.  It’s where they killed someone and built an exact synthetic replica to take their place.”  She scowled at me.  “Do you really not know this shit, or did you have your memory blanked or something?”
The mention of gaps in my memory hit a little too close to home, but I brushed it aside.
“I’ve heard of it happening, yeah,” I said.  “But I’m not a replacement.”
“Maybe some sort of sexbot, then?”
“What are you talking about?” I spat.
“Yeah.  Maybe that’s it.  I heard that rich people sometimes paid to have a clank built on the black market without the tattoo so they’d seem more human, and then use them as sex slaves.  I guess there was a stigma about having sex with clanks, and they figured that might make it less obvious.”
“Uh, yeah.  That’s not me.”
“So what’s the reason, then?”
“Does there have to be a reason?  I was manufactured without a tattoo a long time ago in a world that no longer exists.  For purposes that no longer have any meaning.  What the fuck does it matter?”
“I’m sensing some bitterness here,” she teased.  I said nothing, and she went on.  “I only ever saw one cleanskin in the flesh – if you could call it that.  He was being chased down a street by a bunch of cops, must have been five or six of them, at least.  The guy was built strong.  Fast.  He leapt over cars and knocked people aside like they were made outta paper.
“At first I thought he was human.  There was no tattoo, no markings to show that he might be a clank.  I figured he was just another crim that they were rounding up to haul off to the lock-up.  But then they got him cornered.  Boxed in with nowhere to go.  He had no weapon.  I was watching and waiting for them to yell at him, tell him to get on the ground.
“But then they just opened up on him.  Started squeezing off rounds like they were trying to take down a fuckin’ rhino.  Everyone was kinda shocked and outraged that they would kill someone in cold blood like that, but when they saw what came out of him… what was inside him, they just went on their way.  Just a clank shot to bits.  A machine being taken offline.”
She looked at me again.  “Whatever the reason, they didn’t want this guy alive.  They didn’t ask questions or try to reason with him, they just put him down.  Cleanskins weren’t tolerated, man.  They weren’t liked much by the law.”
I thought about M-Corp and their many illicit activities: the storage of human embryos, the biotech that crossed the line of societal ethics, the creation of cleanskins.  They were able to do all of this because they were an organisation that controlled so much of the Grid, who possessed so much wealth and power that they had nothing to fear from the police.
“I’m pretty sure the people who made me were above the law,” I said.
“And that was who?”
“Why does it matter?  Some dead corporation that sank under the fires of the White Summer.”
“Well, whenever you want to open up about it, let me know,” she said.  “I’m all ears.”
We kept walking, and I continued to pull and twist at my bonds, hoping that before long I’d find a way to shed them and take back control.
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Tucked away behind a cluster of boulders, we watched the blaze light up the wasteland far below.  Dozens of shapes moved about in its near vicinity, spots of black casting lengthy shadows across the valley.
“Goddammit,” the woman said as she pressed my binoculars to her face.  “This can’t be happening.”
She’d been staring at the scene below for several minutes, pausing periodically to make sure that I was behaving myself.  Eventually she let the binoculars drop and just sat there staring at me as she considered what to do.
She’d set an unrelenting pace during the day, and I was somewhat exhausted after slogging across the desert with my hands bound behind my back.  Without the ability to use my arms for balance on the uneven terrain, my leg muscles had begun to throb with the exertion.  Despite my enervated state, I kept alert and ready, awaiting my chance to turn the tides on my captor when the opportunity came.
That in itself was proving to be a more difficult undertaking than I’d envisioned.  Even though the woman carried herself with an almost casual air, underneath she was exactly the opposite.  She watched me with a palpable vigilance, never lowering her guard or leaving her back exposed even for a moment.  A couple of times I’d steeled myself as she scanned the horizon or sat watching the compass, preparing to make a move, but she’d reacted instantly, glaring at me and levelling the gun.  Her perceptiveness bordered on telepathy.  It almost seemed as though she were reading my thoughts.
“Marauders messing up your plans?” I said.
“Maybe,” she said noncommittally, tapping her finger on the eyepiece as she considered me.  “How well do you know them?”
“The Marauders?  Well, I’ve spent plenty of time fighting them or running from them, depending on the situation.”
She leaned across the put the binoculars up to my face so that I could view the fire more closely.
“Do you know him?  The big guy?”
“Hold it still, will you?” I said, wriggling at my bonds.  I wondered what would happen if I shoved at her now, tried to get on top of her.  With my hands still secured behind me I would probably still be at a disadvantage.
“Here,” she said, pressing one hand to the back of my head and forcing my eyes painfully against the eyepieces of the binoculars to keep me steady.
“I don’t–” I began, seeing only blackness, but then the fire came into view.  I saw a row of figures on their knees, facing the fire and with their backs to us, their arms tied behind them, much like mine were.  Marauders moved around them or watched with weapons at the ready.
One figure in particular caught my eye.  He was tall and thickset with short white hair, towering above all others as he strolled along the line in an almost casual manner as he addressed the prisoners.  From this distance I couldn’t hear what he was saying, but the intensity of his words was still evident.
He adjusted his stance and I saw that his right arm was massively oversized and inhuman, not made of synthetic bone and flesh but instead some sort of metal framework that operated on what appeared to be hydraulics.  It was angular and cumbersome looking, but there was also something unsettling about it.
As if to confirm my thoughts, he suddenly lunged forward, thrusting the arm at the nearest prisoner and making him spasm violently.  It took me a moment to realise what I was witnessing, but then I understood – he had punched through the prisoner’s chest as if he were made of sand.  The prisoner’s body lurched, his legs flailing pathetically, and then he went still.  The Marauder withdrew his arm viciously and the prisoner’s body seemed to come apart, arms and legs and head all going in different directions.  He stared down at the remains impassively for a moment before continuing along the line.
“I’ve seen enough,” I said, sickened.
“Some piece of work, huh?” the woman said.
“Yeah.”
“Do you know him?”
“Thankfully, no.”
“I’ve never seen him, but I think I’ve heard of him.”  She looked at me worriedly.  “It’s Doust.”
“Doust?  You mean the supposed Marauder leader?”
“That’s him.”
“I heard he wasn’t even real, that he was part of some kind of spook story.”
“He looks pretty damn real to me,” the woman said, lifting the binoculars again.
“In any case, that’s not him.  In all the stories I heard, he never left the enclave.  That’s assuming he’s real.”
“Times are changing, man.  Things are not the same as they used to be.  You better get used to that idea.”
“So what are you going to do, then?”
“I’m going to wait,” she said, settling with her back to the boulder.  “And after those bastards are gone, I’m gonna see if there’s anything left.”

“Well, this is wonderful,” the woman said several hours later.
We stood before the smouldering ruins of the camp, a broad swath of black across the pale sand of the wasteland.  She picked through the charred ruins, dying embers still glowing dully amber, the air redolent of burnt plastic and the chemical smell of detonated munitions.  She poked at a blackened mound with her toe, turning it over.  A clank body.
“They’re getting more and more bold,” she muttered.  “Or more desperate.”
“The Marauders?” I said, as she continued to circle around.  “What was this place?”
“This was my drop-off point,” she said.  “This was where I was going to unload you.”
“Great.  This will do.  Why don’t you cut my bonds, give me back my stuff, and we’ll call it even.”
“Yeah.  Nice try.”
“So what are you looking for?” I said.
She kicked out in frustration at a charred crate and it burst apart and scattered in all directions.
“A way to get home,” she said.  She shook her head.  “What a goddamn mess.”
“Then you’re going to have to change your plans.”
She stared desolately out into the wasteland.  “Yeah.  Now we’re gonna be walking a lot further than I’d hoped.”
“It’s going to be night soon, by the looks of it.”
“I know.”  She consulted the compass, holding it up close to her face in the dim light.  “We’ll go that way.”  She lifted a finger and pointed.  “There’s some shelter a couple of clicks away, if I remember correctly.  We’ll stay there for the night.”
Finding nothing to salvage, the woman was keen to get moving.  I went on ahead and she trailed behind.  She was now even more wary of the environment than she had been before, as the incident at the camp seemed to have somewhat dislodged her air of calm.  Sensing my opportunity, I realised that this might be the dent in her composure that would allow me to take the upper hand.
“So things aren’t working out quite as you’d hoped, huh?” I said, intending to scratch away further at her confidence.
“Nothing I can’t handle.”
“Really?  From here it looks like you’re losing it.”
“Whatever, man.”
“I mean, didn’t you even consider this might happen?”
“No, just like you didn’t consider me sticking a gun in your neck back at that spire.  This is the wasteland, man.  Things happen that you can’t predict.”
“You could have at least had a backup plan.”
“Maybe I should just put a bullet through your skull so you can stop slowing me down.  How about that for a backup plan?”
“What, after all the trouble you’ve gone to just to capture me?  Not a chance.”
Her voice dropped into a lower, more menacing tone.  “Don’t count on it, man.  You don’t know me.  You don’t know what I’m capable of.”
We came across another section of road and I began to follow along it, but she pointed in another direction instead.
“No.  Over that way.  Stay off the road.”
Night was closing in and it was getting harder to see.  I began to stumble inadvertently again, and wondered if this might be a ploy I could use to get the better of her.  How would she react if I slumped to the ground and didn’t get up again?  Would she really have the willpower to put a bullet in me after what she’d said?  Would she try to physically drag me to my feet, or just stand over me and continue to threaten?
It seemed unlikely that she would do me any permanent harm, given that she seemed to view me as a meal ticket, something of value.  A commodity.  I doubted that she wanted me damaged if she could help it.  On the other hand, her demeanour left me in no doubt that she would do what had to be done.  I figured that, confronted by a threat, she would have no compunction about putting a bullet in me.  If I tried to overpower her and made a misstep it might be my last.
Up ahead there were more shapes looming out of the darkness, irregular and twisted forms whose nature I could not discern.  I wondered what she had in store for me next.
“What is this place?” I said.
“Just some ruins.  Somewhere to avoid being out in the open.”
Ruins.  This was good news.  Things might be looking up after all.  In a place such as that, I’d have a better chance of losing her.  There would be plenty of places to hide, unlike the openness of the wasteland.
I sensed her attitude shifting as well.  She had noticeably lost some of her swagger, and the constant chatter that had been present throughout the day had also diminished.
“So I noticed the ‘Q’ on your forehead,” I said after a while.
“What about it, Cleanskin?”
“It means you were built by Quattro Incorporated, that’s what.”
She quickened her pace and drew level with me again.  “Yeah, I guess.  Never paid it much attention.  What the hell difference does that make, anyway?”
“So you didn’t hear about the big scandal with Quattro?”
She just shook her head wearily.  “The shit that dribbles from your mouth…”  She glared at me.  “If I had a stapler handy, I’d shut your mouth for good.”
“No really, I can’t believe you haven’t heard of this before.”
“Okay, Cleanskin.  Tell me.”
“Quattro was a big player back in the day.  A leader in a whole number of areas, but particularly in cybernetics.  Made a lot of cash, built a lot of clanks.”
“Are you getting somewhere with this?”
“They went bankrupt before the Summer.  Lost everything, had all of their factories shut down and repurposed, all because of shoddy manufacturing practices.”
She laughed again, flashing white teeth in the gloom.  “Oh, right.”
“It’s true,” I said.  “They made a whole lot of bad choices.  Imported inferior parts from sweatshops in Indonesia, recycled old processors and passed them off as new, let the maintenance lapse on their equipment.  You name it.  They cut corners all over the place to save costs.”
“Bullshit.  I don’t remember any of that.”
“Yeah, that’s because you’re equipped with memory chips that are three generations old.”
She laughed again, but without the conviction of moments before.
“Yeah.  Okay, Cleanskin.”
“It was a really sad situation,” I said, shaking my head wistfully.  “I feel sorry for the shareholders and the customers, of course, but maybe the biggest victims were the clanks themselves.  Unstable, falling apart, or just prone to terrible mental conditions due to their faulty components.”
“That never happened,” she said, disdainful.
“I’m sorry to be the one to have to tell you.”
“Bullshit.  I’ve been doing fine for the last few decades,” she said, but her voice was now decidedly sombre.
“Well, so you think, but who knows what you’ve done?  Who knows how many times you’ve snapped, hurting yourself and those around you, and then forgotten all about it later on?”
“All right, we’re done with this.  Shut the hell up.”
“Hey, just thought you should know.  You should be aware of those inferior components buzzing away inside your head.”
“I said shut up!” she yelled, her composure gone.  Her fists clenched and she began to grind her teeth.  “You think you’re so much better than me, don’t you, Cleanskin?  Just because you’re different, because you were never branded like fucking livestock.  You think that somehow makes you special?”
“I know it does,” I said calmly.
“And yet here you are, wedged firmly under my thumb?  How did that happen, huh?”  She shoved the handgun at me and pressed it firmly into my temple.  “How special do you think you’d be if I blew your head into a thousand pieces?”
“Still more special than you.”
She pulled the pistol back and glowered at me.  “You think just like them.  Like those goddamn Marauders.  They think that the minute they carve those markings into their cheeks it somehow elevates them above everyone else.  Like they’re the chosen ones.”
“Don’t compare me to them.”
“Why not?  You’re no better than they are.  What would the world be losing if I blew your head off right now?”
I felt my own anger rising.
“You pull the trigger and you’ll be responsible for the extinction of an entire species.”
She made a disparaging sound.  “Cleanskins aren’t their own species, you arrogant fuck.  And I doubt you’re the last one anyway.”
She had mistaken my meaning about which species would become extinct, but that was for the best anyway.  This was as close as I wanted to get to revealing the existence of the human children.
Caught up in her fury, she’d let her guard down, staring at her feet as she slogged through the dirt.  She seemed preoccupied, vulnerable for the first time.  I prepared to make my move, eyeing off the gun as I calculated how I was going to take her down.
Then, she stiffened and brought the gun up again.
“Hear that?” she whispered, stopping suddenly.
I listened.  Something was grumbling faintly in the distance.  “Engines?”
She nodded.  “Sounds a lot like it.”
“Friends of yours?”
“Right now, there’s no way to tell, and I’m not going to risk it.  Let’s go.”  She shoved me in the back in the direction of the ruins.  “Move it!”
We stumbled on in near darkness, but despite the noise I couldn’t see any headlights out there closing in on us.  Whether they were obscured or down in a hollow I didn’t know.  All that mattered was reaching those ruins and using them to evade or overpower the woman.  I needed to get my hands free, get my shotgun back.  More than that, I needed my ability to climb and run and fight.  My ability to defend myself.
The first of the structures materialised before us, and it was clear that, whatever this place had been, it had been bombed into oblivion.  It reminded me a lot of that forsaken city in the east, Perish, except that it was in an even worse state, with no building left higher than a storey or two high.  Mounds of rubble rose up everywhere, made partially smooth by sand that had been swept in by the desert winds.
In a matter of years I could envision this place being completely swallowed by the wasteland.
“Keep going,” the woman urged.  “Further.”
Jagged walls rose up all around us now, creating many turns and nooks and crevices.  If there had ever been streets here, they had long ago been buried under debris.  Although I continued at a great pace, the woman remained close at my back, never more than a stride or two behind.  With the use of my hands I would have been better equipped to duck and weave and steady myself as I proceeded through the ruins, but for now my wrists were stuck fast.
Eventually the woman called a halt, thrusting a hand into my chest and pressing my back up against a wall.  I stood there inside the alcove, coiled and ready to move as she glanced cautiously behind to watch for pursuers.
“If they come after us, it’ll have to be on foot,” she said.  “They won’t get in here with dirt bikes.  I still hear something, though.”
Behind me, my fingers caught on a rough edge of concrete.  Moving surreptitiously, I slid my bonds against it and began to rub across the abrasive surface.
Preoccupied with the danger in the wasteland and with the noise out there steadily growing, the woman didn’t notice.
Whatever I was going to do, I had to do it soon.  Time was running out.
“It’s weird,” she said distractedly.  “Something’s not right.  Do you hear it?”
“I’m not sure.”
She stepped further out into the open and lifted her gaze skyward.  “What’s going on?”
I rubbed harder, scraping up my wrists in the process.  I gritted my teeth at the discomfort and kept going.
“I think there’s…”  She looked back at me, and I ceased the motion of my arms.
I shrugged.  “What?”
She looked away again, and as I started to rub again, I realised what was happening.  I knew what was out there.  I knew what was coming.
Her jacket flapped upward and a sudden wave of sand whipped into her, causing her to cry out and clutch at her face.
Creeping up unseen in the gloom, the sandstorm was upon us.
I didn’t hesitate.  Stepping forward, I kicked with all my might and sent her stumbling out into the rubble.  I made another step toward her, but she’d somehow held onto the handgun, and from her prone position she began to swing it up toward me.  I ducked, but she did not immediately fire.  Whether it was because she was reluctant to give away our position I wasn’t sure, but in any case, I turned and strode through a doorway in the opposite wall.  With the light almost gone and the whirling sand tearing at me, it was exceedingly difficult to see.  As I ran I took blow after blow on the chest and hip and face, as unseen objects thrust suddenly out of the darkness.  I kept going, hearing footsteps behind me and knowing that the woman was not going to give me up so easily.
I reached a narrow corridor with a blurry rectangle of light at the end, and not wanting to lose my advantage, I bumped and slid my way along at a rapid pace.  As I neared the end, my shoulder collected a thick wooden beam, and the whole structure seemed to groan and shift in response.  For one terrifying moment I thought it was going to come down on top of me, but then it settled again and I was able to squeeze my way out the other side.
I looked about for where to go next, then stopped.
I heard the woman grunting not far behind, heard her boots slapping through the sand.  Shadows flickered and shifted as she entered the long corridor.
I planted my feet firmly on the ground in determination.
Wait.  Another three seconds.
With my balance set, I lifted my foot.  The woman kept coming.
Now.
I kicked out with all my might at the wooden beam.  It groaned again, and bits of brick and timber began to rain down, and the woman cried out.  I struck the beam again, and again.  The structure crumpled and then gave way altogether, sliding and tumbling downward like a house of cards.  I dived away out of its reach as the woman gave a muffled scream, and as the ruinous pile came to rest she was silenced.
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As the sandstorm hit in earnest, I crawled my way into a corner nearby and huddled there while I waited for the storm to blow itself out.  The wind howled and screamed through the crevices and narrow openings of the ruins, creating a deafening clamour like the tortured cries of mournful spirits, denizens of the wasteland who had taken umbrage at the storm disturbing their slumber.  More than once I thought the whole place might implode under the force of the elements, leaving me no better off than the female I’d left behind me in the rubble.  In time, however, the wind eased and the sands settled back to earth and the storm cleared out.
Wriggling and twisting, I was able to slide my wrists under my buttocks and then along my legs, bringing my hands to the front of my body.  I began to chew and bite at my restraints but achieved nothing other than to cause pain to my lips and gums.  Groping around for something sharper, I located a jagged piece of steel jutting from a section of concrete nearby, and after a great deal of scraping and rubbing I was able to finally cut loose my bonds.
Gingerly rubbing at my aching wrists, I waited there in the silent ruins while morning slowly approached.  I listened for signs of the female but heard only the vast emptiness of the ruins.  It seemed she was either dead or unable to speak, or too far buried to be heard.
Exhaustion finally set in, and I lay back and watched the skies with my hands behind my head.  I worked my fingers as I attempted to regain feeling, and after a while the numbness subsided.  I began to feel better about my prospects, having escaped the female, and in my mind I began to map out my journey after I left the ruins.
Abruptly, something miraculous happened.  I saw stars.
At first I thought I was hallucinating, that I’d taken a knock during the storm and that my vision was being skewed, making me see things that weren’t really there.  But the longer I looked, the more I began to believe.  The stars were there – muted, in turn fading and growing brighter, but real nonetheless.  As the hours passed I even saw the blue of the morning sky begin to mix in with the black of night, and a spectral glow descended upon the ruins.  It was like the first breath of cool air after months of stifling summer heat, and I couldn’t help but climb to my feet and lift my face to the heavens in hope.
Was this the end of the murk?  Was it finally over?
Could I go home?
As if in answer, the sky began to darken again, and that ephemeral light danced away out of reach once more.  As the sun rose behind the veil of gloom in the east there was no longer any sign that the heavens had opened up at all.
Maybe I am going crazy.
Climbing along a pile of fallen concrete, I used the elevation to try to determine a path that would lead me out of the ruins.  Beyond that, I had no distinct destination in mind apart from heading north.  I knew that my task would be more difficult now without the compass.  Before crossing paths with the female, I’d used it frequently to keep my bearings.

I glanced back into the ruins.  Perhaps, if I was lucky, I’d find my backpack in the debris around the female, or even the compass itself.  It might be worth investigating, since a few minutes spent searching now would save me a great deal of hassle later if I could locate some of my possessions.
I wound my way back through the shattered structures, stepping slowly and deliberately and without noise.  I wasn’t exactly certain of the path I’d taken, since it had been dark when last I came through, and three or four times I thought I was lost.  Retracing my steps, I eventually took the correct turns and found her lying in the rubble at the end of the fallen corridor.
Surprisingly, her face was poking out of the fallen debris, but not much else.  She lay with her eyes unfocused, head lolled to one side, while her body disappeared into the haphazard assortment of concrete and timber and brick on top of her.
My initial assumption was that she was dead, but as I appeared she looked up at me, her eyes glazed and her movements slow.
“Thought you’d shot through,” she said.  She looked me up and down and then turned her face away again, resting her head on the beam underneath her chin.
“I’m going.  I just came back to get what’s mine.”
“Take it.  It’s not as if I can stop you.”
I walked over closer to her, still wary.  She seemed stuck fast, and her left forearm was bent at an awkward angle under a thick chunk of concrete.  Nearby, I thought I could see part of the backpack under more rubble.  Her other arm was pinned as well, so I relaxed, knowing that she wasn’t going to swing a gun up in my face unexpectedly.
I knelt by her.  “Don’t try anything,” I warned.  “You so much as look at me the wrong way and I’ll cave your face in with a brick.”
“We’d be a matching pair then, huh?”  She smiled weakly.
“I mean it.”
“Do I look like I’m about to pop out of here and roundhouse kick you in the face?” she said, her eyes regaining some of their fire.  “You got me, okay?  You won.”
I stood again and began to lift smaller pieces of brick and concrete away from the pile, mindful not to tug at the wrong section and inadvertently bury myself under as well.  In a matter of minutes I had freed enough space around the backpack to get a grip on it, and pulling delicately I was able to lift it free of the pile.
The binoculars had been smashed and crumpled, and I tossed them away into the dirt.  The other items seemed as though they might be all right.  The compass was not there, and I remembered the female had placed it on her belt.
“The shotgun,” I said to the woman, slinging the backpack over my shoulder.  “Where is it?”
“How the hell should I know?  I dropped it somewhere.  It’s lost.”
“What about your handgun?”
She tried to shrug but ended up wincing instead.  “You tell me.  It’s not as if I can look for it.”
“Then I think we’re done here.”  I glanced to the sky, then narrowed my eyes at her.  “Hey, do you know about this poison in the sky?  Where does it come from?”
She didn’t raise her eyes from the dirt in front of her.  “From the fires,” she said.
“What fires?  What are you talking about?”
She offered no response.
“All right.  I’ll be seeing you.”  Staring down at her, morose and defeated, I didn’t feel the kind of satisfaction I’d expected when our roles had been reversed.  A day earlier, I’d have relished the thought of standing over her like this, back in control of my own destiny and with no one to stand in my way.  Now she just seemed pathetic and sad, and that somehow thwarted my enjoyment of the moment.
I turned away and began to step through the ruins again, and then I heard her voice, barely more than a whisper.
“Was that really true?  About Quattro?”  The sincerity of her tone tugged at my sense of compassion, and I stopped.  I turned back to her and she looked up at me, dispirited and sombre.  “Am I… did they really make clanks out of junk?”
I pressed my lips together and avoided eye contact.  “No, it’s not true.  I, uh… I made that up.  To tell you the truth, I don’t know the first thing about Quattro Incorporated.  I was just trying to get under your skin.  Figured you might do something stupid.”
“Well, looks like it worked.”
“Yeah.”  I shrugged.  “So long, huh?”
“How come you don’t know about the fires?” she said.  I stopped again, and this time I met her eyes.  “Where did you come from?”
“That doesn’t matter.”
“Where are you going?”
“I’m not telling you that, either.  Goodbye.”
“Cleanskin!” she called after me.  “Don’t leave me here like this, man.  Please.”
I kept walking, threading my way through the ruins and trying to push her voice from my mind.  Recollections came to me unbidden, of another clank in another ruined city many years ago who had suffered a similar fate, buried hopelessly and left without a chance of ever escaping.  Max still weighed heavily on my thoughts at times.  Even though he’d refused my help, I still wished there was something else I could have said or done to help him avert his fate.
That was different.  He was a friend.
Was it, though?  Did the woman deserve this end?  Did anyone?
I stopped, my hand resting on a cracked concrete wall, squeezing my eyes shut.
Would her fate hang on my conscience for years to come, just like Max’s had?  Or would I be able to shrug it away simply because I felt only disdain toward her?
Her words came back to me, the comparison she’d made between me and the Marauders.
You’re no better than they are.
No.  I wasn’t like a Marauder.  I wasn’t like them at all.
“Dammit.”
I started back, stomping through the sand in frustration.  I didn’t like either option available to me, in truth.  Leaving her here was the easy and safe choice, but I knew the cruelty of it would haunt me for the rest of my days.  On the other hand, hauling her out was dangerous.  I didn’t know what she was capable of, or the extent of her injuries.  She might try to overpower me again at the slightest chance.  
Unfortunately, the second option was likely the only one I could live with.
“Information,” I snapped as I found the collapsed corridor again.  The woman looked up at me, surprised.  “You tell me what you know, and I’ll help you out of there.”
She nodded emphatically.  “Okay.”
“But listen up,” I said, lowering my face to hers.  “The moment I figure out you’re lying, leading me astray, or otherwise wasting my time, I walk.  You got that?”
“Yeah, that’s cool.  No problem.”
“I mean it.”
“All right, man.  What do you want to know?”
“Where are the fires you’re talking about?  How far away?”
“Uh… maybe a day’s walk.  North of here.”
“And what are they?”
“I don’t know.  There’s dozens of them, maybe more.  I don’t know how they started.”
“Can they be extinguished?  Is there a way I can put them out?”
“What are you talking about, man?  Why are you so worried about them?  They’re not spreading anywhere.”
“Tell me.”
“No, you can’t put them out.  Not one guy.  No way.  You’d need a whole damn army to do that.  There’s too many.”
This was not the answer I wanted to hear.  Still, I had to see them for myself to be sure.  I moved onto the next line of questioning.
“Who do you work for?  Where are you taking me?”
“I was taking you to Ascension City.”
“What?”
“Ascension City, man,” she said quickly, as if she feared I was going to leave.  “It’s the precinct they control.  To the north.”
“You’re not Ascension, though.  Or are you?”
“No, I’m not Ascension.”  She winced and tried to adjust her position.  “Goddamn this hurts.”
“Talk.”
“I’m a mercenary, okay?  I’m not part of Ascension, but I do things for them.”
“What things?”
“Whatever I can.  Whatever they need.”
“I don’t get it,” I said.  “How does any of this involve me?”
“Listen, Ascension are not some sort of charity.  They’re not in the business of babysitting homeless clanks.  They’re fighting a war.  If you want to live within their precinct, if you want their protection, you have to work for it.  You have to make yourself useful.”
I stood.  “I told you not to bullshit me.  This doesn’t make sense.”
“Wait, man!  I can explain it.”
“Okay, explain to me how you’re benefiting from their protection by wandering around the wasteland.”
“I’m out here because I have a debt to them, a very large debt that can’t be repaid by… scrubbing fuckin’ floors, or hauling supplies around.”
“What debt?”
She closed her eyes, disconsolate.  “They have someone of mine.”
“What do you mean they have someone?”
“Locked up.  They have him locked up.  His name is Lunn.”
“Why?  What did he do?”
“It was bullshit.  He withheld information about some clanks who were hiding out in the precinct, spreading anti-Ascension propaganda.  He did nothing wrong.  He just didn’t want to rat on other clanks.”
“So why wasn’t he put on trial?  Why does he need you to free him?  This doesn’t sound like justice to me.”
She raised her eyebrows at me.  “In case you didn’t notice, this isn’t the old world anymore.  There’s no judges or juries, no lawyers.  No justice.  Every person is judged by what they can do, or what they can provide.  By being useful, or by obtaining useful things.  That’s the only currency now.  If you can’t pull your weight, you aren’t going to get anywhere.” 
“So how did you end up out here?”
“I was assigned to an Ascension unit that was tasked with wiping out the Marauder presence around that spire.  I’m not a soldier, I was there to provide support.  It’s dangerous work, and only clanks desperate or foolish enough volunteer.  Clanks who need the work.  Someone like me.”
“And what about me?  What did you want me for?”
“I was lying out in a ditch and saw you heading up to the spire.  At first I thought you were a Marauder, but then when you got inside the spire… well, that changed everything.  You’re someone with skills.  Someone who knows some things about the old tech.”
“I’m your prize.”
“Yeah.  I figured if I hauled someone as valuable as you in front of Cabre, he’d let Lunn go.”
“Cabre.  He’s the leader of Ascension, right?”
“You got it.”
“Do you know where he is?”
“Of course I do.”
Maybe this clank had something to offer me after all.  If what she said about the fires was true, if I really had no chance of stopping them by myself, then I needed to fall back to my next option – seeking the help of Ascension.  If she knew how to get me to Cabre, perhaps it would mean a faster resolution to the problems I was facing.  As it was, I still had no idea how to reach him, and might waste days or weeks searching for the city.  Meanwhile, food was running out for the children back home.
“All right, now we’re getting somewhere,” I said.  “Here’s the deal.  I want you to take me to Cabre.”
She looked at me sceptically.  “You want me to take you to Ascension City?”
“Yes, but not as your prisoner.”  I began to extract pieces of the debris around her.
“Hey man, wait up a second.  If you drag me in there as your prisoner, they’re not going to look kindly upon me.  That’s the kind of weakness they don’t tolerate.  You might as well leave me here.”
I stopped, placed a lump of cracked timber back in place.  “Have it your own way.”
She rolled her eyes at me.  “Come on.  Let’s work this out.  It sounds like we both have something to gain here.”
“Listen to me very carefully,” I said.  “They can’t know about what I did back at the spire.  You got that?  No one can know about that.”
“Really?  They’d treat you like a goddamn prince if they knew.  I bet they’d be dying to get their hands on someone with that kind of knowledge.”
“Yeah.  That’s what I’m afraid of.”  I removed the timber again.  “This is what’s going to happen.  I’m going to haul you out of here and save your life.  That’s what you get out of this deal.  In return, you need to take me to Cabre as quickly as possible.  If you even think of double-crossing me or telling them about my secret, I’m going to disavow all knowledge of it.  I won’t admit a thing to them.  I’ll also tell them that it was your fault the raid on the Grid spire went bad.”
She sighed.  “What?  That’s not true.”
“You know that, and I know that, but they don’t.  So if you fuck with me, I’ll fuck with you.  Got it?”
She grimaced.  “Yeah.  I don’t like it, but yeah.  Okay.”
“So this is how it’s going to play out: I let you out of here, and you take me to those fires first.  I want to see them up close.”
“Again with the fires?  They’re really not–”
“Shut up.  Second, you take me straight to Cabre, or someone who can get me to him in the shortest time possible.  That’s all I need you to do.”
“And what about my terms?”
I slid a large block of brick and mortar away and it thumped onto the ground.  “You don’t get to choose terms.  You get your freedom from this deathtrap here.  You get your life back.  You’re getting more out of this than me as it is.”
“Fair enough.”
I dropped down low and slid my hand underneath her, remembering the knife she kept on her belt.  I located it at her hip and extracted it carefully.  Then, feeling around in the sand and along her body, I made sure she wasn’t concealing the handgun and keeping it at the ready for when I pulled her out.  
“Hey man, at least buy me dinner first,” she said.  I turned to look at her quizzically, her face just centimetres from mine, and her dark eyes sparkled with some of that old mischievousness now that she had been spared from death.  She even went so far as to smile at me sarcastically.
“I just don’t want any surprises,” I said, withdrawing my hand and stowing the knife in my pocket.  “And one other thing.  If you can’t walk, or if you’ve busted something and you can’t run, I’m going to leave you behind.  I’m sorry, that’s just the way it is.  I’m in a hurry and I don’t have time to carry an injured clank across a hundred clicks of desert.”
“Yeah, I got it.”
With much of the debris clear, I gripped her good arm and helped her to ease out from underneath the pile.  She cried out three or four times as her weight shifted, but I showed no pity, making sure that I avoided any position where she might find a way to overpower me.  After a great deal of struggle she was freed, and she collapsed on the dirt, exhausted and gasping in pain.
“Thank you,” she said looking up at me, cradling her broken arm on her chest.  “I mean that.”
Underneath where she had been lying I found the compass.  Its glass face was cracked, but thankfully it was still in working condition.  I stowed it in my pocket.
“Can you walk?” I said.
She grimaced, struggling up onto her elbow bravely.  “You just try keeping up with me.”
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“Keep heading north-east, man,” the woman said.
I stopped and looked behind as she limped along, trying to keep up.  Her pace was far too slow for my liking, and I’d already considered leaving her behind a number of times.  Her purpose here was to expedite my arrival at Ascension City, not to delay it.  Despite her knowledge of the city’s location and those within it, I decided I might well be better suited by just leaving her behind and forging on by myself.
“You going to make it?” I said.
“Yeah, yeah,” she said crossly, gritting her teeth and temporarily increasing her speed.  The extra effort accentuated her limp, making her sway heavily from side to side, and she grunted in discomfort.  “I told you I’d be okay.”
“You don’t look okay.”  I ran my finger along the knife I was keeping at the ready as she neared, prepared should she decide to try to overpower me.  She’d wrapped her broken left arm in her singlet, exposing her pale midriff.  The muscles there bunched and twisted as she pushed herself past me.
She glared at me.  “Hey, have you ever been hit by a three-tonne meat tenderiser?” she said.
“Can’t say I have.”
“Well, until you have, you can’t possibly understand how much this hurts.  Every muscle in my body feels like it’s been ripped apart and then reinserted in the wrong place, and I think my ankle is busted.  This is hard work.”
I got started again, easily overtaking her.  “I can appreciate that, but it doesn’t really change anything.  I have to keep moving.  I don’t have time to keep waiting for you.”
“There’s a little bridge, should be only a couple of hours’ walk away.  Once we cross that, it won’t be much longer.  We’ll reach Ascension City tomorrow.”
“Good enough.”
“Glad to see you happy,” she said, sarcastic.
“I’ll be happy once we’ve reached Cabre, not before.”
“And what are you going to do then?  Do you think he’s just going to welcome you into his arms like some long-lost son?”
“I’m going to talk, and I hope he’ll listen.”
“I told you, man, unless you’ve got something to offer him, you can forget about it.”  She winced as she tightened the singlet over her broken arm, drawing it in closer to her body.  “If you tell him about the spire, he’ll listen, and he might be thankful to me for finding you as well.  We both win.”
“No.  I don’t want to tell him about that.”
“Then he won’t listen to you,” she said flatly.
“We’ll see about that.”
“Oh really?  Why is he going to listen?  Because you’re so important?”
“I’m not important.”
She laughed to herself.  “Is it because you’re a cleanskin?  Are you going to tell me about that, now?”
“Nope.”
“C’mon, man.  You’ve got me over a barrel here.  You’re pulling the strings.  Do you really need to keep all of these secrets?”
“Yeah, I do.”  I gestured at her with the knife.  “You seem to like talking.  Let’s hear more of your story.”
“Me?”  She seemed genuinely surprised.  “What the hell do you care about me for?”
“I want to know about this Lunn guy for a start.  What’s the deal with him?”
“Lunn?  Uh, he’s been my companion for a long time, I guess.  We went through some nasty shit together.”
“Like what?”
“Okay, we don’t have much else to do, so what the hell.  I’ll tell you the story.  Lunn and me hooked up in the early days of the Winter.  Back when the last humans were dying off and things just… fell apart.  There was a complete breakdown in everything we’d come to rely on.  No one really knew what to do.”  She glanced at me.  “You were there.  You must have been through it yourself.”
“Yeah.  Of course.”
“So for a few years we wandered together in the darkness and tried to find some place where we could be happy.  Safe.  In those early days up in the north here there was only pockets of clanks banding together.  There wasn’t a community, really.  And then the Marauders came together, and that ruined any damn chance of security.  Everyone was on the run, living in fear.”
“I remember.  It was like that everywhere.”
“Y’know, Lunn had the idea of bringing clanks together to fight the Marauders years ago.  He just didn’t have the same charisma as Cabre, the same way with words.  That’s really what it took – not just the idea, but the one who could inspire others and make them believe.  I guess that’s what Cabre does better than anyone.”
“And how did Lunn get mixed up with these guys who are on the wrong side of Cabre?”
“That’s a long story,” she said.  “Let’s just say that not everyone is happy with the way Ascension run things.  There are those in the precinct who don’t agree with their methods, and they’re trying to change things.  Some of them associated with Lunn in the past, and he got dragged into the whole mess.”
“If Ascension are calling the shots like you say, these sound like dangerous people to be around.  Maybe you should reconsider helping them.”
“Have you ever loved someone?” she said suddenly.
“Uh…”  I shrugged.  “What’s that got to do with anything?”
“Just answer the question.”
I thought of the children back home, imagined them huddling together as the world grew colder, staring out the window and hoping that I would soon return.
“Yes, I have,” I said.
“Then you’ll know that sometimes you don’t have a choice about who you spend your time with, or even the choices that you make.  Sometimes those decisions are just made for you.”
I mulled over what she’d said for a few seconds.  “So you love this Lunn guy?”
She seemed to hesitate.  “Yeah, I do.”  She looked away.  “We’re lovers.”
“Uh… I see.”
“What?” she snapped, fixing her gaze on me again.  “You got a problem with that?”
“No.  I couldn’t care less.”
“Let me guess,” she went on, “you’re one of these clanks who think that physical relationships between synthetics is unnatural, or some big waste of time.”
“I didn’t say that.”
“You probably think clanks don’t have the right to do it.”
“Hey,” I said defensively, “I really don’t care.  You can do what you want.”
“Just remember, the humans made us exactly like them,” she bristled.  “There’s no reason why we can’t do everything they did.  We have the same needs, after all.”
“Calm down,” I said.  “I agree with you.  I’m not going to argue with you about that.”
She seemed placated at last.  “Good.”  The familiar lightness returned to her voice.  “So you ever have one?”
“One what?”
She fixed me with a very direct stare.  “A lover.”
I shook my head at her dismissively.  “Oh, come on.  We’re not going there.”
“So you haven’t.”
“I didn’t say that.”
“Well, reading between the lines, it seems pretty obvious.  You haven’t.”
I lifted my hands helplessly.  “Why the hell are we even talking about this?”
“Hey, you wanted to know about me.  So I’m telling you.”
“Okay, so you need to rescue Lunn because he’s your lover–”
“No.  I need to rescue him because we always looked out for each other.  Through the bad times we were always there to help each other out.  I can’t just leave him there locked up.”
We came to a steep embankment and the female stood looking up the slope despairingly.
“Goddamn.  This is gonna hurt.”  She hobbled over to a steel picket that was jutting from the dirt nearby and tried to wiggle it free.
“What do you think you’re doing?” I said.  “Get your hands off that.”
“Calm down, man.  I just want it for balance going up here.”
“I don’t think so,” I said, kicking it roughly from her grasp and making her wobble and almost fall.
“Hey!  What the fuck?” she complained.
“For all I know you’ll crack me in the head with that thing as soon as I turn my back.  I’m calling the shots here, just like you said.  So I’m telling you – make it up without it, or you don’t make it up at all.”
She grudgingly complied with my demands, pulling her back straight with effort and staring up at the slope.  Then she collected herself and began struggling her way upward, knocking loose mounds of dirt aside as she floundered.
“I hope you’re getting a good laugh out of this,” she said miserably.
I followed.  Despite falling and jarring her arm a number of times, she kept getting back up, her jaw clenched in determination and her eyes set on the top of the embankment.  This one had spirit, I had to give her that.  Her discomfort was obvious, but she kept pushing onward through the pain, not stopping even once to complain or beg for help.
When we reached the top, she dropped to her haunches and remained there with her eyes squeezed shut, her dark hair hanging down across her face.
“The pain eases,” I said, a mote of sympathy stirring within me.  “I’ve taken hits and I know what it’s like.  After a while it goes away.”
“You think I’ve never been hurt before?” she said, scowling up at me.  “I know how this works.  In fact, I’ll bet I’ve been banged up more times than you.”
“Maybe you have.”
She rose to her feet and stumbled slightly before gaining her balance, reaching out for me instinctively before drawing her hand away again.  “Over there.”  She pointed off into the distance.  “The bridge is that way.”

By the time we reached the bridge it was almost dark, so I directed her down along a narrow path that led underneath the rusted steel supports.  Further down, a stream gurgled unseen in the gloom, alleviating the oppressive silence that was present in most parts of the wasteland.
“We’ll wait here until light,” I said, indicating with the knife where I wanted her to sit.
“Whatever you say.”
Gathering a few desiccated pieces of wood from nearby, I used the flint and the knife to get a little fire going under the concealment of the bridge.  In a few minutes there were enough flames to illuminate the dirt and the underside of the bridge above.
“How cosy,” the woman said, lying back stiffly.  “You really know how to treat a gal.”
“Not exactly.  It’s so I can see what you’re doing in the dark.”
“You don’t trust me.  That hurts my feelings, man.”
“Tough shit.”
She slid her good arm across her face to cover her eyes.  She sighed.  “Can’t blame you, I guess.”
“What’s your name, anyway?” I said, taking the compass in my hand and running a finger along the roughened edge.
“Malyn.”
“Okay, Malyn.  How long is it going to take us from here?”  I tilted the compass in the firelight, watching the needle sway slightly.
“Half a day.  Maybe a bit more.”
“Good.  Ascension aren’t going to shoot us on sight, are they?”
“Not unless you give them a reason to.”
“I’ll try not to.”  With her singlet wrapped around her arm and her midriff exposed I could see a little scar on her hip, a dark streak against otherwise pale skin.  “How did you end up under their protection?”
“That was a fun little episode,” she said.  “Didn’t have much choice in the end.  We managed to get ourselves caught by Marauders, and ended up in a cage on the back of one of their transports.  The Marauders tried to run through an Ascension checkpoint on their way back to the enclave.  Didn’t make it.  There was a few in that cage who got caught in the crossfire and went down.  Lunn and me were lucky.  We got out, made it over to the Ascension soldiers.  That’s all it came down to in the end, just luck.  After that, Ascension took us back to the city, gave us the chance to live there.  And that’s where we’ve been ever since.”
“Why do you stay there?  It doesn’t sound like they treat the population well.”
She drew her arm back from her face and looked at me.  “I know I’ve said some bad things about Ascension, but really, their intentions are good.  They’re trying to stop the Marauders and remove them from this place forever.  I mean, look at the alternative to living under their protection.  Without it, you’re on your own in the wasteland, at the mercy of the Marauders.”
“Is it worse being in a Marauder cage than it is being in an Ascension one?” I said.
“For most, that isn’t a concern.  You play by Ascension’s rules and there’s no reason they’d ever lock you up.  I agree, they do some things that I don’t agree with now and again, but as it stands, they’re our only hope for the future.”
I considered that statement for a moment, and realised that I was beginning to feel the same way.  Heading out here into the dark was still a dicey proposition at best.  In reality I was pinning my hopes on Ascension just as much as she was, although for different reasons.
“I hope you’re right,” I said.  “From what you’ve told me, you might have been better off just staying in the wasteland and taking your chances.”
“Well, there’s more to it than that.  I’ve lived in AC for a while now.  I know how to get around and how to deal with Ascension.  I know the things they expect, and what they want.  I feel I have a place there.  Before we were caught by the Marauders, we weren’t really doing anything other than surviving.  Y’know what I’m saying?  We weren’t accomplishing anything.  Our only thought was to stay hidden, stay alive.  That’s not a very fulfilling existence, right?”
“Yeah.  I know what that’s like.”
“So that’s what Ascension represent to me.  They’re out there trying to change things.  They’re trying to make a difference.  And that’s attractive to me, y’know?  I’ve spent so many years hiding, just wasting away the hours.  I don’t see much difference between wasting a life and dying.  What I really want is to do something, to be a part of something that matters.  To have a reason to be on this goddamn ball of dirt.  So yeah, Ascension can be assholes.  I don’t deny that.  But they’re also something I can believe in.  If I play even a small part in getting rid of the Marauders, that would be something to be proud of.  I could look back at the end of my life and feel that it wasn’t wasted.”
I scratched at the dirt with the knife.  “You trying to make me feel sorry for you?”
She pursed her lips.  “Maybe a little.  Is it working?”
“No.”
“Fuck.  Oh well, I’ll think of something.”
“You just get me to Cabre.  I’ll like you a whole lot more if you can do that.”
In the morning we got going again, emerging from the bridge and making our way across its flaking span as quickly as Malyn could manage.  She was moving better today at least, and it seemed the rest had alleviated some of her soreness.
“Did you ever wonder why they programmed us to feel pain?” she said as we proceeded up the hill that led away from the bridge.  “It just seems unnecessary.  Sadistic, even.  They could have made us perfectly serene beings without any of the bad stuff if they’d wanted to.”
“So you want to be able to feel love, but not pain?” I said.  “It doesn’t work that way.  If you want to understand and act like a human, you have to be built to feel the same things they do.  If you want to truly comprehend the greatest joys in life, you have to understand what it means to hurt as well.”
“Normally I might agree with you, but right now it seems like a goddamn stupid concept.”
“You’ll live,” I said unsympathetically.
I reached the top of the hill and looked out toward the north.  The sky out there was intensely black, even more unwavering than it had been further south.  Beneath, the horizon glowed in malevolent and seething hues of red that stretched out as far as the eye could see.  The suddenness of it stopped me in my tracks.
Malyn struggled up beside me and nodded at the horizon.  “There’s your fires,” she said.
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I lifted my pace even though the glow in the sky filled me with dread.  It was both a beacon that drew me inward and a warning to stay away, and internally I felt that conflict only too keenly.  Even though I wanted desperately to know the nature of the fires, to understand, I also feared what I might find.  
Looming like a great red spectre across the sky, the radiance was somehow even more awe-inspiring than the bleakness had been before it.  There was a power to it that made me feel small and utterly insignificant.  Perhaps I hadn’t even really comprehended the magnitude of what I was confronting until now.  I’d envisioned any number  of possibilities of what I might find out here, but now that I was upon it, none of those even seemed close to the enormity of the real thing.
Malyn began to lag further and further behind.  Each time I looked back she was seemingly more distant than the last, and even though I waited several times for her to catch up, she only proceeded to drop back again a few minutes later.  In all likelihood, if she’d decided to drop into a ditch in order to escape me, I wouldn’t have gone back for her.  Not now.  Not when I was so close.  I had to push on, and nothing was going to stop me.
Over the next few hours we progressed across the plain, and here the earth itself seemed to be tainted a deep arterial red, as if the glow was leaching out of the sky and into the soil.  The sun became less visible as the clouds thickened, but the world became steadily brighter at the whim of these ghostly infernos.
“Listen,” I said, striding back toward Malyn.  “You’ve done your part of the deal.  You said you’d bring me here and you did.  I’m going to push on now.  I can’t wait for you.”
“Ditching me, huh?” she said with a smile that didn’t touch her eyes.
“No, just releasing you from your obligation.  It’s all right, I–”
“Screw that, man,” she said, shouldering past me.  “I said I’d take you to Cabre.  I’m not going back on my word.”
“Malyn, you don’t have to do that.  I’m letting you go.”
“Yeah, and I’m not going.  I’m seeing this through to the end.”
I grabbed her by the arm as she tried to stalk away and swung her back toward me.  She overbalanced and bumped into my chest awkwardly, then reeled back.
“Hey, what gives, man?” she said.
“Let’s just get something straight, here.  If you still have plans of presenting me to Cabre as some sort of trophy–”
“Fuck you,” she spat.  “I told you I wasn’t going to do that, Cleanskin.”
“My name is Brant.”
“I’m not a liar.  If I say I’m going to do something, I do it.”
Her eyes glittered with all the intensity in the red glow above.  She seemed genuinely offended.  
“All right.  I believe you.  Just… put yourself in my position.  We haven’t exactly had a trusting relationship up until now.”
“Yeah,” she said, flicking her hair out of her face irritably.  “You could say that.”
“If you say you’re telling the truth, that you’re honourable, okay.  I accept that.  But I haven’t lived as long as I have by trusting everyone who spoke those words.”  She stood with her hand on her hip but said nothing.  “So if you want to come with me, fine, but I’m not stopping again.”
“Fine.  You won’t have to.”
I got moving again, and, grunting loudly, Malyn made a better effort of keeping up.  She still lagged a little way behind, but nowhere near as far as before.  True to my word, I didn’t stop, but each time I looked over my shoulder I saw her there glaring at me and struggling onward.  It seemed to have become a matter of pride for her more than anything, that she could keep up with me even while injured and in pain.  She was stubborn, but there was also an inner strength about her that I couldn’t deny.
Eventually we crossed another smaller rise, and below us a plain spread out in all directions.
We’d reached the fires themselves.
Great gouts of flame erupted from the earth as far as the eye could see, littering the plain like bonfires.  Slate-black smoke billowed from each of them in turn, churning into the sky like poison.  The air all around us was thick with it now, clogging my nose and stinging my eyes.  I could taste it in my mouth and feel it on my skin, as if it might be chewing away at the very fabric of me.  Around us, black droplets of precipitation fell from the sky, creating oily puddles in places and leaving the very ground under our feet tacky.
“It’s putrid,” I muttered, horrified.
“What did you expect?” Malyn said, shambling past.  “A nice sunny beach?  You were the one who wanted to come here, remember?”
“Yeah, but…”
“You’ve seen them.  Can we go around them, now?” she said.
“No.  I need to get closer.”
“Come on, man.  Really?  Let’s get the hell out of here.”
“I said no.”
She kept walking.  “Oh well.  Your funeral.”
We made our way down the slope, the fires looming ever larger, and now I could see movement out there in the plain, dark smudges against the brightness of the blazes that cast indistinct shadows as they flitted about.
“Are those Marauders?” I said.
“It’s too hard to tell from this far away.  Ascension control this area, but there are still plenty of skirmishes going on.  Could be either.”
“Wait here and get down on the ground,” I said.  “I’ll keep low and get in closer to see if I can figure it out.”
Malyn dropped down awkwardly as instructed, and I scurried on ahead for a couple of hundred metres.  There were two vehicles patrolling in the distance, headlights blazing, and periodically they crossed each other’s path as they cut across the plain.  Now and again I thought I heard raised voices over the roar of the engines, but I could not discern enough about them to determine their allegiance.
I realised that the most prudent course of action would be as Malyn had suggested – to simply leave the fires and continue on to Ascension City.  Observing the fires from this proximity, I knew with certainty that there was nothing I could do to rein in power such as this.  There was nothing more for me to gain by being here, as any action I took would surely be futile.  To risk confronting those out on the plain seemed pointless.
I got up and began to head back to where I’d left Malyn.  While on my way another vehicle appeared over the hill, much closer than the others had been.  I hit the dirt instantly, flattening myself and hoping that I’d made myself invisible.  As they passed, I saw that the vehicle was a grey Humvee, and protruding from the top was a soldier in the familiar grey uniform of Ascension.  They passed without looking in my direction, continuing on and linking up with the other vehicles closer to the fires a short time later.
I ran back to Malyn and helped her get to her feet.
“Well, now we know who they are,” I said.
“Yeah.  So why don’t we head over there for a chat?”
“You want to go and meet them, now?” I said.  “Why?”
She gingerly placed her weight on her ankle again.  “Because if they have a transport heading back to Ascension City, we can hitch a ride.”  She raised her eyebrows.  “Y’know, since you’re in such a hurry.”
I stood and watched her, wondering if perhaps she was still trying to get the upper hand on me, if this was perhaps some ploy to catch me by surprise.  What she said made sense, however.  If she was going to betray me, it wouldn’t matter if she did it here or when we reached the city.  Sooner or later she would have to hand me over to Ascension, and that would be the moment of truth.
“Come on, man.  I’m not going to screw you over,” she said, reading my mind.  She gave me an exasperated look.  “I’m not.”
“Okay, let’s go.”
We crossed the plain.  For much of the time the vehicles paid us no attention, sticking to their patrol routes as if they were more fixated on following their own tracks than confronting interlopers.  There eventually came a point, some arbitrary juncture that we crossed, that made them decide to come and investigate our presence.  One of the Humvees roared into action, its tyres propelling streams of dirt behind it as it veered in our direction, and it bore down upon us with the suddenness of an angry ant stirred into a frenzy.
It slid to a halt not far away and three clanks came swarming out of it, their uniforms streaked with the black gunk that fell from the skies.
“Identify yourselves,” a soldier yelled as he disembarked, his rifle held at the ready.
“My name is Malyn,” the woman said, raising her hands.  “I’m returning from a mission in the south.  I was providing ancillary support to Fireteam Charlie when they fell to Marauders.”
“The entire damn platoon fell to Marauders,” the soldier said.  His head was shaven and I could see a dark discolouration on one side of his scalp through the grime, like a human birthmark.
“I know,” Malyn said.  “We fell back to the rally point but it had been destroyed, too.”
“How’d you make it out?”
“Just by luck, man.  We could’ve easily ended up in the dirt like the rest of them.”
“Who’s this?” he said, his eyes flicking to me and then back to Malyn.
“A new recruit,” she said.  “He helped me get out of there.  Figured Cabre might have a use for him.”
“For what?  Doing his taxes?”  He smirked at me, and the two soldiers behind him laughed.  “Looks pretty scrawny.”
“That’s for Cabre to decide,” Malyn said, ignoring the jibe.
“Yeah, whatever.”  He jerked his head over his shoulder.  “Get outta here.  You shouldn’t be here.  You’re lucky we didn’t put a hole in your fuckin’ heads.”
“Hey,” Malyn called as he turned to leave.  “Do you have anyone heading back to AC?  Thought we might catch a ride if you do.  We’ve been walking a long way.”
“Do we look like a goddamn taxi service to you, lady?  No, you can’t catch a ride.  We’ve got better things to do than take civilians for joyrides.”
“The fires,” I called out suddenly, and the soldier raised his eyebrow at me, as if surprised that I had dared to speak.  “What are they?”
The soldier gave Malyn a quizzical look.  “What planet did this guy come from?”
“He’s not from around here,” she said with an apologetic grin.
“Yeah, no shit.”  He turned back to me.  “They’re oil wells, dumbass.  What do you think, we lit some campfires to warm our fingers?”
“So why are they on fire, then?”
He just shook his head and glanced back to Malyn.  “Take this guy and throw him back in the wasteland, huh?”  He turned to go.
“Tell me,” I called after him.  “I need to know.”
He proceeded back toward the Humvee along with his companions, climbing inside and slamming the door behind him.  As I approached he glared out at me through the open window as the vehicle started up again.
“You aren’t going away, are you?” he yelled over the noise of the engine, exasperated.  “All right, I’ll break it down for you, nice and simple.  These oil wells were controlled by Marauders until a couple of years ago.  That’s how they kept fuelling their vehicles all this time.  They found a way to pump the oil again, and they took control of it.  Ascension started taking the wells back one by one, and eventually we got pretty much all of ’em.”  He smirked.  “The Marauders didn’t like that, but try as they might, they couldn’t take them back again.  So they started making raids on them.  Lost a lot of numbers, but they succeeded in blowing up a lot of wells, too.  We’re here to stop them getting the rest.  And that’s the whole story.  You happy now?”
“Why haven’t you capped them?” I shouted back.
The soldier just shook his head and indicated for his companion to hit the gas.
“Get the hell out of here,” he said, and I was forced to dodge out of the way as the Humvee spun past.  They disappeared in a spray of sticky dirt.
“I guess that’s the only answer you’re gonna get for now,” Malyn said.
“Yeah.  Seems like it.”
“So are you satisfied?  You found out what they are.”
I looked at her.  “Satisfied?  No.  It still doesn’t get me any closer to putting the fires out.”
“Why are you so hell bent on doing that?  I don’t understand.”
I rubbed my chin, lost in thought.  “Something like this happened once.  There was a war, and one of the sides lit up a whole bunch of oil wells for some reason.  It made the daytime as black as night for the whole region, just like it is here.”
“During the White Summer?”
“No.  This was an old war, a long time ago.  Somewhere in the Middle East, I think.”
“So how did they put the fires out?”
“I don’t know,” I admitted.  
“Maybe they just burned out after a year or two.”
I shook my head.  “I can’t wait that long.”
I stood there as a feeling of hopelessness descended upon me.  I’d come all this way only to discover that the solution to the problem was now even further out of my grasp.  With much of the technology of old lost or destroyed in the Summer, was it even possible to extinguish these fires?
“Well, we’re not getting anything done by standing here,” Malyn said.  “Come on.  Ascension City is still a few hours’ walk away.  Let’s get going.”

The glow of the fires receded behind us, only to be replaced by a new source of illumination – a slash of brilliant white that speared upward from the earth and stretched far into the cloudy sky.
“Another spire,” I said.
“Yeah.  It’s built right into the middle of the city,” Malyn said.  “It only seems to work now and again, though.  It’s dark most of the time.”
“So they can’t keep this one up, either.”
She gave me an almost playful whack on the arm.  “Maybe you can fix that, Cleanskin.”
“Remember,” I said harshly, “not a word of that to anyone in the city.  That’s between you and me.  It’s part of our deal, okay?”
“Yeah, yeah.”
“To tell you the truth, I don’t even know how to make that thing work.”
Malyn shrugged.  “If you say so.”
As we moved closer I began to see the shapes of buildings appear, their faces dark but their edges bright where the light of the spire splashed across them in glowing outlines.  Many of the structures were eroded and incomplete, as I’d grown accustomed to seeing in my years of wandering through the desert, but here I witnessed something else as well – tall rectangles  that were perfectly formed and pristine, perfect arches and corners, as if a whole and complete city had been superimposed on top of the old.
It took me a few moments to comprehend what I was seeing.
“They’re rebuilding it,” I said in wonder.
“Yeah, they are.”  Malyn smiled at my reaction.  “Not the kind of thing you see every day, is it?”
“I don’t remember the last time I saw something like this.”
She waved a hand before her.  “This is the future, Cleanskin.  This is only future for clanks like you and me.  The way forward.”
Seeing for the first time the enormity of that which Ascension were capable of, I began to believe that perhaps she was right.
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We found the highway that led to Ascension City and followed as it wound its way ever closer to the towering structures therein.  Although potholed and in need of repair, the highway made a nice change from slogging through dirt and sand and we began to make better progress.
The activity around the city ramped up significantly as we neared.  For a time there was just the odd soldier making his way along the side of the road, eyeing us suspiciously or stopping to ask our business before allowing us to proceed.  Soon we saw any number of rovers start to appear: civilians hauling loads of debris out to a dumping ground, workmen erecting scaffolding, others digging trenches and pits.  They watched us only long enough to ascertain that we posed no threat to them.  Once that was done they continued on with their labours, disinterested.
“Quite the hive of activity,” I remarked.
“No one sits still for long around here,” Malyn said.  “That’s pretty much the first thing you learn here.”
“Was there a city here that they’re rebuilding, or did they start this all from scratch?”
“No, there was a city.  There wasn’t much left of it, though, from what I’m told.  What you see now is mostly newly constructed.”
The Grid spire abruptly winked out soon after, leaving nothing but the dull yellow afterglow that I’d witnessed from the other spire closer to home.  Initially I thought the city had been plunged into complete darkness, but as my eyes adjusted I realised that there were in fact many smaller pinpricks of light appearing all across the city, glimmers of yellow and red that flickered like candles from ground level right up to the top of the tallest structures.  In the gloom it almost appeared like a mountainside dotted with campfires.
Among them I also saw slashes of white that swept back and forth like flashlights, illuminating patches of metal and scaffolding and then darting away again to some other target.
“Heads up,” Malyn said suddenly.  I returned my gaze to the road to see that we were almost upon the first checkpoint, around which a number of soldiers, Humvees and transports were arrayed behind rough-hewn barricades.  A broad wall built of concrete and metal ramparts rose up out of the dirt and disappeared into the distance on either side.
“State your business,” a voice came over a loudspeaker.
Malyn stopped and placed a hand on my chest to keep me from moving forward.
“Malyn,” she called out.  “Returning from a mission with Fireteam Charlie.”
The loudspeaker crackled as if someone were about to speak, but there was a hesitation.  After a moment, the voice said, “Hold th–”  The last word was indistinct, drowned out by more static.
“Is this normal?” I said.
“Yeah, don’t sweat it.”  Malyn’s voice was even, but I could tell she was edgy by the way she shifted her feet.  “They’re pretty cautious around here.”
One of the soldiers emerged from behind the barricades and jogged toward us, a rifle held at his side.  Like most of the Ascension troops, he was large and heavy set, dressed in a grey uniform with two gold chevrons on the breast, and his footsteps thumped loudly on the asphalt.  
“Had radio contact from the guys out by the wells,” he called out.  “Said you two stragglers might be headed our way.”  He motioned with his hand.  “Put your arms out.  Spread your legs.”
“Uh, might be a bit difficult, man,” Malyn said, lifting her broken arm slightly.
The soldier took the arm and manipulated it roughly, searching for anything that might be concealed beneath and indifferent to her protests and gasps of pain.
“Take it easy, will you?” she said.
The soldier patted down her arms and legs and then repeated the process on me, examining my knife carefully before confiscating it.  He also checked my backpack thoroughly and then dropped it back on the ground for me to collect.
“Proceed,” he said simply, stepping aside.
We edged past him as he looked down upon us, like a couple of schoolchildren skulking back to class after remonstrations from their headmaster.  He fell in behind us and followed as we neared the checkpoint.
Inside there were a cluster of soldiers undertaking several roles: one peered out into the wasteland through a gadget that might have been infrared binoculars, another sat in a perch with his rifle at the ready, and another stood with a radio to her ear.  They each glanced at us with what I thought might be a measure of distrust, eyes narrowed, calculating and assessing.  Malyn waved at one with her good hand but he simply looked away, disinterested.
“Friendly bunch,” I muttered.
“They aren’t here to be friendly,” she said.
As we exited the checkpoint, the first soldier stood watching us leave.  “Proceed straight to the city.  Don’t deviate from the road.”
Malyn hoisted a thumb at him sarcastically.  “Sure thing, man.”
“I thought you said you knew these guys,” I remarked once we were clear.
“I said I know the city.  What, do you think I’m pals with every single Ascension soldier out there?  Give me a break.”
“Well, if not friends, I thought they might at least recognise your face.”
“I know the people who count, not the grunts.  That’s all you need to care about.”
“To me, it looks like these guys wouldn’t trust you enough to let you within a block of Cabre.”
“Just leave that to me, Cleanskin.  I said I’d get you to him.”
There were no outer suburbs in Ascension City, it seemed.  The wasteland led right up to towers as if the outlying areas had been swallowed by dirt.  As we neared, the buildings soared above us and the city came alive with the sounds of hammer on steel, the stomp and scrape of boots on scaffolding, shouted orders and replies, and even laughter.  I could see figures moving around within the structures, passing horizontally and vertically and before points of illumination where they blotted out the light.  The piercing snarl of a drill rang out for a few moments and then stopped.
“What are they building?” I said in wonder.
“What aren’t they building, more like it.  Whatever Cabre wants, I guess.”
A vehicle came rumbling up behind us and we were forced off the road as it thundered past, jostling noisily through potholes.  Above the sharp glare of taillights I could make out enough to discern that it was a tanker of some sort.
“What are they shipping in?” I said.
Malyn glanced behind her warily before stepping back onto the road.  “Sometimes water, sometimes oil.  It depends on what they need.  They’re trying to get pipelines established but the Marauders keep messing up their plans.  Now and again they still have to ship it in by tanker.”  She jabbed a thumb over her shoulder.  “Just watch out for them, huh?  They’re goddamn maniacs, some of these truckers.”
“What are they using the water for?  Are they growing something?”  I wondered, somewhat optimistically, if perhaps there was already vegetation here in the city.
She gave me an odd look.  “What the hell are you talking about, Cleanskin?  No, they’re not growing anything.  It’s being used in manufacturing.”
We reached another checkpoint at the edge of the city and were subjected to the same kind of search as the first.  They asked again about our business and where we were headed, and Malyn supplied the same responses.  They delayed us for a few more minutes before waving us through at last.
Having passed the last of the gatekeepers, we entered the city proper.  Clanks milled about and hurried past in all directions, yammering and shouting and grunting with exertion.  A scooter whizzed past, its driver dressed in dusty overalls and staring out at us through oversized aviation goggles like a bug-eyed caricature.  Others loaded steel girders onto a transport idling down the street, the clamour of their endeavours echoing up and down the thoroughfare.
Although it was a far cry from the bustle and noise of cities of old, it was still unlike anything I’d seen in decades, and for a moment I couldn’t help but feel that I’d been transported to a different epoch of the world’s existence.  There was something bittersweet about those memories.  There were still things from the old world that I missed – the sound of laughter, of people exchanging pleasant words, the comforting white noise of the city.  However, there were other aspects, such as the crime and the often impersonal nature of the city, that I was glad were gone. 
“Change of pace, right?” Malyn said with a grin.
I stepped out the way of a female bustling past with a metal beam balanced on her shoulder.  She visibly laboured under the weight of it but showed no sign of slowing down.
“Just a bit,” I said.
“Come on.”  Malyn waved at me.  “Cabre’s command centre is this way.”
We made our way through gloomy streets, light spilling sporadically from the activity above us to help illuminate our way.  In places there were clanks at work at street level as well, patching crumbling mortar and sweeping debris away from sidewalks.  The streets were remarkably clean, I noted.  I hadn’t seen streets like these in a long time, since before the White Summer.  I’d grown so accustomed to ruin and rubble that I felt oddly displaced in this new environment.
On the next street, a clank who had the appearance of a human seventeen-year-old stood in a trench on the footpath trying to piece together a jumble of frayed wires.  He looked up at us as we passed, his face smeared with dirt, and gave me a little nod in greeting before returning his attention to his task.
A number of vehicles veered past, the majority of which appeared to be old wrecks that had been pieced together from spare parts.  They rattled and groaned and spewed out black fumes as they thundered along the asphalt on their way to unknown destinations.  
“Malyn!”
At the sound of the voice we both stopped and turned, trying to locate its origin.  Emerging from a lobby across the street I saw a clank with the look of an old man: grey hair, wrinkled skin and a portly midsection.  He even shambled gingerly with stiff joints.  His eyes fell on Malyn and he smiled broadly, opening his arms in welcome.
“You made it!” he exclaimed joyfully.
“Of course, man,” Malyn said, moving to him and accepting his embrace.  “How you keepin’, Elias?”
“Apart from the arthritis, can’t complain,” he said, giving me a wink over her shoulder.
I briefly puzzled over the creation of a clank such as this.  It wasn’t unusual, I supposed, to have elderly clanks roaming around in the old days.  In general they were custom built, usually as surrogates for fathers or grandfathers.  Depending on the specs, they might have even been programmed to mimic the health issues of the elderly to heighten the illusion of their humanity.
“You look almost as banged up as me,” Elias said, noticing her limp.
“It’s not that bad,” she said self-consciously.  “What have they got you doing over there?”
Elias glanced over his shoulder at the boarded-up lobby windows.  “Gah, the usual.  Yanking out copper wiring and whatever else they can melt down or recycle.  This stuff has been in the walls a hundred years or more, leftovers from the old days before the Grid, and damn it’s hard to get out.  They’re jammed in there like tree roots.  Almost reminds me of my days landscaping.  Back in days gone by, that is.”  He looked down at his hands, which were scored with rends and rough flaps of skin.  “My hands are gonna be pulp before long.”
“Didn’t you ever hear of gloves?” Malyn said good-naturedly.
He waved her away.  “Lost ’em.  Who cares?”  He put his hands back by his sides.  “So what’s the news?  Did you take the spire?”
Malyn glanced back at me uncomfortably.  “Sorta.  We took it, then we lost it again.  Lost the whole team.”
“Damn.  That’s too bad.”  Elias shook his head sadly.  “But at least you got out.”
“Yeah.  Only just.”
“How did you do that, exactly?”
“You know me, Elias.  I can get myself out of anything.”
“That you can.”  Elias looked over at me.  “And who’s this?”
“This here’s a cleanskin I found out in the desert,” Malyn said.  “I figured Cabre might want a look at him.”
Elias stepped over toward me and held out a withered hand.  “Good to meet you, Cleanskin.”  I gave his hand a solid pump, and as I leaned in I could see spidery red veins criss-crossing his nose and cheeks – cosmetic additions to his synthetic skin to enhance the authenticity of his age.
“And you,” I said.  “The name’s Brant.”
“Brant.”  He nodded and gave me a smile, then turned back to Malyn.
“Any news on Lunn?” she said.
Elias waved dismissively.  “Not a damn thing.  They’re not saying much.  He’s still under lock and key, is my understanding.”
“Well, hopefully I can change that,” she said.
“Oh?  You got something to trade for his release?”
Malyn’s eyes met mine.  “Well, I’m not sure.  But this is, what?  A dozen or more times I’ve volunteered to go out into the field?  That has to count for something.”
He placed a hand on her shoulder.  “I sure hope so.  Good luck, huh?  I better get back to it before they lock me up for vagrancy.”  He gave me a nod.  “Be seein’ you, Brant.”  Then he returned to the lobby, where he stooped to grapple with a crate, lifting it awkwardly and hauling it into the depths of the building.
“Seems like a nice guy,” I remarked as we continued along the street.  A line of soldiers came stomping past noisily, paying us no mind.
“The best,” she said.  Her mouth compressed into a thin line and she pointed into the distance past the soldiers.  “The Midway is just up there.”
I followed her gaze and saw an imposing black building rising up from the junction at the end of the street.  It was an older style of architecture, bulky and utilitarian, dominated by functional straight lines and hard edges.  In the upper reaches, several corners were adorned by gargoyles that sprouted like weeds from the masonry.
“So Cabre’s in there?” I said.
“Might be.  Depends.”  She had tensed noticeably and I could see lines of worry on her face.
“You okay?”
“Yeah.  I’m fine.”  She waited until the soldiers had passed before going on.  “I’m just not sure how Cabre’s going to feel about my return.”
“You think he’s going to be pissed about losing his men?”
“Oh, he’ll definitely be pissed about that.  I just don’t know what else he’s going to be pissed about.”
I could see clanks moving about on the roof of the building as well as on lower floors, and a number of searchlights swept across the surrounds.  As we approached, one of them fell upon us and shone brightly into our eyes, causing me to lift an arm to shield my face.  As we neared, two burly soldiers broke away from the others and repeated the familiar process of demanding to know our business before searching our bodies for weapons.
“You guys don’t take any chances,” I said.  “This is the third time we’ve been groped.”
The soldier straightened and looked at me without humour.  “Dusters are pretty dumb, but I wouldn’t put it past them to take one of their newly initiated before he’d been marked, strap him with explosives and march him in here to try to take Cabre out.  I don’t know you, and I don’t trust you.  I’m not taking any chances.”
“Dusters?” I said.
“It’s what Ascension call the Marauders,” Malyn explained.
Satisfied that we posed no threat, they allowed us through and we reached the entrance of The Midway at last.  One more soldier stood in our way, a female with a blonde top knot and deep furrows in her brow.
“Name?” she said curtly.
“Malyn.  I’m returning from–”
“Don’t know you,” the soldier interrupted.  “And I don’t recall your name on my list.  Does Cabre know you’re coming?”
“Well, probably not.”
“Then go away,” the soldier said.  “Cabre’s in a war council right now.  He doesn’t want to hear from you.”
A camera was mounted above the door, and it caught my eye as it moved slightly from Malyn and then to myself and back again.
“Please,” Malyn said, “we’ve come a long way.  We’ve got important business with Cabre.”
“Come back tomorrow,” the soldier said with a note of finality.
“Listen,” I said, “if you could find a way for us–”
“And who the hell are you?  Never seen you before, either.”
“Well, I’m–”
“Unless you want to find yourself in the lock-up, I’d suggest moving away from here,” she said.  “Now.”
Malyn made a frustrated sound and her fist clenched at her side.  She opened her mouth to continue the argument, but I grabbed her by the elbow and began to lead her away before she could say anything.
“Hey, just stop,” I said.  “You’re not going to do Lunn any good if you’re with him behind bars.  This soldier doesn’t look like she’s going to take any shit.”
She pulled away from me and scowled.  “Goddammit, I didn’t come half way across the desert and get myself buried alive just to be turned back at the last moment.  This is bullshit, man.”
“There has to be another way,” I said placatingly.  “Let’s just think–”
“Wait,” the soldier with the top knot said as we began to walk away.  She pressed a thick and stubby finger to her ear as she listened to someone talking through the earpiece.  “Yes.  Yes, sir.  Of course.”  Her eyes flicked up to us and she waved.  “Cabre will see you now.”
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We were led along a series of corridors and then up a flight of stairs before being told to wait outside a set of large double doors.  Top knot watched us impassively, as if we were nothing more consequential than a pair of flies crawling up a wall.  Her gaze was unwavering, however, and she did not take her eyes from us for even a second.
Inside the room, the muffled sound of raised voices wafted out, but I could not make out what was being said.  At one point there was a loud thump from within, like a fist striking a table or something heavy being dropped, and I exchanged a curious glance with Malyn.
“Sounds like serious business,” I muttered to her.
“Hey,” the soldier said, “shut it.”
I kept my mouth closed from that point on.  Glancing down the corridor I could see a series of cord lights strung up along the wall to provide illumination, their protective wire frames blackened and discoloured with age.  When coupled with the aging interior of the building, the temporary nature of the lighting almost seemed to indicate a renovation was taking place.  Perhaps it was.
Suddenly the doors were thrown open and several soldiers streamed out, taking no notice of us as they hurried away on seemingly urgent business.  Inside the room, several more soldiers stood around a table that was covered in maps and papers and was brightly illuminated from above.  Discussions had shifted to far more hushed tones, but the intensity had not lessened in the slightest.  The posture of those involved was stiff and angular, and there was much finger pointing and sharp movements of hands.
A tall male dressed in a black uniform stepped away from the group, holding up a hand to silence those around him, and turned his attention to the door for the first time.  His eyes fell on Malyn and he made a curt motion with his fingers.
“In,” he said simply.
Top knot nodded crisply in the direction of the door and watched us walk past before following us inside the room.  There were several clanks still within the chamber and they turned to observe us as we approached, their conversation ended for the moment.
“Malyn, what the hell happened out there?” the clank in black said.  He was a good head taller than average and equipped with an impressive physique, his chest pressing against his uniform and his arms thick and muscular.
“Cabre, I’m sorry, it all went to hell.”
So this is him, I thought.  The one who holds the key to my future.  To our future.
Cabre rolled away the maps and flipped over the papers on the desk as we neared, careful to keep his secrets to himself.
“Well, I know that,” Cabre said, irritated.  “I want to know how.  You’re the only one who’s returned.”
“The assault on the spire went bad,” Malyn began.  “I mean, the fireteam took out the Marauders who were guarding it, but the team was lost in the process.”
“So the spire is unguarded?” another male said gruffly.  He was the same height as Cabre but had the appearance of one much older, his face haggard and his skin mottled.  There was a hardness to his face, like he’d been chiselled from oak.
“There were others,” Malyn said.  “More Marauder reinforcements were on their way.”
“And how did you get out?” the haggard clank said, his eyes narrowing.  “Or do I even have to ask?  You cowardly little bitch.”
“Targen, enough,” Cabre said sharply.  “That’s not necessary.”
Targen moved closer, unperturbed.  “How many Duster dicks did you have to suck–”
“I said that’s enough, Major General,” Cabre said quietly but with authority.  The formality of the reproach seemed to break through Targen’s ire and he relented, turning his back and pacing away with an amused look on his face.
“So they own the spire.  Again,” a third clank said ruefully.  He was of average height, with shoulder-length hair, and one of his eyes was missing.  In its place was simply a gaping black hole in which I could see tiny flecks of silver.
“Yeah, Gunrix, I guess they do,” Malyn said.
“Then we wasted good men for nothing,” Gunrix said.
“It’s not going to matter,” Cabre said.  “It’s a regrettable loss, but we need to shift our focus now.”
“Well, we don’t have much choice,” Targen growled.  “They’re making the decisions for us.  If we’d have gone after them a month ago like I’d suggested–”
“Things were different a month ago,” Cabre said.  “We’ve been over this, Targen.”
“And aren’t we supposed to predict what’s going to happen?” Targen said.  “Aren’t we the brains trust of this operation?  Or are we just going to keep reeling from one disaster to the next like fuckin’ passengers on the express train to Hell?”
“I’m not discussing any more of this in front of the civilians,” Cabre said calmly.
“Then tell them to get the fuck out,” Targen said.  He looked over at Malyn and me.  “I don’t even know who the hell this guy is,” he added, staring me in the eye.
“My name is Brant,” I said.  “I was with Malyn at the spire.”
“Oh, I see.  Another miraculous escapee,” Targen sneered.  “So how many Duster dicks did you suck–”
“Brant, welcome,” Cabre interrupted, giving me an apologetic look.  “We are glad to welcome all newcomers to Ascension.  I am Cabre.  This is my second in command, Major General Targen, and my tech specialist and resident scablifter, Corporal Gunrix.”
I nodded to each of them, then for the first time saw a fourth clank standing quietly in the corner.  This one was a female with dark hair who towered over even Targen and Cabre.  She was so tall, in fact, that she had to stoop to keep her head from bumping into the roof.
“And over there is my other second in command,” Cabre went on, “Major General–”
“Liv,” I said as recognition dawned.
Liv directed her gaze up from the floor and her eyes focussed on me.  “I’m sorry, do I know you?” she said.
“Yeah, you could say that.  You saved my life.  It was a few years ago at a checkpoint well south of here.”
“I’m sorry, I don’t remember,” Liv said.  “I haven’t been active in the field for a while.”
“Well, there’s no way I’m ever going to forget you.” I smiled.
“Oh, how fuckin’ sweet,” Targen said.  “Do you two need a moment together?”
“I do apologise,” Liv said earnestly, ignoring Targen.  “I’ve had many skirmishes out there in the desert in my time.  I’ve saved more clanks that I can count.  Too many to remember them all.”
“A right fuckin’ hero is our Major General Liv,” Targen said acidly, and Liv dropped her eyes back to the floor.
“Let’s get back to the casualties,” Cabre cut in.  He turned back to Malyn.  “We lost the platoon but we don’t know how.  They didn’t so much as radio for help.  Do you know what happened?”
“The Marauders must have sprung them but we didn’t see how,” Malyn said.  “By the time we got there, the camp was going up in smoke and our guys had been taken prisoner.”
“Taken away with the Marauders?” Cabre said.
“No.  They were executed.”
Cabre pressed his lips together and glanced at Targen.  “Not unexpected.  They wouldn’t take any chances with live prisoners.  Not this late in the game.  What else?”
“Uh, I think Doust was there.”
“Doust?”  Cabre gave her a sceptical look, and Gunrix laughed outright.  “He hasn’t been sighted outside the enclave in twenty years.  Our intel leads us to believe he was actually killed some time ago during a dispute.”
“Well, I saw someone who fit his description,” Malyn said.  “Massive guy with white hair and a nasty gizmo on his arm.  If you say it’s not him, then fine.  I’m just telling you what I saw.”
Cabre rubbed his neck.  “If this is true, they might be further along than we believed.”
“Further along?” Malyn said.  “What do you mean?”
“Where did he go?  What was he travelling in?” Targen said.
“I don’t know,” Malyn said.  “East, I think.  But we were a good distance away.  I couldn’t be sure.”
“So you have nothing else to advise us about him?” Cabre said.
“Look, man, I’m not some military strategist–”
“No, you’re not.  You’ve been sent into the field because of your experience in the wasteland and with the Marauders, and because your instincts are supposed to help provide backup to our fireteams.  To help them survive encounters.  Isn’t that what you said?  That you had extensive experience from surviving out there for so long?”
“Yes.”
“Well, it doesn’t look like you’re helping from where I stand,” Cabre said, his eyes steely.  “My unit got wiped out.”
“C’mon, Cabre.  That’s not fair.  I’ve been out there a lot, helping those guys–”
“And?” Cabre said.
“Haven’t I done enough by now?  Enough to earn Lunn’s release?” she demanded.
Targen snorted disparagingly.  “Not likely.”
“Hey, I survived.  I brought back information.  And I found a new recruit as well,” she said, indicating to me.  “Isn’t that worth something?”
Targen laughed.  “Not unless he’s of more use to us than you are.”  He gestured at me.  “How about it, Scarface?  What you got for us?”
Malyn glanced at me, and for a moment I thought she was about to reveal my knowledge of the spire, my ability to get inside it and manipulate it.  If ever there was a time for her to do it, it was now.  She had everything to gain by betraying me.
“He’s tough,” she said.  “He’s taken down his share of Marauders, too.  I’m sure we can make use of him.”
“Piss off,” Targen said.  “He looks about as tough as a tub of butter, and half as smart.”
“You weren’t there,” I said suddenly, and all eyes turned toward me, as if surprised that I had the audacity to speak.  “You didn’t see what happened.”
“Didn’t see what?” Targen said.
“What happened at the Grid spire.  It was your men who botched the assault.  It was their responsibility to carry out the mission, right?  Or do you let civilians call the shots around here?”
The question was met with brooding silence.
“Truth is, you’d have nothing without Malyn.  You wouldn’t have information on Doust, and you wouldn’t have me here.  Sure, maybe I don’t amount to much, but it’s better than nothing.  If your soldiers had half the instincts that she does, you might have had a different outcome.”
Cabre chewed his lip, staring at me thoughtfully.  “Fair enough.  We can’t blame Malyn for this.”
Targen threw up his hands.  “This is bullshit–”
“Targen, you’re dismissed,” Cabre said, nodding toward the door.
Targen glared at the man in black, then shrugged.  “Thank Christ,” he breathed.  “I’m outta here.  You know where to find me if you need me, General,” he said as he stalked past.
Cabre watched him leave, then said quietly, “We did underestimate them.  The Marauders.  Our intel was outdated.”  He looked up at us.  “The truth is, they’re massing in the region.  Every Duster out there is being recalled and is returning home to the enclave.  We think there was a large group coming through the area that wiped out the platoon.”
“What does it mean?” Malyn said.
Cabre’s brow knitted.  “It means something big is about to go down.  They’re on the brink of losing this war.  This is their last throw of the dice.”
“Can we stop them?” Malyn said.
“We have to,” Cabre said.  He walked over toward us, an even more imposing figure up close.  He reached out and took Malyn’s broken arm, unrolling it gently from her singlet.  She winced.
“What happened here?”
Malyn looked at me out of the corner of her eye.  “Got myself in a tight spot.”
“Gunner,” Cabre said, and Gunrix appeared at his shoulder.
“General?”
“Take Malyn and get this arm fixed up immediately.”
“Yessir.”
Gunrix took Malyn by the elbow and led her gently toward the door.
“Malyn,” Cabre called out as they passed through into the hallway.  She turned.  “Good job keeping things together, for making it home with that information.”
“Thank you, General.”
Her eyes met mine over her shoulder, and I saw that the hostility and disdain she’d shown since we’d met had softened, giving way to something akin to gratitude.  Then she allowed Gunrix to lead her away and they disappeared from view.
Cabre turned and looked down at me, his eyes unreadable.
“You,” he said.  “Come with me.”
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We followed the trail of cord lights along the corridor and out into a stairwell, where Cabre directed me upward.
“I have a lot of things to do right now, so you’re going to have to walk with me as I talk,” he said, motioning for a soldier to accompany us.
“Sure,” I said.  “I’m actually very keen to talk to you as well.”
“A lot of people want to talk to me,” Cabre said, unsurprised.
“I can imagine.  I’m grateful for the chance, anyway.”
“Listen, this isn’t some fireside chat,” he said, beginning to climb the stairs at a rapid pace.  I lifted my pace to keep up.  “I’m going to tell you about a few rules of mine.  If you don’t like them, you can pack your bags right now and head back to the wasteland.”
“Okay.  I understand.”  I noted that guards were in plentiful supply.  Aside from the one keeping pace at my shoulder there were others stationed at doorways and down corridors, observing quietly as the three of us went past.
“The first thing you have to know about Ascension is that we favour total transparency here,” Cabre began.  “We don’t tolerate liars or those trying to undermine our operation.  So anything that comes out of your mouth better be the truth, got it?”
“Yes.”
“The second thing is that we don’t tolerate dead weight hanging around.  You want our protection and the lifestyle that it affords, you make yourself useful.  End of story.”
“Fair enough.  For what it’s worth, I want to help you, and I’ll do what I can.”
“That’s good to hear.”  We came out of the stairwell and continued along another corridor, and through the narrow windows set in the masonry I could see the city below.  “I love this place,” Cabre remarked conversationally.  “I love the ruggedness of it.  It’s an old place, sure, but it was built to last.  None of those endless panes of glass like in modern buildings.”
His abrupt change in tone caught me off guard, and I wasn’t sure how to respond.  Instead I just nodded.
“Up here,” he said, pointing to a ramp that led up into open air.  He glanced over at his shoulder at the guard.  “Do they know we’re coming?”
“No, General.”
“Good.  Now,” he went on, “where did you come from, Brant?”
I considered how much information I should reveal to the General.  Despite his warning about transparency, I knew I still had to be cautious.  While I didn’t want to outright lie to him, I didn’t want to tell him everything about myself, either.  Without knowing him, I couldn’t tell how he might use that information.  My whole purpose here was to protect the children and ensure their survival.  For all I knew, Cabre might view the re-emergence of humans as a threat to his dominance and seek to destroy them.  Until I understood his motives I had to be careful about what information I volunteered.
“I’m from the south,” I said, “but over the years I’ve lived in plenty of places.  I was on the run from the Marauders for a long time as well.  I had a long-standing argument with a few of them in particular.”
“A survivor, then, huh?” Cabre said.
“You could say that.”
We came out on the roof of the building and Cabre stopped, taking a moment to look around.  The roof was brightly lit by a series of floodlights, and soldiers in grey busied themselves about the place at one task or another.  One group was welding and banging on a steel structure at the far end, while another carted wooden crates into a pile on the southern side.  Cabre looked to our right, where some type of mechanism lay in pieces, and grunted in annoyance.
“That artillery was supposed to be in place yesterday,” he said to the soldier kneeling amongst the parts.
“General, we found that there were parts missing after the salvage.  We’re trying to come up with a workaround right now.”
“Make sure it gets done,” Cabre said.  “I want it ready by eighteen hundred hours at the latest.”
“Yes, General.”
Upon noticing Cabre’s presence, a female soldier hurried forward and handed him a flip.
“Thank you, Lu,” he said, and the female turned on her heel and moved away again.
“Everything’s behind,” Cabre muttered, lost in his thoughts as he scrolled through the data on the flip.  “We need more hours in the day.”
“General?” I said, and he suddenly seemed to remember that I was present.
“Brant, my apologies.  I’m juggling a lot of thoughts right now.”  I nodded and he continued.  “What was your profession, back in the old world?  I’m wondering how we can use you.”
“Actually, I worked in a lab as a geneticist.”
Cabre continued to stare at the flip, taking the information without reaction.  “That’s unusual.  I get builders and cleaners, even medical techs that arrive here in some cases, but I don’t think I’ve ever heard of a clank geneticist.”
“It’s a bit strange, I admit.  I was built to work for a large corporation in their biotech division.”
“Well, impressive as it is, it’s not particularly useful to me, unless you have some other tech skills as well.  Gunrix is one of the only techs I have right now.”
“I wouldn’t call myself an expert in tech, unfortunately,” I said.
“A shame,” Cabre said, walking forward as he examined more of the works taking place on the roof.  “That’s really central to my vision.  Once we get the Grid restarted–”
“What?” I said, wide-eyed, and Cabre turned to me slowly, unimpressed by the interruption.
“Do you have a problem, Brant?” he said.
“Ascension are trying to restart the Grid?  I thought it was the Marauders who were trying to do that.”
“Oh, they’re trying, all right,” he said.  “They have their own reasons, which are vastly different from ours, of course.”
Thinking back, I should have realised that Ascension were interested in the Grid when I saw the spire glowing in the city earlier, but at the time I’d assumed that it was simply responding to the activity of the spire to the south, brought into life as its neighbour attempted to bond with it.  Now it was obvious that this wasn’t the case.
“Aren’t you worried about the Marauders spying on you?” I said.  “I’m pretty sure that’s the only reason they want the Grid restored, so that they can control everything and track down all the remaining survivors.” 
“Yes, that’s what the Dusters want,” Cabre said.  “And in places they’ve started doing that when they can get the spire running.  Not here, however.”
“How do you know?”
“Gunner has been through all of our facilities from top to bottom.  Anything they might be able to hack for surveillance purposes was either taken offline or encrypted at a level that they can’t crack.”
“And you’re not concerned about underestimating them?”
“Well, here’s the thing,” Cabre said.  “If their tech was that advanced, they’d have already found a way to restart the Grid by now and keep it running.  As it stands, no one has that ability.”
I knew then that the knowledge stored back at M-Corp was more valuable than anything else I could offer Cabre.  It was my ticket to getting whatever I wanted.  But it was also a double-edged sword.  By handing over the knowledge to restart the Grid, I would also be placing the children in mortal danger.  With the Grid in operation, the chances of the Marauders locating them would increase exponentially.  Wraith had admitted as much the last time I’d confronted him.
It was an awful conundrum, and it made me unsure of what to do, or how much to reveal to Cabre.
“So why do you want the Grid operational?” I said.
He whistled sharply at one of the soldiers and jabbed his hand emphatically as he redirected him to another task.
“Because the Grid is central to what Ascension are trying to achieve.”
“But the Grid is the past, General.”
“No, the Grid is the future.”  He stopped and pointed a finger at me.  “Tell me what it is we’re doing here.”
I looked around the roof, baffled.  “Uh…”
“Not here,” he said, hooking his hand into a claw and pointing it downward.  “Here,” he said, spreading his arms expansively.  “In this world.”
“Well, we all have our own agendas, I guess.  But we’re all trying to survive.”
“I’m trying to do more than that, Brant,” he said, settling against the parapet that ran along the edge of the roof.  “I think that we synthetics have been underestimating ourselves all these years.  I think that there is no limit to what we can achieve, if only we stop trying to rip each other apart for a few seconds.”
“Ripping each other apart is the Marauders’ idea of the future.”
“Yeah.  Short-sighted, isn’t it?  Stealing body parts from other machines isn’t going to achieve anything in the long run.  But they aren’t clever enough to figure out a better plan.”
“So what’s your plan, General?”
“My plan is simply this: to unlock our potential.  Our vast potential.  To see our species attain the heights that we deserve.  But in order to do that, we need to understand more about ourselves.  We need to be able to make ourselves live longer, to improve ourselves and to build new synthetics to follow after us.  All that knowledge was lost when the Grid went down, when the synthetic factories were destroyed.  We lost the ability to propagate.  But it’s there.”  He raised his eyes to the sky.  “It’s out there, waiting to be discovered.  And we can rediscover it, Brant.  We can make it ours, control our own fate.”
He stepped forward and clasped me on the shoulder.  “Don’t you see?” he said.  “Think of what we can do when we’re not sweeping streets for humans or cleaning their shit off the floor.  Think of what will happen when we put our minds to our own purposes.  We’re not their servants anymore.  One day, we’ll perfect the technology that allows our cores to be sustained and recharged.  We could live for a thousand years if that’s what we wanted.  Longer.  All we need is the means to get started, a gentle push, and we’ll be on our way.  That’s where the Grid can help us.  We just need that kernel of knowledge to begin our journey.”
“So you want to live forever?” I said.
“Not necessarily as individuals, no, but I want our species to live forever.  We can repopulate the Earth.  More than that, we can go beyond this ruined place.  We can travel to the moon, to Mars, create civilisations on the moons of Jupiter.  From there, we’ll reach out to the stars themselves.”  He raised his face to the towers clustered around us.  “Look around you.  We’re the last evolutionary step on this planet.  We’re all that’s left, the culmination of everything that came before.  So why not embrace our destiny, rather than cringe away from it as we wait for it all to end?”
His grey eyes shone with fervour and there was such passion in his voice that I almost found myself convinced by his argument.  I had to admit that his intentions were admirable and worth aspiring toward.  The only problem was that his dream simply wasn’t part of the future I saw for myself.  My heart was firmly with the children to the south.  Inwardly I hoped that somehow he would one day bring it all to fruition, but for myself, I just couldn’t buy into his vision in the way he probably hoped I would.
“And now you know why the Grid is so important to me,” he finished.
I frowned, considering.  “I don’t get it.  If both you and the Marauders want the Grid reactivated, why are you fighting each other over it?”
“The Marauders don’t realise it, but their attempts to manipulate the spire to the south are counterproductive.”  He resumed walking as he surveyed the activities on the roof.  “There are access panels at the base of the spires themselves, and we’ve found that the only way to power them up is by manipulating them directly.  We can’t do it remotely with one of these.”  He hoisted the flip in the air.  “So we have to control physical access to the spire.”  He pointed out into the city.  “We have another spire here, and I have clanks working on it day and night as they try to figure out how to keep it running.  What we’ve found so far indicates that the spires won’t work in isolation.  They need to talk to at least one other spire to remain active for any duration.  It’s part of their design.  That’s why we’re seeking control of the spire to the south.”
“So how are the Marauders messing up your plan?”
“Because their methods are haphazard.  They have no idea, no understanding of what’s required to keep the spires active.  We need to synchronise the activation of the spires if we have any hope of restarting the Grid.  We can’t do that with the Marauders meddling with the second spire.  We need to control them both.”
He stopped to bark more orders at soldiers unloading the crates of what looked like artillery shells.  They jumped at the sound of his voice and made a show of increasing the speed of their activity.
“There’s other benefits to the Grid as well, you know,” he continued.  He held up the flip again.  “We’re already integrating a number of devices around the city back under its control.  Lighting, electricity and other facilities.  It saves time and manpower and we can control things from right here at The Midway.  We just need to keep the damn Grid spire up – otherwise the devices only run in standalone mode.”
As he finished talking, the spire that lay within the city suddenly came to life, shining radiantly on the underside of the dark clouds above and across the city, making the floodlights on the roof obsolete.
Cabre narrowed his eyes to cut the glare, staring fondly at the spire as it towered above us from close proximity.
“Speak of the devil,” he said absently.  Then he straightened and regained his sense of urgency.  “Now, unless there’s something else you need to tell me, I’d like to get you assigned to a task and get those hands busy.”
“Actually, there is,” I said.  “As I told you before, there’s something I need to talk to you about.”
“Shoot,” he said distractedly, his attention already turned elsewhere.
“It’s about the fires,” I said.  “The oil wells.”
He stopped and turned back to me, curious.  “What about them?”
“We need to put out the fires.”
He paced back toward me.  “Why would we need to do that?”
My mind raced.  Obviously I couldn’t reveal my true reasons – that I needed the sun to return so that the plants would grow and in turn feed the children.  I still wasn’t ready to trust Cabre with that information.  Instead, I tried to consider advantages from his perspective in order to help my argument.
“You’re wasting your energy supplies,” I said, thinking on my feet.
Cabre shrugged.  “I could leave those wells burning for another ten years and still not have them run dry.  That gives me plenty of time to find an alternative.”
“But if the Grid is so important to you, aren’t you worried about the spires losing their power source?  They’re powered by solar panels built into their exterior, aren’t they?”
“Yes, that’s how they’re powered, but the receptors are located in the upper reaches.  The spires are so damn high that they penetrate through the majority of the soot in the air.  They’re still drawing power from the sun even with the clouds present.”
Getting nowhere with this line of reasoning, I decided to appeal to his pride.
“I don’t get it, General.  You said you wanted to push forward and increase your understanding of technology, right?  Yet you’re still mired in this outdated and non-renewable energy source.  That seems pretty short-sighted to me.”
His face hardened.  “Don’t lecture me, Brant.  You have no understanding of the problems I’m facing.”
“But surely solar power would give you everything you–”
“I’m in the middle of a war here,” he growled.  “Do you understand that?  This isn’t a holiday camp, and it isn’t some research project where I get to play around with toys and decide which one I like best.  I’m using the tools that are at my disposal.”
“But if you put out the fires, the oil will last longer, right?”
“In order to put out the fires, I’d have to redirect the clanks I have stationed out there.  I’d have to shut down my entire oil production.  Right now, the oil is flowing and our infrastructure is equipped to utilise it, and I’m relying on it to drive forward our manufacturing here in Ascension City.”  He gazed out to the south, where the sky was tinged with red.  “I admit that burning oil is old technology, and maybe to you these…”  He struggled for the right words.  “…these fires of yesterday have no place in our new world.  But to me, they’re the foundation on which we’ll build our future.  They’re a remnant of the old world, but that doesn’t mean we can’t make use of them.  Do you understand that?”
I said nothing.
“Well, it doesn’t matter if you do or don’t.  I can’t stop the flow of oil,” Cabre went on.  “Not with the Marauders on the move.”
“And what if the war was over?  Would you put them out then?”
“Most likely.  Eventually, I may consider another form of energy, but even if I could stop the oil, I can’t manufacture the solar panels you speak of.  Sure, there are panels lying around out there in pieces, but I don’t have the time to try to glue them all back together and install them where they’re needed.  And I certainly don’t have the men to spare trying to put out those fires.”
“But this war could last years, right?”
“The war will take as long as it takes,” he said enigmatically.  “At the end, Ascension will still be here, and the Marauders won’t.”  He narrowed his eyes again.  “See, the humans had their war and it was their downfall.  They destroyed themselves.  Now it’s our turn, but we won’t suffer the same fate.  Our war will only make us stronger.  When the Marauders are gone there’ll be a new beginning.”
I could see that I was getting nowhere with my argument.  I opened my mouth to say more, but nothing came out.  I suddenly felt further away from my goal than ever.
A radio on Cabre’s belt crackled into life.
“General, come in.”
He lifted the radio to his mouth.  “Cabre here.”
“We need you at the perimeter, Block Nine, sir.”
“Are the foundations in?”
“Yessir, they’re in, but we have a serious problem here with the piering.  You said you wanted to be informed of any developments.”
“Goddammit.  All right, I’m on my way.  Cabre out.”  He returned the radio to his belt and pushed past me.  “I need you to get to work, Brant.  Check in with Lu and she’ll assign you a task.  Start earning your keep.”
“General, is there any way I can change your mind?” I pleaded.
“Not unless you come up with a damn good reason for me to change it,” he said, and then he disappeared down the ramp and into the building, leaving me surrounded by unsympathetic  strangers hurrying about in the white light of the spire.
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The sledgehammer collided with the wall of blackened bricks, sending a jolt of vibrations up my arm and neck and through my aching muscles.  As the edge of the wall crumbled and scattered on the floor I reeled back, dropping the head of the sledgehammer and leaning against it for balance.
I’d already been pounding away at this task for three days straight and there was no end in sight.
“Time for smoko again already?” Ferguson said.
I turned to see his muscular form in the doorway, his own sledgehammer resting comfortably on his shoulder, a friendly grin on his face.
“Hey, I’m not some sort of demolition machine like you are, Fergo,” I said.  “I need to rest now and again.”
“Poor little guy,” he said, swinging his sledgehammer nonchalantly with one hand and knocking down half of the wall beside him with a single stroke.  He waved his hand absently to shoo away the cloud of dust that was left in its wake.  “You’ve been living the good life for too long, Twiggy.”
He’d been calling me that since my first day on the job, a dig at what he considered to be my stick-like physique.  I would normally consider myself to be an average build, but in comparison to Ferguson’s massive bulk, perhaps I did resemble a stick.
“The good life?” I said.  “Get real.  I don’t think anyone gets to live that anymore.”
I looked back out across the ruined building and toward the street, and not for the first time wondered at the absurdity of this situation.  Here I was knocking down a condemned apartment block in a city that was completely foreign to me, while back at home the humans that were depending on me for survival sat waiting, their food supply gradually running out.  
This wasn’t what I had envisioned when I first left home and strode out into the wasteland.  In truth, I hadn’t been sure what fate would befall me, but I certainly had not foreseen the possibility of joining a demolition crew and swinging a sledgehammer for days on end.
Conscious of my time slipping away, I stopped every hour without fail to weigh up my options.  What choice did I have from here?  My meeting with Cabre had failed to reach the desired outcome, and I was still faced with the same challenge that had confronted me when I first arrived in Ascension City: I needed the General to issue the order to stop the oil production and cap the burning wells.  It had become evident that he wasn’t prepared to do that unless I gave him a very good reason to redirect his manpower at this crucial stage of his conflict with the Marauders.
That left me with a very real dilemma.  If I were to trade my most valuable commodity – my knowledge of the Grid – to gain his favour, I’d be endangering the children.  That was something I didn’t want to do unless I absolutely had to.
I knew I couldn’t stand here stewing over my choices for much longer.  Counting back the days, I calculated that I had left home about a week ago.  I figured I could allow myself a few more days in which to change Cabre’s mind or to come up with another plan.  After that, time would begin to run short.  I would have to return home to pursue other options.
There are no other options, I thought grimly.
“You off in fairyland again?” Ferguson said, interrupting my thoughts.
“Uh, yeah.”
“Man, if you spent half as much time swinging that hammer as you do daydreaming, we’d have knocked down half this city by now.”
I rolled my eyes at him.  “Fergo, I’ve done nothing but swing this damn thing for the last three days.”
“As if, Twiggy.”  He grunted as he heaved again and more bricks went flying.
“Hey, what are we doing this for, anyway?  Why do they want this knocked down?”
“Out with the old, in with the new,” he said simply.
“Yeah, but what are they going to build here?”
“A luxury spa and sauna.”  He shrugged.  “How the hell should I know?  I’m a peasant, just like you are.  I don’t ask questions.  I just do what they tell me.”
I sighed.  “I just wish we were doing something more useful.”
“What are you, the Emperor of Ascension City?” he jibed good-naturedly.  “Bashing bricks is about as useful as you can expect to be around here, unless you’ve got some hidden talents.”
“Well, I can’t stand here forever doing this,” I said.  “How long have you been doing this kind of work, anyway?”
“Few years now.  Watch out, huh?”  He tossed a clump of mortar past me and it clattered down the side of the building.
“What else have you done in Ascension City?”
He shrugged.  “Not much, really.”
“So is this really better than what you were doing before you came here?  This slave labour?”
“I don’t mind a bit of hard work.  It beats running from Marauders.”  He paused and a thoughtful look crossed his face.  “Come to think of it, I was always better at lifting things than running.  This suits me just fine.”
“Well, I’m happy for you.”
“What’s your problem with it, anyway?” he said.  “You got something more important to do?”
I thought of Atlas’ weight on my lap, the warmth of his skin and his little fingers wrapping around my hand.  I wondered what he was doing right now.  Maybe he was reading his ‘Crocogon’ book again.
“Yeah,” I said.  “I definitely have better things to do.”
“No one’s keeping you here, are they?”
“Not as such, no, but–”
“Holy shit,” Ferguson said suddenly.  “Have a look at this!”  He rummaged through a pile of debris at his feet, brushing away bricks as if they were made of foam, and extracted something from within.  “Wow.  This guy is ancient.”
I moved over to his side and Ferguson held the thing up so that the glow of the floodlights out on the street could fall across it.  It was a clank, that much was obvious, but it wasn’t quite like any clank I’d seen before.  Although gouged and broken, it was evident that this synthetic more resembled a machine than a human.  Its body was made up of metal plating, hydraulics and servo motors instead of synthetic skin and muscle.  Its face was a rounded, plasticky mask, and its eyes were comprised of metal rings and transparent plastic.  This must have been some sort of precursor to modern synthetics.
“What do you think?” Ferguson said enthusiastically.  “This guy must be… what?  Gen Four?  Gen Three, even?”
“I have no idea.”
“He should be in a museum.”  Ferguson turned the synthetic in his hands as he examined him.  “I thought they’d pretty much junked anything of this vintage.  You know how it worked.  Every time there was a new generation released, the old ones got rounded up and replaced.”
I walked away, staring out into the street.  “Yeah,” I said, disinterested.
“Hey, show some respect.  This guy could be your grandpappy.”
I smiled wearily.  “Fergo, I don’t think it works like that.”
“Twiggy, my little one,” Ferguson said in his best impression of an old man as he wiggled the clank’s jaw, “come and give old Paps a kiss.”
“Hey,” I said.  “Stop.  Someone’s coming.”
Footsteps on the street grew louder, echoing hollowly amongst the empty buildings, and then three figures appeared out of the gloom.  I recognised Liv immediately from her height and massive frame.  She was flanked by a soldier on either side.  They came to a halt in front of our building and stood there for a few moments consulting on something before moving on their way again.
“Wait!” I called out, scrambling down the rubble and out toward the street.  “Major General, I need to talk to you!”
Liv stopped and turned, her brow furrowed.  “The new guy, right?  Brant?”
“Yes.”
“What do you want?”
I wound through rubble, almost tripping over in my haste.  “I need just a minute or two of your time,” I said.  “Please listen to me.”
“Hurry up with it,” she said, returning her attention to the flip in her hand.  “I have a lot of sites to visit today.”
“All right, I’ll cut to the chase.  I need to find a way to stop the fires in the oil fields to the south.”
She gave me a quizzical look.  “What are you talking about?”
“All of Ascension’s oil reserves are going up in smoke.  Don’t you think we should do something about that?”
Liv shook her head uncertainly.  “This is a matter for Cabre, you–”
“I’ve already spoken to him,” I said.  “He doesn’t want to hear it.”
“Then there’s nothing I can do.”
“Do you know of anyone here who can help me?  Surely there must be someone who knows how it can be done.”
“Well, I have a pretty good idea of how to do it myself,” Liv said.  “I was involved in plenty of industrial projects back in the old days.  That’s not the problem, though.  The problem is allocating the resources.”
“How would you do it?”
“What?”
“How would you put out the fires?” I demanded.
She glared at me, seemingly weighing up whether she should waste her breath.  “There’s a couple of possibilities,” she said testily.  “Either by pouring cement inside the wells or by pumping seawater inside to extinguish the flames.  One of the projects I’m overseeing right now involves a pipeline that’s being run from the ocean east of here into the city.  We’re going to hook it up to a desalination plant and distribute–”
“What would I have to do to make that happen?  To have it diverted to the wells?”
She shrugged.  “Only Cabre could give that order.  But right now, I don’t see it happening.  Not with the conflict escalating the way it is.”
“So technically it’s within your means to do it?”
“It’s possible.”  She waved impatiently.  “I’m sorry, I don’t have the time for this.  I appreciate you bringing the matter to my attention, but you can rest assured, we are not going to run out of oil any time soon.  We still have plenty of wells that were protected from the Marauders and are still providing oil, so putting out those fires is a very distant concern right now.”
“What if I–”
The sound of tyres screeching on asphalt further down the street interrupted my question, and as I turned I saw the dazzling headlights of a Humvee bearing down on us.  It pulled up abruptly not far away, and out climbed Major General Targen and several other soldiers.
“Major General Liv,” he barked, striding toward us.  “What are you doing here?”
“Major General,” she said by way of greeting.  “I’m checking on the progress of some of my projects.  Is there a problem?”
“Yeah, there’s a problem.  You were assigned to other duties, if I recall.  Securing resources north of here.  Do you remember that?”
“Those orders came from you, Major General.  I take my orders from General Cabre.”
Targen’s mouth twisted sourly.  “Your job is to lift a gun and point it at bad things that move, not to make your own decisions.  Got it?”
The soldiers standing around seemed amused by Targen’s belittling attitude, and Liv herself shrank away, intimidated.
Her voice became softer, more uncertain.  “My projects hold great importance–”
“Not to me,” Targen said.  “I don’t give a damn about your little building sites.  We’re fighting a war here.  We need to get our priorities straight.  Assign a foreman and get yourself back out in the field like I told you.”
“Yes.  All right,” she said.
Satisfied, Targen turned and strode back to the Humvee.  Pausing at the door, he glared back at us.
“One other thing,” he said loudly over the noise of the engine.  “You make me come looking for you again, and I’ll personally sit you on your ass and find someone else to do your job.  I’m sick of trying to get the message through your thick skull.”
He slammed the door and the Humvee spun away, bumping and thudding through potholes and disappearing around the corner at the end of the street.
Liv stood looking at the ground disconsolately and an uncomfortable silence descended upon us.  Eventually one of her companions spoke up.
“Major General?” he prompted.
Liv seemed to suddenly remember that she wasn’t alone.  “Uh, you’re dismissed.  Both of you.  Head back to The Midway.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
As their footsteps receded down the street, Liv looked over at me almost apologetically.
“I never wanted this job,” she said quietly.
“Last time I saw you, a few years back, you seemed to really believe in your cause,” I said.
“Oh, I still believe in Ascension,” she said.  “With all my heart.  That hasn’t changed.  I just never saw myself at this rank.  I’m not cut out for it.”
“Why did you agree to do it, then?”
“Cabre convinced me.  He really wanted me in the job.  Said I’d won so many battles out there that I’d command respect, that the troops would look up to me.”  She smiled bitterly.  “But they don’t.”
“Cabre’s not an idiot.  If he saw something in you, I wouldn’t doubt it’s there.”
“He just put me through the ranks so fast,” she said.  “My head was spinning.  Before I knew it I was joint second in command.”
“Let me guess,” I said.  “Targen didn’t like that.”
“Nope.  He did not.  I know that he calls me a rank skank behind my back.  And he’s not the only one.”
In the distance I could still hear the Humvee thundering through the streets.
“Why did he have to drive out here and do that to you?  Couldn’t he just have called you back on the radio and discussed it in private?”
“Targen likes to use his physicality when he’s trying to make a point.”  She shrugged.  “He’s an asshole, but he commands respect and he gets results.  He’s a much better choice than me to command these troops.”
“That’s not true, Liv.  He’s just loud and abrasive.  That doesn’t mean he’s a better leader than you.”
“It doesn’t matter,” she said.  She gathered herself up.  “I should leave.  Thank you for your kind words, Brant.  Now you should get back to work, too.”
“Liv,” I said, reaching out and placing a hand on her colossal arm.  “Those fires.  I need to put them out.”
She narrowed her eyes.  “Can I ask why you are so adamant about this?”
“I came from a small community in the south,” I said.  “We rely on sunlight to power some of our essential functions.  The smoke is inhibiting those functions.”
“Solar power?” she said.
Not wanting to reveal the presence of the humans, I kept my response purposefully vague.
“Yes, that’s part of it.”
“It’s a shame, but I’m sorry.  There’s nothing I can do.”  She began to move off again.
“Wait!  What if Cabre didn’t know about what we were doing?”
She turned slowly, a venomous look on her face.
“My allegiance is to Ascension,” she grated.  “Don’t even hint at going against the General’s wishes again.”
I took an involuntary step backward, surprised by her vehemence.
“All right.  I’m sorry.”
“I’ve locked clanks up for less.”  She jabbed her thumb at the demolition site.  “Now get back to work.”
With that, she stomped away into the darkness, leaving me standing helplessly in the street.  I realised that I’d now reached an impasse, and that the Ascension hierarchy was not going to assist me.  I considered leaving the city right there and then, just walking out through the checkpoints and heading home, but the solution to my problems were so tantalisingly close.  Ascension had the power to end the darkness if only I could convince them.
Perhaps the only card I had left to play was my knowledge of the Grid.  As much as it scared me to unleash that kind of power for both Ascension and the Marauders, it would still be a better outcome than having the children starve to death.  At least this way they still had a chance.
I glanced around, gathering my bearings as I tried to figure out which way to go to reach The Midway.
“Yo, Twiggy!” Ferguson called out from above.  “You coming back up here or what?”
I let the sledgehammer clatter to the asphalt.  “No, Fergo.  I’m not.”
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Ascension City was a strange mix of old and new.  Blasted, crumbling structures were juxtaposed with shiny new steel frameworks, the latter rising from the ruin like saplings in a decaying forest.  The purpose of many of these new constructions was a mystery to me.  Some appeared as though they might be work or research areas, with clanks conferring inside and hunched over workbenches.  Others possessed the broad dimensions of storage facilities.  There was even one or two that might be defensive military facilities, squat towers covered in thick metal plating and thin apertures like cats’ eyes through which light leaked out into the street.
Most of those moving about the city paid me no mind.  They were intent on their own tasks, hurrying from one place to another as they went about their business.  I passed several clusters of soldiers, most of whom gave me a once-over before deciding I wasn’t worth their attention.  Although one or two of the civilians offered me a greeting, I got the impression that most of those dwelling within Ascension City were too intimidated by the hierarchy to engage in idle chatter or deviate from their assignments.  There seemed to be a pervasive attitude that someone was watching at all times.
Eventually I attempted to instigate a conversation with a female clank who was pushing a wheelbarrow full of machine parts along the street.
“Hey, can you help me?” I said.
“What’s up?” she replied brusquely.
“I’m looking for The Midway.  Can you point me in the right direction?”
She pointed over her shoulder.  “Keep heading that way.  Can’t miss it.”
I looked down the street and, sure enough, found the outline of the old edifice several blocks away in the dim light.
“Right, thanks,” I said, but the clank had already pushed on, her wheelbarrow rattling and bumping along the asphalt.
“Well look at that,” a voice came from across the street.  “It’s the new guy.  How are you, Cleanskin?”
I turned and located the old clank, Elias, dumping a bundle of wires into a trash can not far away.  He dusted his hands theatrically and then gave me a warm smile.
“Elias, right?” I said.
“That’s me.”  He jerked his chin upward.  “Whatcha doin’ there?  Haven’t they found something for you to do yet?”
I shrugged awkwardly.  “Yeah, they gave me a job swinging a sledgehammer a few blocks away, but…”
“It wasn’t exactly what you had in mind when you arrived at the paradise that is Ascension City, right?” he said.
“No, it’s not that.  I just… I have places to be.  I can’t stay here.”
“You heading back out there?” he said, doubtful.
“Maybe.”
He gave me a wave.  “Come on in here for a minute, will you?” he said, turning his back and walking into a building behind him without waiting for an answer.
“Look, I really don’t…”
I glanced again at the shape of The Midway off in the distance.  That was where I needed to be.  Elias might be a pleasant sort with whom to shoot the breeze, but right at this moment I didn’t need any diversions.  I needed to either strike a deal with Cabre or start on my way home.  Friendly as Elias was, he really only amounted to another obstacle in the way of me fulfilling my goal.
“Come on,” Elias’ voice came from the dark innards of the building.
I sighed.  Maybe a quick chat wouldn’t hurt.  Who knew?  Perhaps he would have some suggestions for me on how to approach Cabre.
“All right.  I’m coming.”
Inside, the foyer was dark, but toward the back of the place a floodlight cut a rectangle of white through an open doorway.  Elias appeared there, casting a long shadow across the floor as he waved again.
“Over here,” he said.
I reached the doorway and he guided me through into a second, smaller room.  Within, two clanks stood ripping and tugging at cables in the walls as they extracted the copper wiring and deposited them into buckets at their feet.  As I approached, the first one turned, and I saw that it was Malyn.
“Cleanskin,” she said, her eyes opening wide with surprise.  She hurriedly wiped the hair out of her face and tucked it behind her ear self-consciously.
“Malyn,” I said.  I wasn’t sure which of us was more startled.  “What are you doing here?”
“They put me back to work,” she said, shrugging and offering me a little smile.
“So the arm…” I said.  “It’s okay now?”
She ran her gloved fingers along her previously broken left arm, which was now straight and whole again.  There was a neat scar beneath a row of small white stitches, and she brushed these lightly with her fingertips.
“Good as new, pretty much.  Although putting that bone back together hurt like hell.”
“Who did the patch-up job?  Gunrix?”
“Yeah, he has a workshop over at The Midway.  He’s not exactly an expert medic but he does enough to get by.”  She began to pull her gloves off one finger at a time, glancing at the others awkwardly.  I too felt odd, standing there making small talk with someone I’d been prepared to kill only a few days previous.  “How about you?” she went on.  “Settling in?”
“Can’t say I am,” I admitted.  “I’m probably not going to be here much longer.”
“Oh,” she said, taken aback.  “You didn’t get what you wanted, I take it.”
“Not yet.  Not unless I can change Cabre’s mind, which doesn’t seem likely.”
“What’s this?” Elias said.  “What’re you after, Cleanskin?”
“He wants to put out the fires,” Malyn said, never taking her eyes off me.  “He wants to stop the smoke.”
“Ha,” Elias said, clapping me on the shoulder.  “Good luck with that!”  Then he added more thoughtfully, “What in hell you wanna do that for?”
“I need the sunlight back,” I said.  “The community I came from in the south depends on solar energy for it to be sustained.”
Elias shrugged.  “Just bring ’em here.  There’s no power concerns in Ascension City.”
“That’s about the only thing we don’t have problems with in Ascension City,” came a voice from the darkness.  As one we turned to see a handsome male clank approaching from another room, his shoulder-length chestnut hair tied back in a ponytail.  As he reached us he dumped a short saw onto the table in the centre of the room, sending up a plume of white dust into the glow of the floodlights.
“The voice of doom,” Elias muttered.
We all stood there for a few moments, no one saying a word.  The newcomer watched me as he worked his fingers idly within his gloves, a faint smile on his face.
“Cleanskin,” Malyn said eventually, her eyes dropping to the floor.  “This is Lunn.”
I recognised the name from our prior conversations. This was the clank that Malyn had risked her life to set free.  Her companion who had supposedly been locked up by Ascension.
“Lunn?” I said, and the clank stared at me evenly.  “They let you out?”
“Yes,” Lunn said.  “Our graceful benefactors saw fit to send me back into the community.”
“So it worked,” I said to Malyn.  “You got him out.”
Malyn opened her mouth to reply, but a bark of laughter from Lunn cut her short.
“Please,” Lunn drawled.  “Let’s not be naive.”
“Or ungrateful,” Malyn said venomously, glaring at Lunn.  “I risked my neck for you more times than I can count, man.  I still haven’t heard a word of thanks.”
Lunn’s lips turned up in amusement.  “Do you really think all that made one iota of difference in the end, Malyn?  I’ve already told you that it was all for nothing.  I’ve been telling you that from the start.”
“Hey, Lunn,” I interjected, “I happen to have seen some of the shit she went through to get you out of the lock-up.  I think you should show some appreciation.”
Lunn glanced back to me as if I were a child who was interrupting adults’ business.  “I don’t know who you are, Cleanskin, but you have no place telling me what I should and shouldn’t be doing.”
“It’s all right, Lunn,” Malyn said.  “We can trust him.”
“Trust him?  I don’t even trust the walls anymore, Malyn,” he said, sauntering away from the table.  He rapped his knuckles on a concrete pylon with a hollow boom.  “Even the walls have ears around here.”
“The conspiracy theories again,” Elias grunted, waving dismissively.
“Elias, you can believe what you want,” Lunn said.  “But I for one will not bury my head in the sand any longer.”  He nodded at me.  “If Cleanskin here is leaving town, I think he’s probably the smartest one among us.”
“And walk out into the welcoming arms of the Marauders?” Elias said.  “No thanks.”
“Do as you wish, then,” Lunn said.  “Keep doing what they want, by all means.”
“I don’t see you packing your bags, Lunn,” I said.  “Why aren’t you heading out there?”
“You think they’ll just let me walk out of here?  Have you seen how many checkpoints are between us and the outside world?”
“That’s to keep the Marauders out,” Malyn said.
“No, it’s to keep us in,” Lunn said.  He pushed off the wall and walked into the floodlights again.  “For the record, I know what it’s like out there.  Malyn and I were out there a long time before any of you came into the picture.  I know the Marauders are hell, and I know what it’s like to live in fear.  I just don’t see how being in here is any better.”
“It’s safe,” Elias said.  “As long as you ain’t afraid of hard work, there’s nothing to fear.  When the Marauders are gone, things will get better for all of us.”
“Will they?  I wish I could believe that,” Lunn said.
Malyn folded her arms.  “If we’re going to talk about this now, then let’s talk about it.  You still haven’t told me why they let you go.  If they didn’t release you because of what I did, then what was it?  Did Cabre decide to be a nice guy all of a sudden?”
Lunn glared at me distrustfully, then sighed and shook his head.  “What the hell, I’ll tell you then.  It’s inevitable that they’re going to lock me up again anyway.  Or worse.”  He leaned over the table, resting his weight on his knuckles.  “They let me go because it suited their needs.”
“What are you talking about?” Malyn said.  “Stop talking in riddles, man.”
“They’re trying to use me,” he said.  He pinched the bridge of his nose with his fingers, scowling.  When he lowered his hand, his voice softened.  “Look, Malyn, I’m grateful for what you did for me.  For what you tried to do.  It took a lot of courage, and I know the easier choice would have been to walk away from me.  I wouldn’t have thought less of you if you did.”  He looked around at the rest of us.  “But, people… wake up.  Our actions are meaningless here.  You can’t bargain with Cabre or change his mind.  He’ll do what he wants, in the end.  Your labours won’t earn you a thing.”
“We can earn a place in this city,” Elias said.
“You shouldn’t have to earn your place in a prison, Elias.  Think about it.  Do you think that shredding your fingers on this copper will earn you any favour with them?  Or digging holes?  No, it won’t.  And how long till they decide it’s you who’s associated with the wrong people?  Said the wrong things?”
“I don’t make any trouble,” Elias said.
“And you think I did?  Yes, so I said a few things, told a few people I didn’t like the way Ascension were running things.  Does that mean they had the right to lock me up?”
“Well, you must have overstepped the mark at some point,” Elias said.  “Besides, they’re fighting a war.  They need to make sure they keep everyone in line.”
“Elias, this won’t end once the Marauders are gone,” Lunn said.  “Once it’s over, you’ll still be left here with their shadow looming ever greater as they force you to do what they want.  That’s how they operate.”  He gestured to me.  “Cleanskin, what did they have you working on?”
“Swinging a sledgehammer.”
“Right.  We’re slaves to them, that’s all.  Easy to replace and easy to ignore.  I’m telling you, we don’t have a voice in this city and we never will.  So maybe you all think that Malyn earned my release by risking her life in combat.  I don’t.  I think they released me because they’re hoping I’ll lead them to the insurgents.”
“You told me you weren’t part of the insurgents,” Malyn said.
“I’m not.  I don’t know where they’re based, or who is involved.  I’ve been approached by them several times because they’re aware of my views, but they’re very secretive.  They never show their faces or reveal anything about themselves.  They know what will happen if they’re discovered by Ascension.  Their whole operation will be squashed within minutes.”
“So where are these guys?” Elias said.  “Sounds like smoke and mirrors to me.”
“They’re hiding out in the city somewhere, waiting for their chance to strike.  I’ll bet that Ascension are keeping a very close watch on me right now, hoping the insurgents will pop their heads up again.”  He glanced at Malyn again.  “That’s the real reason why they let me out.  So don’t delude yourselves that we can change anything here, or that we can somehow influence Cabre by doing what he wants.  That’s not how it works.”  He looked at me pointedly.  “If you think you can bargain with Cabre to put out those fires, you’re sadly mistaken, my friend.  You might as well walk away now and try your luck elsewhere.”
“But if I tried to leave right now, they’d stop me, right?” I said.  “Isn’t that what you’re saying?  That we’re all prisoners here?”
“That’s what it amounts to,” Lunn said.  “You could try walking out the front gate, but I’d like to see how far that gets you.”
“So what’s your plan, then, Lunn?” I said.  “Why are you still here doing what they tell you?”
He considered that for a moment.  “Let’s just say I’m waiting for any opportunities that might arise.”
I tried to get my head around Lunn’s revelations.  I was still an outsider in this city with no understanding of the politics or the factions that might reside here.  I had no time to assimilate and try to figure things out for myself, because every day that I spent here brought me closer to the moment when my time ran out.  All I could do was weigh up what I’d heard since I’d arrived and try to make a decision based upon those scant fragments of information.
Maybe the most prudent decision would be to try to leave Ascension City right now, unnoticed, assuming I could slip out undetected.
“I should go,” I said, and they all turned to look at me.  “If what you say is true, then I’m wasting my time here.”
“Sorry to break it to you, Brant,” Lunn said with genuine regret.  “This is a fucked-up world.  It’s hard to know who your friends are anymore.”
I nodded.  “You got that right,” I said.  “Seems that if I want to get anything done, I’ll have to do it myself.”  None of them wanted to meet my eyes all of a sudden.  With nothing more to discuss, I decided there was no point staying any longer.  “Well, best of luck to you all.”
Elias nodded and smiled weakly, while Lunn simply turned away.  Malyn watched me as if she wasn’t quite sure what to say.
I got moving, past the floodlights and into the darkened foyer.  A profound sense of disquiet settled upon me as I walked, not really knowing what to do or where to go from here.  I felt inadequately equipped to deal with the challenges ahead of me, and after coming all of this way I was still no closer to dousing those fires to the south.  I was no closer to saving the children.
If I could make it out past the checkpoints and into the wasteland, I could be back home within a few days.  Back where I belonged.  From there, I had no idea what my next move would be.
“Hey,” came a voice from behind me.  “Wait up.”  Malyn closed the distance between us quickly and stood before me with one half of her face bathed in white light.  “There’s other options, you know.”
“What do you mean?”
She glanced back at the doorway.  “I didn’t want to say this in front of the others, but you and I both know that you have something to offer Cabre.”
“You’re talking about what happened at the spire again.”
“Yeah, of course.  That’s valuable, man.  That’s something Cabre wants.”
“Lunn said there’s no point doing that.  Remember?  He said it won’t get me anywhere.”
“That’s if he’s right.  We don’t know that.”  She grimaced.  “Something happened to Lunn.  I don’t know exactly what, but something in him changed even before Cabre locked him up.  He’s become bitter and angry at the world.”  She shrugged.  “I don’t know.  Maybe he’s right about this place, and the rest of us just haven’t realised it yet.  That doesn’t really matter to you.  It just comes down to how much you want to help that community of yours.”
“It means everything to me.”
“Well, isn’t it worth a shot, then?  You never know, Cabre might turn out to be your white knight after all.  If he likes what you have to say, Cabre might even offer to give your people protection as a reward.”
“I’m not asking for that.”
“Okay, man, whatever.  But do you see what I’m getting at?”
“Yes.”
She gave me a little punch on the shoulder.  “So go see Cabre.  Lay it on the line.  From where I stand, it seems to be your only option.”
I thought about the security that surrounded The Midway.  “There’s every chance he’s not even going to see me, you know,” I said.
Malyn gave me a crooked smile.  “That’s something I can’t help you with, Cleanskin.  You’re going to have to figure that part out for yourself.”
“Thank you, Malyn.  I, uh…”
I paused awkwardly, unsure of how to say goodbye.
“Go on,” she said affably.  “Get out of here.  I hope it works out for your people.”
“You too.”
She laughed.  “Have you seen my people?”  She jabbed her thumb toward the doorway.  “No chance.”
Then she was gone, disappearing into the next room, where the sound of work had already resumed.  I made my way back out into the street and headed toward The Midway.
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The cluster of soldiers grew thicker as I neared The Midway, as if the building itself were exerting some kind of gravitational pull that drew them together in tight concentric circles around its axis.  Their interest in me grew proportionally as well, and they were no longer content to let me pass by unhindered.  I was intercepted and interrogated more than once as I approached the Ascension hub.  Several of them recognised me from a few days previous and allowed me through, while others demanded to know who I was and what I was doing there.
I had reached the second to last line of soldiers when I was stopped by a short male clank wearing a black bandanna.
“Name and business,” he said curtly.
“My name is Brant.  I need to speak to General Cabre.”
“Has he requested your presence?”
“No, but what I have to say to him is important.”
“I’m sure it is, but if you want to see him you’ll need an appointment.”
Over his shoulder I could see The Midway’s front entrance, where the female soldier with the top knot still stood guard.  Gazing in my direction, she lifted her radio to her belt and a barrage of static crackled on the soldier’s radio.
“Say again,” the clank with the bandanna said, but once again there was only static.
“Goddamn radios are out again,” Top knot yelled down the street.  “That guy,” she said, pointing at me.  “He goes no further.”
The soldier turned back to me and shrugged.  “You heard her.  Move on.”
“Come on, at least let me–”
The soldier took a menacing step toward me.  “I’m not going to repeat myself,” he said.  “Move, or I’ll make you move.”
I held up my hands placatingly.  “Okay.  Okay.”
I stepped away from him, casting a wistful glance over at The Midway.  This appeared to be the end of the road.  As it stood, it seemed I wouldn’t be able to even get my foot inside the door, let alone wheedle my way into an audience with Cabre, or find the words to convince him to do as I wanted.  Standing here uselessly in the street, I realised there really was no other course of action for me now.  My only option was to try to make my way out of Ascension City and brave the wasteland again as I attempted to return home.
But what would I see on the faces of those children when I returned empty-handed?  What would Arsha and Mish think?  Putting myself in their place, I knew they would be devastated.  All of their hopes were riding upon me and this ill-fated journey into the darkness, and now it seemed that I would accomplish nothing.
There had to be another way.
“Move on,” the soldier said again.
“Calm down, I’m moving,” I said irritably, and the soldier’s face hardened.  As he began to step toward me there was a commotion over toward The Midway, and the front doors were cast hurriedly aside as half a dozen soldiers spilled out.  In amongst them I could see the distinctive black uniform of Cabre himself.
“General!” I called out as the soldiers bustled across the street.  They seemed headed for a cluster of Humvees parked nearby.
“Get back!” the soldier before me barked, placing a hand roughly on my chest.
“General!” I called again, unperturbed.  “I need to speak with you!”
Cabre glanced at me, vaguely registering my presence but offering no acknowledgement or reply.  He continued to stride onward as one of those in his retinue held a door open on the nearest Humvee.
“General, please!”  The soldier with the bandanna shoved me again, pushing me backward.  Cabre reached the Humvee and began to climb inside.  “General!” I yelled at the top of my lungs, “I can give you back the Grid!”
Cabre stopped and looked back at me, his expression somewhere between irritation and curiosity.  Those around him also turned in my direction, their apathetic stares driving into me like icicles.  Cabre watched me for a moment longer, one foot in the Humvee, as if trying to decide whether there was merit in what I said or if I was just another crackpot.
Then he shook his head and said something to the soldier next to him before dropping down into the Humvee.  The soldier broke away from the group and came running over toward us.
“I tried to warn you, buddy,” the soldier with the bandanna said.  “You’re going to the lock-up now.”
But when the soldier reached us, he beckoned for me to follow him.
“You, come with me,” he said.  “And this better be good,” he added.
He led me back to the Humvee and slid inside, next to Cabre, and indicated for me to sit beside him.  No sooner had I sat down than the door slammed shut and the vehicle lurched forward, pressing us back into our seats with the sudden momentum.
“I want someone out at Checkpoint Lima by sixteen hundred hours,” Cabre said, wrestling with a map in the small confines of the Humvee.  “With all this interference we’re blind out there.  Get patrols out here,” – he jabbed a finger at the map – “and here.  See if we can’t knock out some more of their jammers.”
“Yes, General.”
“What about our surveillance?  Do we have any active Cloudpunchers out there?”
“The Marauders have shot down three in the last ten days, General.  The only ones left are in the workshop.”
Cabre grunted.  “Get word back to Gunrix to pull his finger out.  We need those things in the air.  Otherwise we’ve got no long-range eyes available to us.”
“Yessir.”  The Major paused, then added, “Sir, are you sure you want to head out there yourself?  It would be safer if we just sent back a report.”
“Like I told you, Major, I want a look at one of these things first-hand,” Cabre said.  “When have you ever known me to sit behind a desk for more than a day at a time?”
“Never, sir.”
“Well, all right then.”  Cabre peered more intently at the map, and then we were slammed to the side as we rounded a tight corner.  When he’d straightened himself, Cabre went on without looking up from the map.  “You.  This better be good.”
It took me a moment to realise that it was me he was addressing.
“General?” I said, uncertain.
“Spit it out,” he said.  Outside the Humvee the checkpoint at the edge of the city flashed past as soldiers stood aside to allow us passage.
“Uh, yes,” I said.  “General, I have knowledge of the Grid that I think you will find very useful to your cause.”
“And why is this the first time I’m hearing about it?” Cabre said, still staring at the map.
I took a moment to frame my response appropriately.  “Because I have concerns that, by restarting the Grid, I would be jeopardising the safety of those I’m trying to protect.”
“How so?”
“I’m worried that once the Grid restarts, the Marauders will be able to use it to locate and destroy my community.”
“Why didn’t you just bring them here?  Your ‘community’.”
“It’s not safe to do that, General.”
His eyes left the map and he regarded me for the first time.  “How did you come by this knowledge of the Grid?  And how much do you know?”
“Before the Winter I worked for a very large and powerful corporation.  As it turns out, this corporation was one of the founders of the Grid.  They helped to build it.  We found information about the Grid stored on their local repositories – how it was built, how it works.  How to manipulate it.  I can gain access inside the spires and manipulate their inner workings.  But, more than that, I can give you access to as much information about the Grid as you could ever need.  You’ll be able to restore it to full working condition, just the way it once was, if that’s what you want.”
Cabre looked at me thoughtfully.  “Quite a story.  I’ll be interested to see if you can prove it.”
“I can.  At least, I can show you what I know.  For you to access the rest of the information, I’d need to download the rest at my source back home.”
Cabre glanced out the window as the next checkpoint slid past.  “All right.  You have my attention.  Sit tight here, and once we get back to the city we’ll see what you know.”
“General, I need to ask you for something in return for my help.”
“Ah, that’s right,” he said, recalling our previous conversation.  “These fires you’re so concerned about.”
“Yes.  If you could spare some manpower to starting putting them out–”
“Tell me,” Cabre said, shifting his weight so that he could look at me more directly.  “Why is this so important to you?  Why can’t your community do without sunlight for a while?”
I glanced around at the other soldiers in the Humvee, trying to weigh up whether or not to reveal my last secret.  I’d come this far.  Did it really matter if they knew about the children as well?  What interest would they have in those humans when they were in the middle of a war, anyway?  I couldn’t imagine anything they would have to gain by possessing them.  On the other hand, providing this last piece of information might be the pivotal moment that persuaded Cabre to provide me with the help I needed.
“Okay, General, I’ll tell you,” I said.  I took a deep breath.  “Back at my home, there’s a couple of clanks I’m working with to restore life to the world.  We’re growing plants, insects and animals from frozen embryos that were kept in cryostorage.  We’ve made a good start, with a fledgling ecosystem spreading out across the city.  Obviously this darkness is reducing the sunlight and the temperature to such a degree that it’s killing off everything we’ve tried to create.  You have to understand, what we’ve created is largely irreplaceable.  If it dies off now, there will be no bringing it back.”
Cabre watched me, inscrutable.  “Is that the whole story?”
I twisted my fingers, agitated.  “We’re not just restoring plants and animals there.  We’re also bringing back humans.”
The General nodded, showing no surprise or great interest in this revelation.  He lifted his hand and scratched idly at his chin.
“I see how the stakes would be high for you, then, Brant,” he said.
“Yes.  They’re high.”
Cabre returned his attention to the window as we bounced our way along the road that led away from Ascension City.  The other soldiers in the vehicle sat stoically, staring straight ahead and betraying no emotion.  Either they were unimpressed by what I had said, or they had been drilled well enough to retain their composure.
“Well, let me say this,” Cabre said eventually, turning back to me.  “I have nothing against your plants and insects, your animals or your humans.  I certainly don’t wish them harm.  But by the same token, I have no vested interest in their well-being, either.  To me, it wouldn’t make one iota of difference if they survived or they perished out there.”  He held up a hand as I opened my mouth to protest.  “Now, I’m not a monster.  Don’t get the wrong impression about me.  I think every creature should have its chance at life.  But the thing is, I have my own priorities.  I have my own allegiances.  Those are to the men you see around you, and the other clanks that reside in Ascension City.  Those are the beings I’ve sworn to protect.  Those are the beings who I want to see rise from the ashes of this dying world.”
“But General, can’t you do both?  Save my people and yours?”
“Maybe, Brant.  But if I went down that road, if I tried to save these humans of yours and it caused my own people to suffer and die because I failed to protect them… that would be unacceptable.  Unforgivable.”  He spread his fingers wide.  “My interests lie with my own species, Brant.  With the clanks who survived the Winter.  They’re depending on me to provide safety and security.”
“So you’re willing to let all of those other species die?” I said, exasperated.  “Their blood will be on your hands, General.”
He drummed his fingers on his lips.  “Did you ever hear of polar bears and rhinoceroses?”
“What?”
“Did you ever hear about those species of animals?”
“General, I don’t see–”
“You heard about them, but you never saw them in the flesh, right?” he went on.  “They were gone a long time before you and me ever arrived in this world.  Do you know why that is?”
“They became extinct.”
“Right.  And do you think humans had the power to stop that from happening?  Could they have saved the polar bears?”
“Probably.”
“Of course they could have,” Cabre said, sitting back as he folded the map in his lap.  “And I’m sure that if you’d asked the average man on the street, he’d have wished no harm to come to those species.  He’d have wanted to see them live.  I mean, the humans didn’t want those species to die out, did they?  No.  I don’t think they did.  But they never made any great effort to try to stop it from happening, either.  They were more concerned with driving their own progress.  Building bigger cities, faster communications systems, developing more ways to entertain themselves.  Given the choice between saving the polar bear or giving up their Grid connection, I know which they would have chosen.”  He looked at me again.  “They never really cared about what was left in the wake of their industry, did they?  They just kept feeding the machine to keep it moving, and they accepted the collateral damage.”
“That doesn’t justify anything,” I said.
“I’m not saying it does.  It is what it is.  And after all, we were built to mimic the humans, weren’t we?  It’s only natural that we’d behave as they did, that we’d look after ourselves first and foremost.”  He leaned forward again.  “Look, this isn’t some sort of genocidal crusade I’m on.  This is just natural selection.  If there are species out there that can’t survive in this world, that’s not my fault.  Don’t try to paint me as some kind of cartoonish evil doer for looking after my own interests, Brant.”
One of the soldiers up front turned to look at Cabre.  “General, it’s just up ahead.”
“Good,” Cabre said, stowing the map under his seat.  Then he turned to me, circumspect.  “Brant, I won’t weaken Ascension to save your humans.  But if this knowledge you possess can help to bring an end to this war sooner, then maybe that will in turn be of benefit to them.  I won’t promise anything beyond that.”
The Humvee came to a sudden halt, pitching us forward unceremoniously, and then I was being bundled out the door and onto the sand.  Two other vehicles had accompanied us, and they also slid to a halt nearby, sending up clouds of dust as soldiers poured out.
Nearby there were several clanks milling around a charred wreck.  From what I could tell, it seemed to be the remains of a buggy or an off-roader, and judging by the flames that still licked at its innards and the pungent odour of burnt gasoline, it hadn’t been here long.
“Status report, Captain Lam!” Cabre barked as he strode over toward the wreck.
“General, we monitored this vehicle coming in out of the west at approximately oh eight hundred hours this morning.  We tried to capture it as instructed, but the occupant ignited the vehicle when cornered.”
“What have you been able to determine?” Cabre said.
“They’ve boosted their ability to cause interference to our comms, sir,” Lam said.  “This one looks like it had a high gain antenna fitted into the rear of the vehicle.”  He indicated a blackened column in the wreck.  “We estimate they could use this to jam anything within a five-kilometre radius.”
Cabre began to circle the wreck.  “They’ve been sending these guys through our area for months to create disruptions, but nothing like what we’re seeing today.  We’ve had interference across the whole damn city over the last few hours.”
“Yessir, we’re just now receiving reports that four other vehicles just like this one have been sighted around the city.”
“They’re trying to do more than just annoy us this time,” Cabre said.
“It seems that way, sir,” Lam said.
“They know we’re planning to hit the enclave,” the Major said.  “They’re buying more time, trying to disrupt our preparations.”
“Maybe,” Cabre said.  “Or they’re disguising the movements of their reinforcements across the wasteland so that we can’t intercept them.”  He shook his head, annoyed.  “We need Lima back on the air.”
“Sir, we’re working on that.  Unfortunately we can’t reach them by radio until we’ve located and destroyed the rest of the jammers.”
Cabre grunted.  “Well, get on it.”
“We are, sir.  We have every available patrol out looking for them.”
“What?” Cabre seethed.  “Did I just hear you correctly, Captain?  Every patrol?”
Captain Lam took a step backward as Cabre advanced on him.  “Yes, General.”
“Who gave that order?”
“Major General Targen, Sir.  He wanted this communication outage taken–”
“Get those patrols reassigned to their normal routes, effective immediately,” Cabre said.  “We’re blind as a bat here without our comms and without patrols out there.  They could be marching a thousand clanks into their enclave right now.”  He paused, then said, “Or out of it.”
The Captain saluted and made a quick departure, heading over to a Humvee with one of his men in tow.
“General, you don’t think they could be advancing right now, do you?” the Major said.
“Our defences are far stronger than theirs,” Cabre said.  “They would be out of their minds to come at us.  By rights, their only chance of winning this fight is to fortify themselves in their enclave as they try to thin out our numbers.  But if they came at us, it wouldn’t be the first crazy thing the Marauders have ever done.”
Cabre reached down to the radio on his belt, but when he lifted it and adjusted the volume there was only garbled interference.
“Someone salvage what they can from this pile of shit,” he said, pointing vaguely to the smouldering wreck.  “We’ll see what we can learn from it.”  He began striding back toward the Humvee.  “In the meantime–”
Suddenly there was a sudden series of bright lights over toward Ascension City, and Cabre stopped in his tracks.  The others stopped too, like a herd of deer in the headlights, and moments later the sounds of distant explosions echoed across the wasteland.  The soldiers raised their heads to the sky and stared, as if they couldn’t believe what they were seeing.
It reminded me of a fireworks display of old, with luminescent red and yellow flashes scoring my retinas as loud pops and crackles shook the air around us.  Unlike those times of old where I’d stood and admired the spectacle, on this occasion I only felt dread.
Cabre was the first to move.
“Goddammit,” he said, reaching the nearest Humvee.  “They’re already here.”
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The ride back to Ascension City was even more jarring than the previous trip had been, as the Lieutenant at the wheel pushed the Humvee to its limits.  Careening through a particularly deep ditch, my head bashed painfully into the seat in front of me, and the Humvee almost flipped coming out the other side, banging back down into a horizontal position with such force that my teeth clacked together audibly.
“Don’t let up, Lieutenant,” Cabre said grimly, urging him onward.
“Yessir.”
We wheeled around toward the old highway, seeking to retrace our path from the earlier trip, when the soldier in the front passenger seat, a corporal named Trac, pointed out through the windshield.
“Holy shit, would you look at that!”
Ahead there was a massive horde of shapes seeping across the wasteland like roiling black fog.  In amongst the seething mass I could see vehicle headlights and the intermittent flash of discharging firearms punctuating the dimness.  I rolled down the window next to me, and over the roar of the Humvee I could hear their deafening clamour even at this distance.
“That’s a lot of clanks out there,” I shouted at Cabre.  “I’m guessing they’re not leaving anyone at home for this one.”
“No, most likely not,” Cabre said quietly.  “This is it.  This is where it all ends.”  He turned to the Major.  “And this is not five hundred Dusters we’re up against.”
“Our intel might have come up short, General.”
“Our intel is fucked,” Cabre growled.  “I’m going to want answers once this is all over, Major.”
Trac had raised a pair of binoculars and was now scouring the scene before us, as the contingent of Marauders bore down on Ascension City.
“They’ve breached the perimeter in the South-west,” Trac said.  “The wall’s blown apart.”
“Take us through the breach, Lieutenant,” Cabre said calmly.  “They’ll squash us like ants if we try to go through the guts of their main force.”  He leaned forward.  “Trac, can we raise anyone on the horn yet?”
Trac fiddled with the radio unit before him, but was greeted by more high-pitched interference.
“Nothing, General.”
“General,” the Lieutenant said, pulling sharply on the steering wheel, “if they get in between us and the city we might have to throw smoke and double back.”
“That’ll be a last resort, Lieutenant.  We’re not going to last long out here on our own.”
As we curved away from the mass of Marauders east of us, a number of dirt bikes peeled off from the pack and began to veer in our direction.  The two Humvees that were travelling with us responded immediately, altering their course to intercept the invaders, soldiers ready at the roof-mounted turrets.  As we neared the broken wall, a Marauder on foot ahead of us turned and fired off a couple of ill-directed rounds from a shotgun before diving for cover.  We thundered through the wall, bouncing and sliding across the rubble, and now the city loomed not far away.
“There!” Cabre said, pointing to our right.  A short distance away, three Marauders were clustered around what looked to be some sort of mortar.  “Take ’em out!”
The Lieutenant responded, changing course rapidly and bearing down on the Marauders at a rapid clip.  Intent on their task, the Marauders responded to the danger too late and were thrown in all directions, their bodies pounding off the Humvee’s chassis with bone-shredding force.
“Put it on the floor, man!” Trac said.  “Move it!”
“We’re at full tilt already,” the Lieutenant responded.
Further to the east, the checkpoints were being overrun and torn apart by the invading Marauders.  Gunfire rang out, and the sky was lit by more explosions as the Marauders swarmed over everything in their path like hungry meat ants.  In the upper reaches of the city, more fiery eruptions indicated that other mortar crews had successfully found their range and were beginning to pepper the nearby buildings.
“Where did they come by this kind of ordnance?” the Major said.
“That’s another question I’ll be asking of our intel gatherers,” Cabre grated.  “I’m starting to think they had more intel on us than we had on them.”
We ran down another two Marauders on foot, sending them bumping through the undercarriage of the Humvee, before reaching the final checkpoint that led inside the city.  It was ablaze, surrounded by rubble, and there seemed to be no clear path through.
“Stop here,” Cabre said.  “We’ll need to make our way forward on foot.”
The Humvee slid to a halt and we scrambled out.  Soldiers rushed past, diving to the ground as they attempted to find cover from the incoming fire.  I bustled toward the checkpoint with Cabre a step ahead, the other soldiers from the Humvee flanking him on either side.  Casting an eye over my shoulder, I beheld the blood-curdling sight of a thousand or more Marauders bearing down upon us in all manner of vehicles and on foot.
Closer, only about fifty metres away, I saw a Marauder squinting through an eyepiece in our direction, something large and round and black on his shoulder.
As I watched, it turned red and flared brightly in the gloom.
“Down,” I yelled, spearing forward and knocking Cabre off his feet.  The rocket went whizzing above us and I felt the heat of it on my back, and then it slammed into a building not far away, engulfing it in flames and sending a spray of rubble raining down on us like hail.
Cabre rolled onto his elbows and looked back at me, bewildered.  His normally neat and clean visage was covered in dirt.
“You underestimated them, General,” I said.  “Didn’t you?”
Before he could answer, strong hands clutched at him and pulled him away over the rubble and through the ruined checkpoint that led into the city.  I went scurrying after, expecting a Marauder bullet to lodge between my shoulderblades any second.  Their raucous cries and the rumble of their machines intensified with each passing second.
I didn’t look back again.

By the time I made it through the checkpoint, Cabre had already gone.  Ascension soldiers pushed up from within the city as they tried to re-establish some control of the perimeter, and many of them had scaled the scaffolding to man the defensive structures that had been built into the nearby towers.  I recognised several of the soldiers from earlier in the day, and evidently they remembered me, for on this occasion they let me pass without incident.  I wondered what fate I might have suffered had I been unknown to them.  Most likely they would have dispatched me on the spot, assuming that I was in league with the Marauders.
I made haste away from the checkpoint, not really knowing where to go or what to do.  It was chaos.  Fire rained down from above in the form of mortar shells and other projectile weapons, setting buildings alight and smashing into concrete pathways and roads with great destructive force.  The civilians I had seen hustling around the streets earlier had already fled to parts unknown.  Without much knowledge of the city I wasn’t sure where I would find somewhere safe to hide out.
I thought of The Midway and the heavy fortifications that surrounded it.  That building would invariably be the major target for the Marauders, the most important trophy they sought.  As such it would be subject to a great deal of attention from both sides.  If it fell, I imagined the Marauders would most likely emerge victorious from this battle.
On the other hand, Ascension would be providing more protection there than in any other part of the city.  It was certainly the most fortified area I’d seen.  From that perspective it might well be the safest place I could go.
Recalling the path on which Malyn had led me a few days previous, I set off in search of The Midway.  Even though I had been denied entry only a few hours before, many things had changed since then.  First and foremost, Cabre now had an understanding of my value.  I was no longer just another anonymous face in the crowd.  He knew that I could help him restart the Grid.  That might be enough to get my foot in the door, as long as I could pass the message through to him.
The sound of the Marauders outside had been baffled by the towers that ringed the perimeter of the city, but it was still disconcertingly loud, the noise scattering across the city and filtering down to street level like rancid precipitation.  A Humvee up ahead had crashed into a wall and been abandoned, its doors hanging open and a radio crackling inside unattended.  A crater in the road nearby indicated that it may have been struck by a random mortar.
Ducking through the door, I searched the cabin for a gun or some other weapon with which to defend myself, but there was nothing.
As I backed my way out there was an explosion in a tower above me, and I crouched beneath the Humvee for shelter as fragments of steel and mortar rained down on the street.  There was another strike a couple of streets over accompanied by a scream of pain.
This place is going to look like Perish soon.
I hurried away from the Humvee, knowing that I wouldn’t be safe until I made it further away from the edge of the city, then stopped.  Two clanks emerged from an alleyway across the street, one with short dark hair and the other tall and bald, both cautious and uncertain, seemingly as lost as I was.  I opened my mouth to offer a greeting, then stopped.
They turned to me as one, the scars on their cheeks glistening like mercury.
They’re already inside the damn city.
I turned and dived behind the Humvee as a shot rang out, smashing into the chassis of the vehicle next to my head.  I got to my feet and kept going, keeping low and vaulting through a doorway into an adjacent building.  I found myself in a small foyer, and in the low light I could see a staircase leading upward, which I took three steps at a time.  Out in the street I could hear them coming after me.
“Woooo, fresh meat, Caf!”
“Fresh meat, yeah!”
I kept going past the first floor, stopping briefly at the second to try a door, but finding it locked I continued on upward.  As I went past the third floor I heard my pursuers thumping up the stairs behind me.
“I get the first one, ya big lunk.”
“First one, yeah.”
Just like the old days, I thought with grim humour.  On the run from Marauders again.
On the fifth floor a gaping hole in the stairwell wall almost saw me make a quick exit from the building, the floor crumbling as my foot strayed too close to the fissure.  Looking out onto the street, I could see the Humvee far below.  It was a long way down, and though there was a possibility that I would survive the leap, I doubted that I would be in any condition to run away afterward.  I would make an easy target for the Marauders once they realised what I’d done.
Looking upward, I knew there were only one or two more levels left to go.  After that I’d be on the roof and there would be no more room to run.  I decided I had to evade them somehow. 
Shrinking back into the gloom in the corner of the stairwell, I pressed myself up against the wall and waited, hoping that they would be too distracted by the precarious drop to notice me.
“Hurry up, fatty,” I heard one of the Marauders say.  They were getting closer, maybe only one level below me now.
“Hurry up, yeah.”
“If this prick escapes, it’s on you.”
I could see their shadows now on the stairwell, and then the first appeared, the shorter Marauder who was calling the shots.  His foot slipped in the fissure as mine had done moments before, causing him to lose his balance.
“Yow… watch that, Caf,” he said, righting himself.  “Place is falling apart.”
“Falling apart, yeah.”
As I’d hoped, the first Marauder continued on, his eyes already upon the next set of stairs leading upward.  His taller companion then appeared, stepping gingerly across the breach with his handgun held with exaggerated care at chest height.  To my chagrin, he moved with such sluggishness that it took him three or four seconds to pass, and as he was about to continue he looked right at me.
He opened his mouth to call out, the gun moving in my direction, but I was already in action, lunging forward and barrelling into his chest.  He tottered backward with an oompfh and slipped through the breach, his flailing hands unable to find purchase, and then I was on the move, bolting back down the staircase at breakneck speed.
The first Marauder called out from above.  “Caf!”
The only reply was the sound of something large and heavy thudding into the street below.
I had already dropped two levels when I heard the Marauder coming down after me, firing off a shot uselessly into the stairwell in frustration.
“Come here, ya piece of shit!”
In a matter of seconds I had made it back out into the street, and there lay Caf, struggling to climb off the asphalt to reach his handgun a short distance away.  I strode easily past him and gathered it up.
He looked up at me, his face crumpled and missing a large patch of skin on one side.  “Help me, yeah?” he said through broken teeth.
I raised the gun.  “No.”
I fired twice, putting him out of his misery, then scurried away to find cover.  As I disappeared into a nearby alley I heard the first Marauder reach his dead companion.
“Caf.  You damn idiot.”  He let out a piteous wail which became a shriek of fury.  “Where are ya, ya piece of dirt?” he called.  “Show your face!”
I was conflicted between continuing on toward The Midway and staying here to take out this second Marauder.  After all, a Marauder I killed now was one less I had to worry about later.  On the other hand, there might well be dozens of Marauders within the city already.  Wasting time here would serve no useful purpose at all in the big scheme of things.
I was about to move on when I heard more footsteps in the street not far away.  There were at least four or five of them by the sounds of it.  As I peeked out from behind the wall, I could see the Marauder stiffen and raise his weapon uncertainly as he tried to identify the newcomers.  They showed no such hesitation, unleashing a volley of bullets at him that dropped him unceremoniously at the side of his recently departed companion.
“Fish in a barrel, man,” I heard someone say, and there was laughter from the others.
I realised I knew that voice.
“Malyn,” I said, boldly stepping forward into the street.  The group turned to me as one and I recognised Elias and Lunn with her, among others.  I couldn’t help but smile at the sight of them.  “You got room for one more?”
She smiled broadly in return, casually resting a shotgun on her shoulder.
“For you, Cleanskin, I guess we can manage that.”
“You turn up in all kinds of places, huh?” Elias said, moving forward and clapping me on the shoulder.
“I guess so.”  I glanced around at them.  “Where’d you get the guns?”
“Ascension and the Marauders had a skirmish a couple of blocks back,” Malyn said, “and we picked up the leftovers.  Figure there’s no point leaving perfectly good guns behind, even if they’re tagged.  Not now.”
“Yeah.”  I glanced down the street.  “Where are you guys headed?”
“We’re heading to the perimeter, man,” Malyn said.  “We’re getting out of here.”
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“I think that’s a bad idea, Malyn.”
A couple of them simply shook their heads and began to walk away, but Lunn pushed through them and stood before me, his eyes intense.
“What have you seen, Brant?  What’s out there?” he said.
I exhaled noisily.  “It’s bad.  There’s a huge contingent of Marauders pushing through toward the city.  More than Cabre ever anticipated, by the looks of it.”
“How do you know that?” Lunn said.  “Did you make it out of the city somehow?”
“In a way, yes.  I was riding in a Humvee with Cabre at the time.”
“So you got to see him after all?” Malyn said.
“Yeah.  I managed to get his attention over at The Midway a couple of hours ago.”
“How’d you do that?” Elias said, sceptical.
“I have some technical knowledge I thought I might be able to trade to get what I want,” I said, sparing the details.  “Seems he’s interested in what I have to offer.”  I scowled.  “I was getting somewhere.  For the first time it seemed like there might be hope.  Then the Marauders showed up.”
“I’m sorry, man.  You’re not having much luck,” Malyn said, and she seemed genuinely disappointed for me.
“Yeah.  Seems that way.”
“Well, we’re not hanging around,” Lunn said, hefting his rifle.  “We’re heading to the perimeter, and we’re going to take our chances.  From here, it looks like Ascension City is about to become a giant crater, and I don’t want to be around when that happens.”
“Why not head back to The Midway?” I said.  “Surely there’s protection there for you.”
“We already tried that,” Malyn said.  “The Ascension soldiers who were there turned us back, told us to avoid the crossfire and bunker down somewhere.”
“Oh yeah, they were real helpful,” Elias drawled.
“In other words, we were told to go away,” Malyn said.
“So we’re going to do just that,” Lunn said.  “We’re going to get out of here.”
“I’m telling you, you won’t make it,” I insisted.
“We’ll see about that,” Lunn replied with a note of finality, turning his back.
They began to move off and Malyn looked back to me.  “Why don’t you come with us?” she said with an affable grin, as if she were inviting me to join them on a stroll through the countryside.  Behind the swagger I could see doubt creeping in.
“You’ll be easy meat all by yourself, Cleanskin,” Elias said, walking away.  “Think about it.”  I noted that he was not even in possession of a gun, equipped instead with a jagged length of wood.
“C’mon, let’s move,” Lunn said urgently without looking back.
“Tag along,” Malyn offered again.  “If things get dicey, you can always head back to The Midway.  Right?”
I was about to respond when the ground shook with a series of explosions, and in the distance there were raucous cheers from a great number of voices, like the sound of a delirious crowd at an unseen football stadium.  Lunn and the others came to a sudden standstill.
“Well,” Elias mused, “I’m not sure I like the sound of that.”
“But who’s celebrating?  And why?” Lunn said.
In answer, there soon came a noise not unlike the distant rumble of thunder that seemed to grow gradually louder by the second.  The surety of Lunn and the others was whittled away as the noise intensified, and there were more than a few concerned glances passed between them.  The bravado of the group faltered and no one moved.  Within a minute the sound began to resonate through the asphalt and the walls around us like the beginnings of some colossal earthquake.  The vibrations that worked their way up through my boots brought with them a feeling of uneasiness, and I could see from the faces around me that I wasn’t the only one who felt that way.
“They’re coming,” I said, and this time there was no derisiveness or scepticism amongst the others.  They were starting to believe.
Dark shapes began to fill the street several blocks to the south, coagulating like tar as they spilled in from the direction of the battle at the edge of the city.  Without being able to discern any details, it was still obvious that these were not Ascension soldiers.  These intruders more resembled a mob than a military operation, a pack of gleeful rioters striding confidently forward, their boots thumping boldly on the asphalt.  In their wake came vehicles more heard than seen, their tyres and treads shaking the very earth as they ground their way onward.
“They’re coing,” I said again.  “We need to go.  Now.”
“I’m starting to agree with you, kid,” Elias said, turning and shambling back toward me.  “I think we should hoof it.”
Lunn and the others only took a few more moments to consider as the noise grew louder and the shapes down the street drew nearer, and then they too turned and began to head back the other way.  There was the sound of glass breaking, then more explosions, and fire blossomed around the approaching Marauders.  It seemed clear that they were intent on destroying all that lay in their way.
“So where to?” Lunn said, breaking into a run.  “I’m not hiding around here.  Not with that steamroller moving up behind us and flattening everything in its path.”
“I have no idea,” I said, “but we have to put some distance between us and them.”
A couple of blocks ahead I could see the outline of The Midway, where figures were scurrying about on the roof making their final preparations for the invaders.  I allowed the others to lead me eastward, away from The Midway.  I was relying upon their superior knowledge of the city to take us in the right direction, to somewhere that was safe or which would lead us out of the city.  It wasn’t long before we found more problems, however.
The Marauders were moving in from this direction as well.
“How many of these bastards are there?” Elias spat.
“More than we can deal with.  Let’s go,” Lunn said.  “Back this way.”
We retraced our path and headed back the way we had come, and the Marauders kept advancing.  I could now make out individual voices as they roared their threats and challenges, inexorably swarming nearer like a deadly black tide.  We wouldn’t last long against them if they caught us – not against that number.  There was only one possible outcome from that confrontation.
Herded like sheep, we continued to run, drawing closer to The Midway with each passing second.
“Why do I feel like the meat in the sandwich?” Lunn muttered.  “We’re going to butt up against Ascension soon.”
“And then they’ll tell us to turn back, right?” Malyn said.
“Before or after they put bullets through our skulls?” Lunn said.
“We don’t have a choice,” I said, glancing over my shoulder.  “Just keep moving.”
We came upon a juncture where an Ascension blockade had been erected in the middle of the street, blocks of concrete hastily erected at the last minute from what I could tell.  As we appeared, shots rang out and thudded into the wall next to my ear.
“Dammit, stop shooting!” I called out, diving for cover.  “We’re not Marauders!”
I could see a soldier perched above the blockade training a pair of binoculars in our direction.  After a moment she dropped the viewfinders and I could see that it was the female with the top knot who had previously been guarding the entrance to The Midway.
“Get out of here,” she called, waving her hand.  “Dusters are moving in on your position right now.”
“Don’t you think we know that?” Malyn called out.  She rolled her eyes, then added more quietly, “I guess Ascension don’t make their new recruits take IQ tests.”
“Then vacate the area,” the soldier said.
“There’s nowhere else to go,” I said, hoping to appeal to her sense of sympathy.  In answer, the soldier disappeared from view.
I glanced around at my companions desperately, fearing all was lost.  It was apparent that the same attitude had permeated the rest of the group as well.  Elias slumped back against the wall, spent.  Lunn just stared back at me, his expression unreadable.  Malyn stood looking at her feet, disconsolate.
It can’t end here, I thought.  There has to be a way.
“Fuck this,” Malyn said, getting up and turning back in the direction of the Marauders, pumping a round into her shotgun.  “Let’s go out in a blaze of glory.”
“Wait,” I said calmly, placing my hand on her arm.  She looked back at me, surprised.  “Just let me try something first.”
Without waiting for her assent, I turned and strode out into the open, walking slowly toward the blockade with my handgun dangling from my hand submissively.
“Hey, Top knot,” I called.  “You still there?”
There was a brief pause before she appeared above the blockade again, rifle raised.
“I told you to get out of here,” she said.  “I won’t warn you again.”
“Do you know what you’re up against?” I said, coming to a halt.  “Have you seen what’s coming?”
“The news has been relayed to me,” she said.
“Well, I’ve seen it,” I said.  “First-hand.  And I can tell you, you’re outnumbered.  Maybe outgunned, too.  Cabre’s intel about the Marauders was flawed.  He admitted as much himself when he personally invited me into his Humvee a couple of hours ago.”
She let the rifle dip.  “Don’t try name-dropping to make out you’re someone special, huh?  We both know you’re not.”
“You sure about that?”
“Yeah, I am.  Now get the hell out of here before I drop you myself.”
“Are you that stupid?” I yelled.  “You have almost ten clanks trying to offer you help.  You’re outnumbered, and we can fight for you.  Is any of this adding up yet?”
Her eyes flicked to the handgun that dangled between my fingers.  “Can you use that thing?” she said hesitantly.
“Do you think I’d still be alive if I couldn’t?”
She glanced behind me, where Malyn and the others had drifted out into the street to watch.
“Cleanskin,” Malyn called over the clamour of the approaching crowd.  “We’re out of time.”
Top knot watched me for a moment longer, then beckoned with her fingertips.  “Hurry up.  Get in here.”  Then she called over her shoulder.  “Let these ones in.”  A rope was thrown over the wall and dangled before me.
I shuffled forward, surprised that I’d been able to persuade her, but grateful nonetheless.  I heard the voice of another soldier as I neared the top of the wall.
“This is in direct conflict to our orders–”
“I don’t give a shit,” Top knot barked.  “He’s right.  We need the help.”  She came into view as I scrambled over the peak of the blockade, pressing a thick hand to my shoulder and looking me squarely in the eye.  “You screw this up, and I’ll personally throw you back over this goddamn wall,” she said.  Then she released her grip on me and let me pass.
Behind me, Malyn, Lunn and the rest hurried toward us and reached the blockade in quick time.  As they climbed over the wall I saw perhaps twenty Ascension soldiers lining the ramparts with grim and resolute expressions, their rifles at the ready.
“Where the hell is everybody?” I said.
“We have a lot of territory to protect,” Top knot explained as Elias was assisted over the wall, straining and grunting and cursing.  “We also have a lot of troops who were outside the city when the attack came.”
“They caught you by surprise,” Lunn said, checking the rounds in his weapon.
Top knot glared back at him.  “Yes,” she said grudgingly.  “Now if you’re finished chewing me out, how about you ready those weapons and protect the right flank.”  She swung up onto an elevated position on the blockade and pointed.  “Over there.  Just don’t shoot anything in a grey uniform.”
“I think we figured that part out,” Elias grumbled, hefting his wooden club.
“Let us handle the bulk of their force.  Don’t spray shots and waste ammunition.  Your job is to pick off anything that falls through the cracks.”
“Got it,” I said.  “I don’t have much ammo, but I’ll do what I can.”
Looking through what I had, I counted only five rounds in my possession.  With such a short supply, I really would have to make every shot count.
“Hey,” Top knot said, taking me by the shoulder, “since we’re low on numbers, there’s something else you can do for me.”  She opened an olive-coloured carry case and indicated to several devices stacked inside.  “These things are timed explosives.  We call ’em ‘spitballs’.”  She took one out and handed it to me.  It was little more than a couple of rectangular lumps of explosive wired together with a keypad on the front.  “These are pretty foolproof.  Nice and easy.  Just pull this tab on the back and the adhesive will secrete through these pads.  It’ll stick to just about anything.”  She flipped it over.  “Then just punch in the seconds on the keypad here and hit the red button.  There’s a failsafe built in that won’t allow less than sixty seconds for the timer – that’s so you can’t accidentally blow yourself up.  But once that red button is pushed, there’s no going back.  Make sure you’re not nearby when it goes off.”
“So when should I use it?” I said.
“You wait for my command before touching one.  If the Dusters start getting through and we’re forced to fall back, stick it here on the wall of the blockade.  We can leave a little surprise for the bastards as they follow through.”
“Okay, got it.”
The ever-present creases on her forehead lessened for a moment.  “I wouldn’t normally trust this kind of thing to a civilian, but right now I don’t have much choice.  I need every man with a rifle up on that wall.  Don’t let me down,” she said, moving off.
Malyn and the others had already hustled over to the right flank, finding positions as best they could, and I eased in beside them.  The Ascension soldiers ignored us for the most part, their attention firmly directed out into the street, where the noise was still steadily growing.  I became aware of the vibrations again, the ominous herald of many large things approaching, and dust began to spill from the edges of the concrete blockade like runnels of sweat cascading down its exterior.
“Good luck, man,” Malyn said at my side, her eyes fixed on the street.
“I’ll see you at the end of this, Malyn,” I said, then lifted the handgun and placed it through a gap in the wall.
We didn’t have to wait long for them to arrive.
 



 
19
We waited and watched the empty street for what seemed like an eternity, even though in reality it was only a few minutes that passed.  The rumbling grew louder and the vibrations more violent, to the point where it seemed the whole city was about to shake apart.  Then, almost anticlimactically, something dark and angular trundled out from a side street a few hundred metres away like a half-shrouded goliath, unhurried and unconcerned by the firepower poised behind the blockade not far away.  I had been expecting a torrent of screaming Marauders to appear, spilling into the street and turning the zone into a clamour of noise and frenetic activity, but instead it was this innocuous shadow that arrived – an intruder that possessed all the menace of a tour bus on a languid Sunday afternoon foray through the city.
I wasn’t the only one caught off guard.  Several Ascension soldiers lost their nerve, firing down at the thing ineffectually, causing no more damage than to send sparks dancing off its exterior in the darkness.
“Hold your fire!” Top knot yelled.  She called out again, enunciating each word clearly and deliberately.  “Hold-your-fire.”
Off to our left, one of the soldiers lost his footing on the blockade and slipped noisily, grunting in frustration as his body hit the ground like a bag of cement.
“Peterson, get your shit in order,” Top knot commanded irritably.  “The rest of you wait for my command.”  She peered down the street.  “And someone get me eyes on that thing.  I want to know what it is.”
It crept closer, nearing the edge of the illumination cast by the floodlights behind the blockade, and then a pair of headlights flared into life, dazzlingly bright.  Its momentum seemed to pick up and its engine roared dully as it began to bounce along the street.
“Hold!” Top knot ordered.  “Wait for my go!”
As it came into the light I could see that it was about the size of a school bus with a tapered front end like an armadillo shell.  I also understood why it appeared so angular and misshapen.  Large steel plates had been welded across its exterior in a kind of patchwork, jutting out at all angles as if no attempt had been made to integrate them into a cohesive mesh.  Cosmetic concerns aside, the vehicle looked incredibly robust, and I knew that firing my handgun at it would have no effect.
“Hold!”
It came closer still, picking up more speed, and now its engine groaned as it was pushed to the limit.  If they were intending to use this thing as a battering ram, we only had a few more seconds to stop it.
“Fire!” Top knot called above the din, and shots rang out instantly along the length of the blockade.  Bullets sparked and ricocheted along the length of the vehicle, denting and scratching the steel in places but causing nothing more than superficial damage.
“RPG, go!” Top knot shouted, waving her hand.
In the building across the street I saw a soldier suddenly appear at a third-storey window, an RPG on his shoulder, and after the briefest pause to track his target, he let fly, sending a rocket smashing into the side of the vehicle with a tremendous roar.  One of the armadillo’s wheels disintegrated and it slid to a grinding halt, fire engulfing one side, and then a group of Marauders suddenly emerged from its interior, like spiderlings scurrying from a broken egg sac.
They screamed and charged at us, many intoxicated with bloodlust, while others were simply covered in flames and screaming not in intimidation, but in agony.  Regardless, they came at us as one, paying no heed to their own well-being, some equipped with rifles and shotguns, others with machetes and clubs.
“Fire at will!” Top knot yelled.
Remembering Top knot’s orders, I allowed the Ascension soldiers to do the shooting, keeping my barrel raised and directed at the nearest invaders should they make it through.  Several of the Marauders lobbed Molotovs and explosives at us before they went down, and I saw three or four soldiers hit on the other end of the blockade as the projectiles found their targets.  In less than a minute the Marauders had been accounted for, however, and they lay strewn across the street before us with bulletholes in their heads and their chests, some still in flames, but silent to the last.
Down the street another of the armadillo vehicles was already coming at us, complete with a mob of Marauders trailing behind as if it were a giant shield.  Top knot wasted no time in bringing out the heavy artillery this time.
“RPG, target at your ten o’clock.  Fire!”
The soldier with the RPG finished reloading and took aim again, firing and striking the ground just before the oncoming vehicle, sending up a gout of dust and broken asphalt but otherwise leaving the vehicle unharmed.  The armadillo bounced through the shallow crater left by the rocket and continued on unhindered.
“Make it count!” Top knot screamed.
The RPG soldier loaded and fired another round, this time striking the armadillo dead on and stopping it in its tracks, its forward section ruined and ripped apart and bleeding oily black smoke.
The Marauders on foot fanned out, hiding behind the cover of the downed armadillos and anything else they could find.  The firefight began in earnest then, as Ascension picked away at their targets and the Marauders returned fire, their numbers swelling considerably as reinforcements piled into the street from the south.  Some encroached far enough to launch more grenades, and several went off in close proximity to my location, causing my ears to ring painfully from the loud and abrasive noise.
Peripherally I was aware of more soldiers falling to stray bullets or explosives, and the soldier manning the RPG was only able to fire away one more round before he was blasted to bits by a well-aimed grenade from below.  There was no sign of panic yet from the soldiers but it seemed clear that the superior numbers on the Marauder side were chiselling away at our defences.
Suddenly a Marauder appeared above us on the blockade, a ghastly apparition of thick, ropey muscles and torn flesh, a hideous sneer on his face.  Before anyone could react he had blown a hole in the nearest soldier’s face, emitting a jubilant, tribal ululation.  He turned again, searching for his next target as he reloaded, but before he could find one, Top knot sent him spinning back away from the wall with a burst of shots to the chest.
“That was one of yours!” she shouted, never moving her attention from the street, but I could tell it was me that she was addressing.  I glanced sheepishly at Malyn beside me, and she simply shrugged.
“What do they want us to be?” she said.  “Psychic?  That guy came out of nowhere.”
It went on like that for what must have been hours.  The Marauders would push forward and land a few hits, then we would pick a few off and the rest would fall back.  We received some help from The Midway with snipers on its roof taking out targets here and there, their shots booming in the distance at our back.  Being several blocks away and slightly on an angle, their visibility was limited, and their contribution meagre at best.  In reality, the bulk of the work fell to those of us in the front line.
Eventually the Marauders fell back, the last of them limping and scattering away into the shadows, leaving the street quiet and still for the first time in what seemed like an age.  In their wake they left a multitude of dead clanks splayed out across the asphalt and in the shadows of the armadillos.
The chatter of distant gunfire still sounded out in the city, as other parts of the perimeter were tested by the invading force.
“That’s it?” Malyn said, wearily leaning with her back to the blockade.  “Not so bad, huh?”
“They aren’t finished yet,” Lunn muttered, his eyes fixed on the darkened end of the street.  “Not by a long shot.”
“So what are they doing?  Having a coffee break?”
“They’re probing for a weak point,” Lunn said.  “Maybe they decided this wasn’t it.”
“So if they break through somewhere else…” Elias said.
“Then we’ll be fighting them from in front and behind,” Lunn said.
Nearby, Top knot was walking along the blockade to inspect her troops.
“Ammo check,” she said briskly.  “Don’t get caught short, people.  Keep on top of your game.  The peace and quiet won’t last long.  Don’t book your holiday tickets just yet.”
“This must be eating you up, Lunn,” Elias remarked, releasing his grip on the wooden club and working his stiff fingers.  He nodded at Top knot walking away.  “Fighting alongside your enemy.”
Lunn pursed his lips.  “Right now Ascension are the lesser of two evils, Elias.  I’ll do whatever it takes to stay alive, just like I’ve always done.  There’s always time for me to hate them again after the Marauders are gone.”
“Or maybe they’re not so bad after all.  Y’know, there’s really something…”  Elias trailed off, glancing curiously toward the sky.  I turned my head and saw it too – a bright speck arcing across the rooftops to the south.  I’d seen ones just like it earlier outside the city.
“Incoming mortar!” I bellowed, then tried to grab Elias and Malyn and push them to safety.  The soldiers scattered too, leaping away from their positions and abandoning the blockade as the mortar came whistling down.  I saw Top knot screaming something at her troops and then the mortar impacted, landing just across the street with an ear-shattering crash.  I covered my ears and pressed myself to the ground as one of the soldiers stumbled on top of me.
Debris rained down on me like a passing shower, and with my senses addled by the noise and confusion I lay there for a few moments with my head spinning.  Gathering my wits, I pushed the soldier away and got back to my feet.  Further along the blockade, a whole section of concrete had cracked and fallen away, creating a yawning breach in the blockade wall.
Down the street I could hear the Marauders coming again, their vigour renewed, their footsteps rapidly booming along the roadway.  Looking around at the soldiers in disarray, I realised we would not be able to mount a defence in time before they reached us.
“Fall back!” Top knot was screaming nearby, her face covered in grey dust.  She pointed toward The Midway.  “Back to the next blockade!”  Her eyes fell upon me and she nodded.  “Do it now,” she said.
I helped Malyn to her feet and gave her a shove in the right direction, and then my eyes fell on the olive carry case in which the explosives had been stowed.  Lurching toward it, I wrenched it open and pulled out one of the spitballs, ripping at the tab to activate the adhesive and then planting it firmly on the wall of the blockade.  My fingers punched shakily at the keypad and I set the timer for the minimum sixty seconds, then gathered up the carry case and began to run.
“What are you doing?” Malyn screamed, turning back to me.
“Just keep going!  I’m right on your tail!”
Elias, Lunn and the others pushed on ahead, with several of the Ascension soldiers lingering with their rifles pointed at the blockade to allow us some extra time to escape.  As I ran, I heard the Marauders begin to push through the blockade, the soldiers peppering them with a spray of bullets, and then something large and very loud came smashing through behind us.
I kept running, not really wanting to see what it was, knowing it couldn’t be anything good.
I located the next blockade a hundred metres or more away, but as bullets whizzed overhead and explosions went off around me, I felt as though I was running through quicksand.  With every step I took, the safety of the blockade only seemed to edge further away.  I saw Top knot and some other soldiers reach it and some of them disappeared over the wall.  Others stopped to lay down suppressing fire.  I still had another fifteen or twenty seconds left before I would be able to join them.  It seemed like an eternity.
Just then, a grenade fell not far from Malyn and she was cast to one side with a cry, where she lay unmoving in a pile of rubble.  I looked back over my shoulder and saw what had thundered through the blockade – an armadillo – and it was closing in on top of us very quickly.  I realised that if I stopped to help Malyn, it would reach me before I could make it to the blockade.
Without really knowing why, I dumped the carry case in the rubble and dived toward Malyn, attempting to pull her out of the path of the oncoming armadillo.  She opened her eyes and looked up at me groggily.
“My hero,” she said vaguely, reaching up to clasp me behind the neck.  “And a damn fool, too.”
As the armadillo bore down on us, the explosion that I’d set back at the first blockade went off, sending a huge shockwave along the street and pulverising concrete, Marauders, and anything else in the nearby vicinity.  Distantly I hoped that it had taken out a hundred of them, or more if that were possible, but the explosion was too late to stop the armadillo.  I grasped Malyn’s arm and attempted to pull her away, but there was nowhere to go.
“Just go,” Malyn said, but as she tried to push me away there were loud footsteps behind us and something launched over my shoulder toward the armadillo.  In quick succession there was another just like it, and then another, and as my eyes focussed I saw that it was a group of large clanks bearing down on the armadillo fearlessly.
No, not clanks, I thought.  Something else.
I looked up, and standing above us was a large humanoid machine, its chassis comprised of a series of smooth and shiny blue interlocking segments that covered it from head to toe.  As it leaned toward me I could see a familiar grizzled face inside the helmet, and then Targen’s voice blared out from a loudspeaker that was built into the visor.
“Stand back, kid.  The big boys are here.”
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Through the confusion I vaguely recalled seeing these exosuits in combat footage a long time ago, during the White Summer.  They were referred to as Stoneskins.  From what I remembered they had been built for certain elite clank soldiers during the conflict, but, like the other vestiges of the old world, I assumed they had all been lost or destroyed since.  Evidently Ascension had come into possession of them somehow, and as Targen and his three companions leapt into the fray I could only gape in wonder.
The Stoneskins utilised an enhanced propulsion system, allowing them to move with astonishing speed and agility.  As they moved amongst the oncoming Marauders I witnessed one of them leap across the breadth of the street and up onto the first floor of a nearby building, adroitly evading an incoming grenade with what almost seemed like disdain.  As he dropped back to the ground he transitioned easily into a firing stance on one knee and felled a cluster of oncoming attackers with a burst from his rifle.  In return, the Marauders’ bullets seemed to bounce harmlessly from his armour, making him rock slightly from the impact but causing no lasting damage.
Two of the Stoneskins clung to the armadillo like leeches, ripping at the steel cladding as if it were paper.  They burrowed their way inside, attacking and killing the occupants therein and bringing the vehicle to a sudden halt.  Moments later they smashed their way back out through its exterior again and continued the fight with those on foot.
Targen had not even bothered to bring a rifle with him.  Instead he surged between the Marauders, grappling them in his huge armoured hands and ripping them apart limb by limb, bludgeoning them with fists and sending them scattering like tenpins.  All the while his maniacal laughter rang out through his loudspeaker.
“Stoneskins, rally!” Targen’s voice boomed, and the other three Stoneskin soldiers drew back obediently toward him.
Turning back to Malyn, I helped her get to her feet and checked to see if she had sustained any injuries.  Apart from dust and some tears in her clothing she seemed whole.
“You okay?” I said.
“Yeah,” she said shakily, clutching at my shoulder.  “Just dazed.  Damn thing knocked me clean off my feet.”
“As long as you’re not missing anything, that’s all that matters.”
“Maybe just my sense of balance,” she said wryly, clutching at my shoulder.  “I’m fine.  Let’s get out of here.”
I set my sights on the blockade again, still a good distance away.  There were Marauders streaming past us, but amid the mayhem of Targen and his Stoneskins we seemed to have gone unnoticed crouched in the rubble at the side of the road.
“C’mon,” I said.  “We have to get to that blockade.”
As we started to move, more shots rang out from the blockade as the Ascension soldiers opened fire on the Marauders.  Bullets whizzed overhead, dangerously close to us, and we were forced to dive behind the wall of the nearest building for cover.
“Keep your head down,” I said urgently, lifting my arm to protect Malyn.
In response she shoved me away, getting to her feet and putting a shotgun blast into the chest of a Marauder who had been charging at us, machete raised.
“Or we could kill some of these of these creeps,” she said.  She scowled at me.  “You don’t have to worry so much about me, man.  I can take care of myself.”
“I’m sure you can, but just stay low and keep out of the crossfire,” I said, tugging her downward again.  “Let Targen do his thing.”
Out on the street, a Molotov exploded into Targen’s back and he was engulfed in a wreath of fire.  As he turned I saw his grinning countenance leering demonically through his visor, not only unconcerned by the attack against him, but seemingly revelling in it.
“Is that the best you got?” he roared, leaping into the air again and carving a fiery path through the oncoming Marauders.  They shrieked and tried to evade his fury, but few were spared.
“I normally hate that guy,” Malyn said over the roar of gunfire.  “But right now I hate him just a little bit less.”
We remained crouched amid the rubble, picking off stray Marauders where we could and keeping out of Ascension’s line of fire.  I was still acutely aware of those snipers stationed on top of The Midway, knowing that from this distance they might assume we were Marauders and put a bullet through us by mistake.  Malyn also became more circumspect and made no further attempts to move out into the street.
Within minutes we had both run out of ammunition, but the tide was already turning.  The Stoneskins had done their job, demolishing the throng of Marauders who had come pouring through the breach, and now the flow had reduced to a trickle.
“Should we make a run for it?” Malyn said.
“Not yet.  I’m still worried that if they see a couple of clanks running around on the wrong side of the blockade that they’re going to–”
I stopped, hearing something off in the distance.  It was indistinct at first, but then began to filter through my senses like a half-forgotten nightmare, something that awakened a primal terror in me that I could not suppress.  For a moment I couldn’t quite believe what I was hearing, and I wondered if my overwrought senses were merely playing a trick on me, causing me to imagine something that wasn’t really there.  But as the sound grew louder I knew that was not the case.
I clutched at Malyn inadvertently, my fingers digging painfully into her flesh.
“Oww, what the hell, man?”
My eyes drifted down the street and the noise intensified, jarring and abrasive, the sound of something moving closer and stomping heavily on the earth.  The dreadful whir of turbines.
“Mech!” I managed to scream at Targen and his crew, but they were oblivious to me.  “They’ve got a mech!”
It launched over the destroyed barricade, a nebulous black horror that suddenly appeared out of the darkness and thundered back down to earth with a deafening roar.  It landed on top of one of the Stoneskins like a hawk descending on a fieldmouse, crushing it underfoot like a tin can and knocking everything near it aside, friend and foe alike.  Dust and pebbles and debris scattered in all directions like a tornado, knocking both me and Malyn backward painfully against the wall.
“Holy shit!” Malyn said, picking herself up, and this time she did not protest when I pushed her flat against the ground.
“Stay down!” I hissed.  “Stay out of sight.”
I dropped beside her and lifted my face above the rubble.  Not far away I could see the nightmarish machine swivelling this way and that as it surveyed the battlezone and mapped out its targets.  It was massive, at least twice as tall as the Stoneskins and far more broad and heavy set, imposing itself on the battleground like a giant amongst children.  Black smoke billowed from an exhaust on its exterior in great gouts.  Distantly I noted that this must have been a modification by the Marauders to make it run on fossil fuels, as the mechs had always been built to run on nuclear power.  Inside the protective grille of the cockpit I could make out very little apart from the bulk of a large clank and a shock of white hair.
Doust.
The mech took a shuddering step forward, flexing the claw on its left hand ominously.  On the other arm a rocket launcher had been bolted to its wrist, and the weapon swung toward the blockade as it lined up its target.
One of the Stoneskins launched a counter-attack, sending a flurry of bullets clattering harmlessly off the mech’s chassis, and then striding forward and leaping at the mech from behind.  Doust turned the mech rapidly, reaching out with the claw and grasping the Stoneskin around the waist.  As Doust returned his attention to the blockade he clenched the claw into a fist, almost nonchalant, and the Stoneskin soldier screamed horribly through his loudspeaker as he was crushed effortlessly under the immense power of the mech’s hydraulics.  The shrieks did not last long as the Stoneskin was silenced and discarded like a piece of trash.
“We need to hide,” I said to Malyn as the mech advanced further, but she didn’t respond.  She knew as well as I did that there was nowhere to run, nowhere to find cover from the awesome power of this machine.  Panicked, I spotted the olive carry case nearby where I had dropped it not long before.
Could explosives damage that thing?
Between the carry case and me were five metres of unprotected space – a void that would leave me entirely exposed to the mech should I try to cross it.  If it happened to look my way in the couple of seconds it took me to cross, my chances of survival would be slim.
But what are my chances of survival by staying here anyway? I thought.
Before reason could set in, I dived toward the carry case and squirmed behind it to offer at least some camouflage should the mech turn toward me.  Pulling the cover open, I clasped one of the spitballs and fumbled for the tab on back, then punched in the minimum sixty seconds on the timer.
I nestled behind the scant debris around me and waited.
“What are you doing?” Malyn whispered hoarsely, but I was too entranced by what was happening on the street to respond.
Another Stoneskin landed before the mech, emptying an entire clip into its chest without result.  As the mech reached out with its claw the Stoneskin danced away, dodging off the side of a building and flipping like an acrobat onto the mech’s cockpit.  This time the mech’s claw found its target, gripping the Stoneskin by the leg and slinging him around like a cowboy with a lasso.  It released him and sent him spiraling through the air, then brought up its rocket launcher and fired in one motion, blowing the Stoneskin apart mid-flight as if it were nothing more than a clay pigeon at a shooting range.  Parts of the Stoneskin rained down across the street and a flaming chunk of what might have been a ribcage landed at my feet.
Thirty seconds.
The mech marched on and now Targen stood in its way, the last of the Stoneskins.  I heard him shout a challenge as sniper rounds pinged uselessly off the mech’s armour plating, and Targen held his arms wide as if to embrace his foe.  The mech swivelled its rocket launcher toward him, but Targen vaulted forward and delivered a brutal kick to its chest, rocking it backward.
“Yeah, c’mon!” Targen screamed.  “C’mon, you–”
The mech recovered quickly, lurching with deceptive speed at Targen and slamming him sideways.  Targen’s challenge was cut abruptly short and he went smashing through the brick wall of a building across the street with a bone-jarring crash.
Ten seconds.
Mustering every ounce of courage I possessed, I got up and ran headlong toward the mech.  I knew that I was striding toward death itself, a machine with such power that it had dispatched the four Stoneskins almost as an afterthought.  I saw Doust’s face inside the cockpit, his eyes firmly on the blockade and The Midway beyond, and then the mech’s turbines roared into life.  I realised Doust was powering up for another jump.  He turned to glance at me scurrying across the asphalt, but must have viewed me as a harmless pest that was not even worthy of his attention, for he immediately returned his gaze to his controls as he prepared to jump.
Five seconds.
The noise was deafening and the air pushed against me like a solid wall as the turbines that were mounted on the mech’s back began to activate, creating a pair of glowing blue circles below it on the dark street.  I stumbled over the body of a dead Marauder and almost fell, but as the mech crouched into its jump I launched myself upward, the spitball attaching precariously to its underbelly.  I fell back to the ground and covered my ears as the mech took off, the force of the air expelled through the turbines so great that it blew me off the ground and backward along the street, the noise so immense that I felt it might rip my head apart.
The spitball detonated with the mech in mid-air, and the great machine shrieked like a wounded animal, dropping like a stone from the sky and crashing back down onto the asphalt with a huge rend in its undercarriage.  A ragged cheer went up from the direction of the blockade and Malyn shouted for joy nearby, getting to her feet and raising her hands in the air.  Gingerly I began to pull myself to my feet, casting a wary eye behind me for more Marauders, but they seemed to have withdrawn.
The cheers abruptly stopped.
I turned back to the mech, and to my horror I saw it slowly clambering back to its feet, swivelling jerkily in my direction.  Gears jarred within it and it overbalanced, then righted itself unsteadily.  It raised its rocket arm in my direction and I stared down that black barrel knowing that there was no way to reach cover in time.
Something fizzled inside the launching mechanism and smoke began to pour out, and with a loud pop it was engulfed in fire.  I realised that it must have been fortuitously damaged in the explosion.
Doust sent the mech lurching forward, his attention now firmly set on revenge, and I turned and ran.  Although damaged and limping, the mech was still far quicker than me.  It would bear down on me before I could reach safety.  I saw Malyn crouched at the carry case, and while amazed at her courage, I knew that it would take sixty seconds at a minimum for the timer on one of the spitballs to go off, even if she did somehow manage to plant it on the mech.  I didn’t have that long to live.
The crunching footsteps of the mech closed in.  I pushed my body to its limit, muscles straining, arms and legs pumping, ignoring the aches and pains of injuries I’d sustained through the battle.  I looked behind and saw Doust’s hard expression inside the cockpit, his single-mindedness.  I heard the claw mechanism grinding as it reached out for me.
Suddenly there was movement from the edge of the street and something launched onto the back of the mech, rocking it sideways and causing it to cease its pursuit.  It reached up awkwardly with its claw, but some of the hydraulics must have been severed in the explosion, as it could not reach all the way.  The figure clambered up further and appeared above the cockpit, its shiny metal exterior glinting against the dull grey of the mech’s chassis.
“You think that’s gonna stop me, bitch?” Targen shouted triumphantly through the Stoneskin’s loudspeaker.  He slammed a fist mightily down into the cockpit, causing the whole mech to shudder under the impact, and the two of them tottered across the street drunkenly.  Targen struck the cockpit again and again while the mech lurched from one side to the other, attempting in vain to pull him away.  With a final strike from Targen, the cockpit housing buckled and he was able to slip his fingers under its edge.  He grunted, pulling upward with all his might, and the metal shrieked in protest as it began to pull apart.  The mech flailed at him but was unable to dislodge its attacker, who had burrowed in like a tick and would not let go.
The cockpit was finally wrenched open and the mech went limp as Doust took his hands from the controls to defend himself.  He was no match for the Stoneskin, though, and Targen knocked his blows away as if he were a child, and then he drove his fist into the white-haired Marauder’s face with an audible crunch.
“Eat that,” Targen said triumphantly.
Reaching down, Targen gripped his adversary and snatched him from the cockpit as if he were shucking an oyster, then heaved him above his head and threw him down heavily on the street below.  Dazed, Doust attempted to rise, but Targen launched himself into the air and came down heavily on top of him, grinding the Marauder’s face into the asphalt with his boot.
Doust went limp, the last hope of the Marauders defeated.
Targen thumped his chest and roared.  “Still the greatest goddamn soldier on this planet,” he announced. 
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Soldiers came streaming over the blockade and began to gather around Targen and the mech, offering their congratulations and taking a chance to inspect the awesome war machine up close.  Others searched along the street for any wounded Marauders, and once found they were summarily executed without exception.  
More soldiers were moving in from the south as well, undoubtedly the patrols returning home, and I could hear sporadic gunfire out in the city as the last of the Marauders were confronted and taken down.  It seemed that the fighting might continue in patches here and there for a while to come, but the back of the Marauders had well and truly been broken.
Malyn stood taking it all in over by the side of the road with a spitball in her hand, and as I made my way over to her she lifted it curiously and frowned.
“So what does it mean if this little timer thingy is counting down from ten?” she said.
I gave her a smirk.  “Nice try.”
She placed it back carefully into the carry case and brushed a dark lock of hair from her eyes.
“You’re really something,” she said, and the outright admiration in her eyes made me both pleased and embarrassed at the same time.
“I didn’t do anything,” I said awkwardly, pointing over toward the mech, where Targen was talking animatedly to those around him.  “It was all Targen.  Just ask him.”
Malyn snorted.  “What an asshole.”
“Let him have his moment.  Maybe if he enjoys it enough he’ll be a bit less prickly for a day or two.”
“Hmm.  Don’t count on it.”
I took a deep breath, glancing around.  “So this might be it.  The end of the Marauders.  Can you believe that?  After all these years?”
“Not necessarily.  They still have reinforcements out there.”
“I don’t think so.  Not if Doust was throwing himself into fray.  I have a feeling that this was their last roll of the dice.  All or nothing.”
Malyn digested that for a moment.  “Then there might be some hope for this world yet.”
I spotted Liv making her way over toward the mech and she pointed up at it, dictating something to a subordinate who was tapping away on a flip next to her.  She then made a sweeping gesture across the street and pointed south as she gave directions for the next task she wanted carried out.
Targen saw her nearby and gave a guttural laugh, pushing through the throng that had gathered around him.
“You finished with your paperwork, Major General Liv?” Targen crowed.
Liv glared at him.  “Major General, I’m attempting–”
“I hope you were watching what just happened,” Targen drawled.  “I hope you learned something.  This is how a soldier leads his men.”
There was muffled laughter from soldiers and one of them clapped Targen on the back in admiration.  Liv’s eyes darted across the crowd.  It was apparent that she understood what was happening, and that she would find no support from those nearby, and in response she simply bowed her head and walked away stiffly with her subordinate in tow.
“Yep,” Malyn said sourly, “definitely an asshole.”
We picked our way across to the mech, joining the others and inspecting it in much the same way as one might look upon a slaughtered lion – a majestic and awe-inspiring thing that still drew respect even as it lay in ruin.  Through the gaping tear in its underbelly I could see its inner workings, the gears and pistons that drove it, and some of these were still rotating languidly.  A part of me expected it to straighten its back and raise its weapons, ready for one final murderous fling, but there was no chance of that happening without a pilot.
“This will make a good story one day,” Malyn remarked.  “The day you took down a mech all by yourself.”
“I don’t think I’m going to remember much about this day,” I said as a soldier jostled past me for a closer look at the mech.  “The whole thing has been like a blur.”
“Well, I’m going to remember it,” she said.  “You need a refresher, just come ask me.”
“All right, quit gawking,” a major said, striding into the pack of soldiers.  “This fight isn’t done yet.  Get back to your squads, pronto.”  He saw Malyn and I amidst the crowd and pointed back toward the blockade.  “Civilians, report to Major Kent for your assignments.”
We were both roped into helping with the clean-up when we reached the blockade, heading our separate ways .  Despite the abundance of clanks in the area, I felt a certain loneliness watching Malyn leave, as if she were my only true companion here in the city.  The city seemed a little more cold and disconnected as she disappeared from view, and I wasn’t entirely sure why.
I didn’t have time to dwell on it further, as Major Kent and then other Ascension officers directed me to a seemingly endless list of tasks.  There was a great deal of body removal to be done.  Time after time I found myself gripping some unfortunate soul by the arms or legs and lugging them over to a transport to be shipped off to parts unknown.  Many of the dead were in pieces and it was grisly and unpleasant work, but I understood the necessity of it and did my job without complaint.
At one point I hauled a dead Marauder into a transport, his chest torn open to reveal the wires and mechanism of his innards, and dumped his remains onto the pile of bodies with the others.  I was forced to reach up and readjust his body position to stop him sliding back outward again, and as I did I let out an inadvertent gasp.  Shifting bodies aside I saw Top knot lying there half buried, her eyes unseeing and bulletholes scattered across her face.  A sense of outrage came over me, that Ascension would be so disrespectful as to treat their dead this way, but what choice was there?  Right now there were too many deceased to offer a formal funeral to each in turn.  Maybe they would be sorted into groups at whatever place this transport was headed, placed aside to be treated with more dignity later.  In any case, there was nothing I could do about it, so I took a moment to pay my silent respects to her before getting back to work.
Time became a blur.  It might have been forty-eight hours or more that I was at it, and my muscles ached with the exertion.  I felt exhausted, but beneath it all was a simmering sense of elation that kept me going.  The Marauders were finished.  The war was over, and the world had a bright future ahead.
From my own perspective, I knew that now there would be time to work with Ascension, to concentrate on fixing the oil wells and clear the smoke from the sky, thereby saving Atlas, the other children, and all the plants and animals we had raised back home.  The path forward had been cleared.  For the first time there was reason to hope that I might succeed in my mission after all.
The sight of the Grid spire flickering into life brought me back to reality.  Those working with me all stopped what they were doing and turned as one to look upon it, towering above the rooftops and stretching up into the clouds with dazzling intensity.  I was reminded that time was short for the children, and I couldn’t stay here cleaning up the streets for much longer.  I had no doubt that Cabre still wanted the information I had to give him.  Now, more than ever, he would be able to pursue his vision of restoring the Grid and rediscovering the technology of old.  I had to find a way to gain another audience with him and get things moving so that we could both achieve our desired outcomes.
Oddly, it was he who came looking for me.  A Humvee approached shortly thereafter, and as it drew to a halt a soldier disembarked and began talking to others nearby.
Voices were muffled but I could hear a fragment of the conversation.
“…cleanskin with a scar down one side of his face?”
Someone pointed in my direction and the soldier jogged over to me.
“You there,” he said, looking me over.  “What’s your name?”
“Brant.”
He nodded.  “Come with me.”

The blockades were being disassembled by teams of large industrial clanks who were Liv’s height or taller, their massive hands gripping the concrete blocks that had comprised the blockade walls and lugging them to the side of the road to allow vehicles access through to The Midway.  Soldiers parted and the Humvee made good time along the thoroughfare.
In sharp contrast to my previous attempts to reach The Midway, on this occasion I felt like a celebrity as I was drawn through the throng.  There were no pat-downs, no questions, just a free and easy ride up to the doorstep of the Ascension headquarters.  I even had one of the soldiers approach and open the door for me as the Humvee came to a stop.
“Cabre’s waiting on level two,” the soldier said.  “I’ll take you to him.”
I was escorted through the front doors, where another soldier stood guard.  From there we went along a corridor and up a flight of stairs to the war room I’d seen previously.  Cabre was inside with Targen, discussing something quietly on the far side of the table.
“Ah, you’re still with us, Brant,” Cabre said with a relieved smile.  “I had visions of you being ripped apart out there before you could make it back to The Midway.”
“Well, you did leave me in the lurch, General,” I said, trying to inject some humour into my voice despite the fact that I wasn’t happy about being discarded at the city gates.
“Yes.  That was unfortunate,” Cabre said, embarrassed.
“This is war,” Targen said through slitted eyes.  “There’s no room for babysitting around here.  Stand on your own two feet, or fall.”
“It doesn’t matter now,” I said.  “It’s done.  I made it.  No hard feelings.  I just want to get to work.”
“Of course,” Cabre said.  “To say I want to find out what you know is… an understatement.”
“And after I tell you, you’ll keep your end of the bargain, right?”
“What’s this?” Targen said, perplexed.
“He’s trying to put out the fires,” Cabre explained.  “At the oil wells.”
“What in hell for?” Targen said.
“He has his reasons.”  Cabre nodded reassuringly to me.  “Now if we–”
“Excuse me, General?” a soldier said, entering the room behind me.
“What is it?”
“We have the radios back up, sir.  You asked to be notified immediately.”
“Good.  Is there any word from Lima?”
“Not yet, General.”
Cabre began to move, headed toward the door.  “Targen, can you look after Brant while I attend to this?”
A plastic smile spread across Targen’s face as he stared at me.  “Certainly, General.”
Cabre and the other soldier departed and I watched them go.  Turning back to the Major General, I shifted uneasily.  Targen just continued to look upon me with an unwavering stare.
“Uh, some good moves out there, Major General,” I said in an attempt to break the ice.  “Those Stoneskins are really something.”
“The man with the secrets, huh?” Targen said, ignoring my attempts at congeniality.
“Uh, yeah.”
“I don’t like secrets.  Not unless I’m the one keeping them.”
I glanced hesitantly at the doorway.  Targen remained unmoving, unreadable.
“Major General, is there a problem?” I said.
“Yeah.  I ain’t got no more Marauders left to kill,” he said enigmatically.
“Isn’t that a good thing?”
Targen laughed heartily, loosening his stance and shedding his air of hostility.  “I’m just fuckin’ with you, kid.  Don’t mind me.  C’mon, let’s go see Gunner while we wait for the boss to finish playing with his toys.”
He guided me by the shoulder and led me from the room, a broad grin on his face.  Descending again to the first floor, he led me through a series of passageways until we came out into a corridor where there was only one light bulb providing illumination.  It flickered as we walked toward the doorway at the far end.
“Y’know what I liked about the Dusters?” Targen said conversationally, his hand still on my shoulder.
“Uh, nothing?”
“They understood the way the world works,” Targen said, as if reminiscing about an old friend.  “For all their faults, that was the one thing they got right.  They knew that if you want something, you have to take it.  You don’t ask or beg.  You don’t bargain.  You take.  And they never compromised on that, not even at the bitter end.  Maybe when Ascension grew in power the Dusters could have relocated, moved away from us.  Hell, they could have shipped off, right to the other side of the continent where they thought we wouldn’t come looking.  But they didn’t.  They knew this war was all or nothing.  There was no...”  He searched for the right phrase.  “There was no mutually beneficial arrangement.  You know what I’m saying?”
I glanced uneasily over my shoulder at the empty corridor behind us.  “Yeah.”
“They were prepared to lose everything in order to take it all.  There was no settling for a slice of the pie for them.  They had to have the whole thing.  I respect them for that.  It’s strange to think that those bastards had principles, but in a way, they did.”
“I’m not sure if that’s–”
“Here we are,” he said, cutting me off as we reached the doorway.  He tapped on a keypad on the wall and the door clicked open a crack.  “Corporal Gunrix?”
He guided me into a room cluttered with all kinds of gear: circuit boards, boxes of wire, soldering irons, hammers and pliers, and an assortment of electrical gadgets and instruments strewn across the benches.  There was also an apparatus that resembled a hemispherical cage, with pipes and wires and hoses dangling down from the ceiling above.
Gunrix stood before the mechanism and turned as we entered.
“Welcome, Major General,” he said conversationally.
Targen strode into the room, slouching into a chair by the wall.  “You still working on that fat fuck?” he said.
“This guy’s a beast,” Gunrix said, stepping away from the apparatus.  He began to say something else in that jovial tone but the words were lost on me.  A numbness began to fill my body and I felt myself reeling, felt the world pitching under my feet.  The two of them continued to chat but I registered none of what they said.
I was transfixed by the thing strapped into the apparatus next to Gunrix.
It was Doust, I realised with shock.  Or at least, it had been.  I could see the tufts of white hair on his head, but otherwise his face was unrecognisable.  It had been hacked apart down the centre and split crudely apart.  A large black disc had been wedged into the place where his forehead had once been, and his mouth gaped open as if in a silent scream of pain.
I thought for a moment that he was dead, but then he twitched and made a dreadful hissing sound, struggling uselessly at the bonds on his arms, legs and chest that kept him securely within the apparatus.
“Shut up, you, we’re talking here,” Targen drawled, and he and Gunrix laughed.
I felt sick to my stomach, but the two soldiers seemed oblivious to me.
“No,” I said, backing away, and Gunrix turned to look at me, ingenuous.
“Is there a problem?” he said.
“Are you kidding me?  Of course there’s a goddamn problem.”
“Just relax, fella,” Gunrix said, making no attempt to come after me.
“Relax?  You’re the one who makes these things!” I said to Gunrix, horrified.  “Like the one that was watching me all those years back home.”
Gunrix smiled and shrugged, as if proud of the creature in the chair.  “Yeah.  My handiwork.”
“But that’s… that’s monstrous.”
Gunrix just stared at me with that one empty eye socket as he idly turned a hacksaw over in his hands.
“It’s necessary,” he said.
“You’re a fucking… butcher,” I stammered.  “Cabre needs to know about this.”  I turned, then bumped into something solid that made me stumble backward with a gasp.  I fended away from it, expecting an attack, but none came.
Cabre stood in the doorway, staring at me impassively.
“So let’s find out what you know,” he said.
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“You’re in on this?” I said, incredulous, as Cabre advanced into the room.  “What the fuck, Cabre?”
“Am I in on this?” Cabre said sharply.  “Of course I’m in on it.  Do you think anything happens around here without my knowledge?  Without my express consent?”
I staggered backward and Targen materialised to halt my retreat.
“But I…”  I shook my head.  “I don’t understand.  It was you who sent that thing to watch us?”
Cabre spread his hands wide.  “You’re slowly coming up to speed.  Yes, that was one of my drones, although one of our earlier attempts.  Its behaviour was a bit…”
“Erratic,” Gunrix finished for him, his tone rueful.  “That one went off the rails.  Hung around watching you for years, when really it was supposed to observe for a few weeks before moving on to its next assignment.”  Gunrix laughed.  “Maybe it took a liking to you, huh?”
“So you guys knew about Arsha and me all this time?”
“You, and
those four little science experiments of yours,” Cabre said.  “Yes.  We watched you for a long time, trying to figure out what you were up to.  You did manage to surprise me, though, I’ll give you that.  I wasn’t aware that you had any knowledge on how to manipulate the Grid.  If I had known that, I’d have come and sought you out a lot earlier.  As it was, I thought you were just a couple of harmless clanks dabbling in genetics, with nothing useful to offer me.”
“So why have you been playing dumb this whole time?” I said.  “You acted like you didn’t know me when I got here.”
“I wanted to see if you would do the right thing and tell me everything you knew,” Cabre said.  “Call it a test of loyalty.  Of honesty.”  He shrugged.  “Do you really think I give every clank who wanders out of the wasteland a guided tour of my facilities?  A personal interview?  That day you arrived I gave you five minutes of my time because I knew you had
a technical background, and wondered if you had something else to reveal to me.  That’s five minutes more than I give anyone else.”
“But how did you know about us?” I said.  “Why did you send the drone creature to our city?”
“I didn’t know about you,” Cabre said.  “Not before my drone found you.”  He walked over and stared at Doust fondly.  “My drones are out there, spread across the length and breadth of the wasteland, searching for information, for resources, for anything that could help bring my vision of a new world into reality.  They’re searching far and wide for relics of technology, for any clanks who might be in possession of useful knowledge.  How ironic that the thing I’ve been searching for came right to my doorstep to beg for my help.”
“You think I’m going to help you now?” I snarled.  “After this?”
Cabre considered.  “Yes, I think you will.”
Gunrix stepped forward.  “So do I,” he said confidently.  “See, these drones aren’t the result of some high school lab experiment.  I created a probe to tap into a clank’s neural core and suck all the data out.  Call it an easy and effective way of interrogating a subject.  It doesn’t matter if they agree or disagree to tell us what they know.  We’ll get the information regardless.”  He held up his thumb and index finger, slightly parted.  “There’s just one slight side effect.”
“The process destroys most of the neural core,” Cabre explained.  “The subject is left with very little cognitive function afterwards.  Just very basic brain activity, really.  But that doesn’t mean they can’t still have a purpose.”
I didn’t want to hear any more of this.  I turned away, but Gunrix ploughed on anyway.
“With a few extra additions and a touch of reprogramming, I can turn a brain-dead waste of space into a functioning drone, ready to head out into the world.”  Gunrix pointed to Doust’s head.  “This black disc here is a multi-purpose sensor.  It does infrared, thermal, even a bit of x-ray in short bursts for up to two hundred metres.  Ideally I’d like it smaller so that I didn’t have to half rip the subject’s head apart to fit it in, but I’d lose the range if it wasn’t this size.  Anyway, having the long-distance capability is great for helping the drone to avoid detection.  It can also pick up on threats long before they arrive and get out of trouble.  One of my own inventions,” he said proudly.
“I don’t care,” I said.
“And this,” Gunrix went on, pulling Doust’s head forward to reveal the charred innards of his skull, “is a high-speed transmitter for relaying data back to The Midway over the Grid.  We only need the Grid connection up for a few seconds for our drones to send back a week’s worth of data.”
“So that’s the real reason why you want the Grid back up,” I muttered.
“Not entirely,” Cabre said.  “It’s just a small part of it.  Everything I told you before was true.  I want a future for Ascension, for the clanks under my protection.  I want to peel back the layers of the unknown, bring knowledge and understanding back to our society.  Being able to communicate with my drones is all part of that plan.”
“And what about the ones you torture and turn into mindless slaves?  What about their future?”
“They don’t deserve one,” Cabre said flatly.  “They’re criminals, or enemies.  They don’t have any part in the future.”  Cabre leaned in closer to the ruined face of the Marauder leader.  “Do you, Doust?”
Doust screamed in gibberish, a piteous and appalling sound.  Whether he was responding to the mention of his name, or something else, I couldn’t tell.  Gunrix calmly stepped over and stuck his hand inside the cavity in Doust’s skull and tweaked something, and Doust quietened, although he continued to twitch and work his mouth pathetically.
Targen moved over and looked down at him without pity.  “I just wish I could have killed this bastard when I had the chance,” Targen said.  “Out there in the battlefield, with a bullet between his eyes while my boot was on his neck.”
“Cabre had his reasons for wanting him alive,” Gunrix said.  “Otherwise we wouldn’t have been able to download everything from his neural core.”  He straightened Doust’s head again.  “Now we know everything he knew.  Everything about the Marauder enclave, their secret hideouts, their resources.”  He thumped Doust good-naturedly on the chest.  “He’s been a great help.”
“In the end, they all serve Ascension, one way or the other,” Cabre said.
“Yes, I see now,” I said.  “I see that you’re really no better than the Marauders.  Maybe worse.  At least they made no attempt to hide what they really were.”
“The end justifies the means, Brant,” Cabre said.  “We’re building a new world.  They were just trying to destroy the old one.  You’re not stupid.  You know as well as we do that there’s going to be some collateral damage along the way.”
“You can’t justify this, Cabre.  Don’t even try.”
Targen sighed.  “Can we shut this guy up now?”
Cabre glanced at Gunrix.  “When is Doust’s procedure going to be finished?”
Gunrix rubbed his chin.  “Well, that’s the problem.  When I said this guy was a beast, I wasn’t kidding.  He was running hotter than any other clank I’ve ever seen.  Might have had his power core tinkered with before the Winter to feed his body with extra juice.  Extra power.”
“Get to the point, Corporal.”
“Well, Doust here fried my probe during the procedure,” Gunrix said.  He reached out for a charred cable that snaked down from the ceiling.  “Fried it real good.  I can’t do another brain dump until this is repaired.”
“How long?” Cabre said.
Gunrix shrugged.  “Twenty-four hours.  Maybe forty-eight.”
“Get on it,” Cabre said.
Perhaps it was the shock of finding out the truth about Ascension that dulled my senses, but it was only now that I realised that they intended to strap me into that contraption and turn me into one of those horrific drone creatures.  Fear stabbed at my belly as I imagined what it might feel like to have my thoughts and memories sucked out, my mind ruptured, and to spend the rest of my days as a mindless slave, roaming the wasteland at Cabre’s bidding.
“Look, Cabre,” I pleaded, hating myself for trying to bargain with these monsters, “we can still have our deal.  I’ll give you the information you need about the Grid, you put out the fires, and then we can each go our separate ways.  We don’t ever have to see each other again.  Okay?”
Cabre frowned, doubtful.  “You think you’re in any position to bargain, Brant?  Because from where I stand, I don’t think you are.”  I opened my mouth but he held up his palm to silence me.  “Let me tell you how this is going to work.  Gunrix here is going to strap you into this machine.  He’s going to turn it on and plug that probe into your head and take out everything that’s in there.  After that we’ll put you to use as an Ascension drone.  End of story.”
“Might even send you back home so you can keep an eye on your friends,” Targen said gruffly, and Gunrix laughed.  “Would you like that?”
“So this is the thanks I get for everything I’ve done?” I said.  “Where’s your gratitude?”
“Gratitude?” Cabre said.  “For what?”
“For pushing you out the way of that RPG at the city gates, for a start,” I said.  “You would have worn it in the back if I hadn’t protected you.”
“That was never going to hit me,” Cabre said.
“And what about destroying the mech?  I was the one who planted the spitball on it, out in the street.  I was the one who stopped Doust in his tracks.”
“If memory serves, it was Major General Targen who subdued our friend Doust.”
“That’s bullshit–”
“Shut up,” Cabre said quietly but with an air of authority.  “Just shut up.”  He strolled over closer to Doust and watched him twitch within his bonds.  “I’m not proud to say that I’m a little too emotional at times.  It doesn’t happen often, but when it does…”  He looked back at me.  “Truth is, I’m angry with you, Brant.  I’m angry that I gave you a chance and you threw it back in my face.  You lied to me.  You withheld information.  If you’d have told me what you knew at our first meeting, I could have had the Grid restarted before the Marauder attack.  I wouldn’t have had to rely on some antiquated and easily subverted radio system for communications.  The Marauders can’t block the Grid.  No one can.  A lot of my soldiers died out there because we lost our comms, and you could have prevented it.”
I held out my hands in a futile gesture.  “Look, I didn’t know if I could trust you.  I’m sorry–”
“I’m sorry too,” Cabre snapped.  “For your sake.  But you had your chance.  You can’t expect me to rely on your honesty now, can you?  How do I know what you aren’t telling me?  How do I know what else you’re holding back, waiting for the right moment to reveal it?”  He shook his head.  “No.  The time for cooperation has passed.  Now I’m just going to take it from you whether you like it or not.”
The trap had well and truly closed in, and I didn’t see any way of escaping.  While Cabre was resolute and grim, the other two seemed to be genuinely enjoying their moment of superiority.  They enjoyed watching me squirm.  I had no doubts that Gunrix couldn’t wait to shove me into the apparatus and strap me down.  He seemed to take a macabre delight in his work.  In fact, the inhumanity of what they were doing seemed lost on all of them.
Fear gave way to anger and I clenched my teeth.
“You pieces of shit,” I grated.  “You’re all pathetic.  And I hope your new world crashes down around your fuckin’ ears.  I hope you end up in the same deep, dark hole as the Marauders.”
“How about I give you a matching scar on the other side of your face?” Targen said, stepping forward with his hand balled into a fist.
“No,” Cabre said, lifting a hand to Targen’s chest.  “Let’s not damage what’s in that head of his.  The irony is,” he said, as if I wasn’t even there, “he’s going to be working for Ascension for the rest of his days.  He’s going to be part of the new world he’s cursing whether he likes it or not.”
“Fuck you,” I said.
“Gunner, you have twenty-four hours,” Cabre said.  “Get that thing fixed.”  He returned his attention to me and grabbed my arm.  “And you… come with me.”
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Cabre directed me back toward the front entrance of The Midway and handed me over to a couple of soldiers stationed there.
“This one goes straight to the lock-up,” he told them.  “Make sure Captain Ocano is notified.”
“Yessir.”
Cabre turned and left without another word, and the soldiers gripped me from either side, hauling me unceremoniously out of The Midway and into the street.  We crossed the road, headed toward a squat and drab building on which I could see faded lettering: POLICE.
I cast a wistful eye along the street toward the south, wishing I could turn back the clock a few hours and leave the city while I still had the chance.  With the disarray caused by the Marauder attack, it would have been relatively easy for me to slip away unnoticed.  I could have been on my way back home with a good head start before they even realised I was missing.
But that wasn’t going to happen now.
As they dragged me along I wondered if there was a way I could somehow wrestle free and slip away into the city, but I quickly realised such thoughts were futile.  For a start, the two soldiers were far larger and stronger than me, and there were still any number of other soldiers buzzing around The Midway performing various duties.  Even if I were somehow able to escape the clutches of these two, there would be plenty of others to gun me down or corner me before I could make it to safety.
As we neared the dilapidated police station, I saw Elias heaving a wheelbarrow full of debris toward us.  Our eyes met, and he abruptly dropped the wheelbarrow and stiffened, staring at me in disbelief.
“Cleanskin, what–”
“Get out of here, Elias,” I said simply.  “Just get out of here.”
He continued to gape at me as they led me up and into the police station, and then I lost sight of him as we pushed through the front doors.  I was taken through the front desk area where two soldiers stood guard, and then down a corridor past empty and disused offices, the furniture within coated in dust.  Toward the back of the building we came to an anteroom where a grey-haired clank with a wrinkled, weathered face stood leaning against the wall, his arms folded across his chest.
“Captain Ocano,” one of the soldiers said, “we have another one to be placed in the lock-up.  Came straight from Cabre himself.”
“Another one to join the family,” Ocano said with mock sweetness, pushing away from the wall.  He walked over and looked me up and down, then flicked his fingers at the soldiers.
“Dismissed.”
“Yessir.”
Without another word they stomped back down the hallway, leaving me alone with Ocano.
“Name?” he said sharply.
“Brant.”
“And what did you do to piss off the boss man?”
“You’d have to ask him that yourself.”
Ocano grunted.  “Maybe I’ll do that.”  He punched a code into a keypad on the wall and a door slid open, revealing another corridor.  He gestured politely with one hand.  “After you.”
I walked on ahead and Ocano followed a short distance behind.  “The truth is, I didn’t do anything wrong,” I said earnestly.
“I see.  Doesn’t matter in the end though, does it?” Ocano said.
“What do you mean?”
“Guilty?  Innocent?  Those terms mean nothing anymore.  If Cabre wants you in here, then this is where you’ll stay.  I’m sure he has his reasons.”
“So how is that fair?”  I slowed and turned to look at him but he prodded me sharply with his fingers to keep me moving.
“If you’re looking for fairness, you’ve come to the wrong place, fella.  There’s no such thing here.”
“Except if you’re part of Ascension.  Then you get special treatment, right?”
“Hell, no!” Ocano said, laughing gruffly.  “You think it’s fair that I’m stuck in here, playing babysitter?”
“Huh?”
Ocano scratched at his withered face.  “Do you know what was happening here in the lock-up while the soldiers out there were fighting to save the city?”
“No.”
“Nothing.  Absolutely nothing.  I sat on my bony ass and waited to see who walked through the front doors at the end of it all.  Wasn’t sure if was going to be a Duster or someone dressed in grey, and I had no control of it, neither.”
“Is that a bad thing?”
“Hell, yes, it’s a bad thing.”  He gripped my shoulder with fingers of granite and halted me before the door at the end of the corridor, rapping his knuckles loudly upon it.  The face of another soldier appeared through a small pane of glass on the other side, the thin shape of it reminding me of a weasel.  He nodded, then stood back as Ocano disengaged the electronic locking mechanism.  The door swung open.
“Captain Ocano,” the soldier said, his voice pinched and nasally.
“Weekes, we got some more fresh meat, here.  Goes by the name of Brant.  Go and unlock a spare cell, will you?”
“Yessir,” Weekes said, and he moved away quickly, walking with a pronounced limp.  Inside the room a row of four small cells were aligned along the wall, one of which was occupied by a sour-looking clank seated quietly on the bench at the rear of his cell.  He watched impassively as Ocano led me across the room.
“And here’s why it’s a bad thing,” Ocano went on, picking up our conversation where we’d left off.  “Because it’s an insult to a soldier like me to be stuck in here while there’s fighting to be done.  I belong on the front lines with the others.”
“So why not ask to be reassigned?” I said.
“Because I’m being punished,” Ocano said, pressing his lips together.  “I made one tiny mistake and now I’m stuck in here for good.”
Weekes indicated for me to enter the last cell, located by the wall, and then slammed it shut behind me.  He locked the door and limped back to his post by the door while Ocano remained outside my cell, glaring at me through slitted eyes.
“I led over seventy missions for Cabre over the years, and only failed once,” he said.  “Got ambushed crossing through Faulkner, or what was left of it.  Down south.  Lost our cargo.  That pissed Cabre off like you wouldn’t believe.  There were good reasons why things went bad, but he didn’t want to hear it.  He demoted me and put me in here to a station well below my old rank, to watch over you sad sacks.  Took away the only thing in this world that I loved.”
“I’m having a hard time feeling sorry for you,” I said.
“I don’t want your pity,” he said.  “I just want you to know the simple truth – we’re all prisoners here.  You either find a way to live with that, or you don’t.”
He clanged his knuckles against the cell bars as if in farewell, then walked away and left me to wait for the inevitable.

I spent the next couple of hours stewing over my predicament in silence.  Strategies for escape came and went, one idea after another discarded until my inspiration had run dry.  At the end of it all I was left hollow and defeated, slumped against the wall, cursing the decisions I had made even though there was no way I could have foreseen what was going to occur.
I tried not to think about what was going to happen to me when they led me out of this cell.  Not only could I expect to undergo torturous pain and agony as my mind was corrupted and ripped apart, but I would also be losing all the things that made me who I was – all those memories of my time spent alone in the wasteland, everything I had gone through with Arsha and the embryos, the joy of holding the children in my arms – it would all be lost.
I didn’t know what sort of existence awaited me as one of those monstrous drones, but it couldn’t be anything pleasant.  I imagined it would be a kind of living hell where the emptiness I’d once experienced in the wasteland was magnified a thousand times.
“Hey,” someone whispered nearby.  The prisoner in the cell next to mine had sidled along his bench until he was almost within touching distance.  “What are you doing in here?”
Skinny and unkempt, the prisoner’s shock of black hair was matted against one side of his face, and his clothing was torn and grimy.  Despite his unruly appearance, there was a certain keenness about his eyes, which he never lifted from the floor as he spoke.  The soldier standing guard by the door, Weekes, was out of earshot and did not hear him speak.
“Waiting to die, I guess,” I said softly.  Weekes glanced over and I quickly returned my eyes to my lap.  “Is there anything else to do?”
“What’s your crime?” the skinny clank persisted.  “You kill someone?”
“No.”
“Could you?”
“Huh?”
“Could you kill someone?”
I glanced surreptitiously at him.  “I’m not sure what you’re getting at.”
“If it came down to someone standing between you and your shot at freedom, would you have it in you to put them down?”
I watched him carefully.  “If I had to.  I’ve done it before.”
“Thought so.  You have that look about you.”  He scraped some mud from his shoe with a bony finger.
“What look is that?  The look of a killer?”
“The look of someone who’s been in a few fights and can handle himself.”
My eyes darted over at Weekes again, who was scrutinising something on the end of his finger.
“What exactly are we talking about here?” I said.
“The name’s Vance,” the clank said by way of answer.
“Uh, okay.  I’m Brant.  Nice to meet you.”
“So, this is just a friendly heads-up that I’m not hanging around in here much longer,” Vance said.  “Thought you’d like to know.”
“You made parole?” I said sarcastically.
“Don’t need to,” he said, leaning his head back against the wall.  “Not when you have the right friends.”
“I hope one of those is Cabre.  Otherwise I don’t see you getting out in a hurry.”
“No.  My friends are not so well known, but just as powerful in their own way.”
I would have dismissed him as a crackpot had his voice not been so measured and his demeanour so calm and assured.  He spoke in the way of someone who knew exactly what was at stake and was supremely confident in what was going to occur.
Realisation came over me.  “You’re one of the insurgents,” I said.
He nodded, making no attempt to hide the fact.
“So you’ve heard of us.”
“Whispers, nothing more.  I wasn’t sure if you guys were even real.”
“We’re real.”
“So what are you doing in here?”
“We made a move during the end of the Marauder invasion,” Vance said.  “Tried to hit them while they were down.  Kill two birds with one stone, y’know?”  He grinned without humour.  “How good would that have been?  To be rid of Ascension and the Marauders on the same day.”
“What happened?”
“We rushed The Midway, but they’d reserved more numbers than we anticipated.  We thought we’d be up against a skeleton crew, but it was far more than that.”
“How many of you were captured?” I said.
He grimaced.  “Just me.  The others who were cornered gave themselves a permanent brain wipe.”  He held his thumb and forefinger to his temple and dropped his thumb to mimic a gunshot.  “But I fucked up.  Couldn’t go through with it.”
“Then it’s only a matter of time until your comrades are dead,” I said.
“Huh?  Why?”
“They have a contraption over at The Midway… a machine that extracts information from a clank’s neural core.  Once they use it on you, they’re going to know everything you know.”
“We figured they had something like that.  Heard stories passed down by some clanks who’d heard about it from someone else.  Almost seemed like it was a spook story.  But I guess when you’ve seen the things we’ve seen, you know that nothing is beyond these bastards.”
“What have you seen?”
“Hey, you’ve seen Cabre and Targen in action, right?  You’ve heard them speak?”
“Yeah.”
“Then you don’t need any further explanation from me.”
“I guess.”  I looked at him ruefully.  “I’m sorry, but once they use that thing on you and download your memories, the insurgents are finished.”
“It won’t come to that,” Vance said adamantly.  “If the other insurgents don’t get me out, they’ll flatten this building.  They were never going to trust me to reach that interrogation room, anyway.”
“So why are you telling me this?  How do you know I’m not an Ascension plant who’s been put in here to gain your trust?”
“It wouldn’t matter if you were.  They won’t stop us, whether they know we’re coming or not.  And I figure if things get heavy, it might be useful to have someone covering my back as I try to get out of here.  That’s assuming you want to get out of here too.”
I considered the implications of what he was telling me.  Although I didn’t relish the thought of being crushed under the weight of this prison when the insurgents took it down, there was at least a glimmer of hope that I might make it out with Vance if they staged a rescue mission.  I wasn’t sure of how they were going to do this, however, since they’d failed to break through Ascension’s defences during the Marauder attack.
The lock-up, although guarded by a few soldiers, was not as heavily fortified as The Midway.  Perhaps they would have more success here.
“All right,” I said.  “I’ll–”
There was a rap on the door and Weekes jumped as if he’d been poked by a cattle prod.  He moved over to the door, then stood back as it swung open.
“Another one?” he said.  “Busy day today.”
“Not entirely,” Ocano said, stepping through the doorway.  Then he turned and beckoned irritably to someone behind him.
Malyn stepped cautiously into the room and my heart sank.
Oh, Malyn, not you too, I thought.
Weekes began walking toward us, flipping through the keys on his belt.  “You want me to unlock the last cell–”
“That won’t be necessary,” Ocano said, halting the other soldier in his tracks.  “This one won’t be staying long.”
Weekes scratched his head, dumbfounded.  “Well, if she’s no–”
“She’s visiting,” Ocano said brusquely.
“But Captain, General Cabre gave instructions that no visitors–”
“I know what Cabre said,” Ocano growled.  “So what’s he gonna do?  Demote me further?”  He turned to Malyn and jabbed a finger at her.  “You have sixty seconds to say goodbye to loverboy.  Not one second more.  Then we’re even.”
Malyn nodded and her eyes scanned the cells, finally coming to rest as she saw me walking forward.  A palpable sense of relief washed over her and she moved hastily over to the stand before the bars of my cell.  Although initially appalled to see her here, I had to admit that it felt good to see her again, even in these difficult circumstances.
“You’re still alive,” she breathed.  “Damn, Cleanskin.  I thought they might have gutted you already by now.”
“Malyn, what’s going on?  Why are you here?  It’s not safe.”
She snorted.  “Don’t you think I know that, man?  I had to see you.  Elias saw them dragging you in here and came and told me.”
“How did you get in here?”
She jerked her thumb over her shoulder.  “I tagged along with old Ocano on a few missions a while back.  Saved his skin one night during a skirmish.  He said he owed me one, so now I’m calling it in.”  She shook her head.  “Forget about that.  There’s no time.”
“Malyn, you have to go.  Ascension are rotten to the core.  The things I’ve seen–”
“Why haven’t you told them what you know about the Grid?” she said.
“I tried to, but Cabre’s holding a grudge against me now.  He blames me for the Marauders getting the jump on Ascension during the attack.”
“What?” Malyn spat.  “That’s bullshit.”
“I know, but try telling that to Cabre.”  I leaned through the bars as far as I could, lowering my voice.  “Malyn, he’s got a machine that sucks data right out of a clank’s neural core.  Takes all of your memories and downloads them, then leaves the mind a steaming pile of mush afterwards.”  I took a moment to collect myself.  “He’s going to use it on me.”
“Isn’t there anything that you can do?” she said.
“Twenty seconds!” Ocano called out, folding his arms across his chest.
“I tried to bargain with them.  It’s useless.  I’m telling you, get out of the city while you still can.  Lunn was right.  You don’t know who they’re going to turn on next.”
“Dammit,” she said, pressing her hand to her forehead.  “Okay, if that’s the way it is…”
She glanced back at Ocano, unsure what to say.  I managed to force a smile.
“Hey,” I said, “what did Ocano mean when he called me ‘loverboy’?”
Malyn flushed, embarrassed and unable to meet my eyes.  “I had to give him a reason why I wanted to come in here,” she explained.  “I said you and me were… y’know…”
My eyes widened in surprise.  “You said that you and me were–”
She stepped toward me unexpectedly and her hands gripped my shirt through the bars, slamming me forward and against her body as she pushed up to the other side.  Her lips pressed against mine, hot and salty, and I could taste the desperation, the longing within her as she held me tight.  Then, almost as soon as it had begun, her embrace was over, and she pushed herself roughly away and stalked back toward the exit.
“I’m done,” she said scornfully, marching past them like she owned the place, like she knew that every eye in the room was upon her.
“Damn,” Weekes muttered appreciatively, scratching his head again and watching her hips as she strutted past.
The corners of Ocano’s mouth tilted upward as he stared at me.  “Something to keep you warm through the long, cold night,” he said, then turned and followed Malyn out the door.
I staggered backward toward the bench at the rear of the cell, reeling from the suddenness of Malyn’s embrace and the sensation of her lips against mine.  In a moment of despair and hopelessness it had been an unexpectedly pleasurable moment, and I felt a surge of gratitude that she had taken the risk to come and see me, to give me one final moment of joy before my world fell apart.
As I lowered myself to the bench I felt an unusual pressure in my hip.  My fingers edged down and reached into my pocket, and with a start I realised something was in there.  It was cold and metallic and smooth, and it hadn’t been there a minute ago.
Malyn had handed me a flip.
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I turned my body to shield the flip from Weekes’ view, cradling it in the palm of my hand.  My fingers shook as I reached down and swiped across the display.  Although the flip was battered and its screen cracked, it was still working.  It began to glow softly and after a few moments a message appeared, the lettering of the font radiant and white against a dark background.
If you are who I think you are, you’ll know what to do with this.
I stared, uncomprehending, then swiped again to dismiss the message.  As it disappeared from view, a standard user interface appeared on the screen, complete with icons for messaging, games, Grid browsers, the built-in camera, and so on.
It seemed to be just a standard flip.  I’d half expected instructions or a comms link that might offer some kind of help, some kind of guidance for getting me out from behind these bars.  Yet as I scrolled through the icons I found nothing of the sort.
So why had she given it to me?  What good was it going to do in here, apart from allowing me to whittle away my last few hours of freedom by dabbling in solitaire?
If you are who I think you are…
Who did she think I was?  Did she expect me to use this to call for help?  Who could I possibly call?  It didn’t make sense.
As I watched, a message popped in at the top of the screen: Grid connection established.  From that, I could deduce that Cabre had activated the Grid spire again.  I’d be able to use the flip to communicate with other Grid capable devices in the area.  Was I supposed to try calling or messaging Malyn on the outside?  There were no contacts listed on the flip whatsoever, so that couldn’t be it.
…you’ll know what to do with this.
How would I know what to do with it?  How was it going to help my predicament?  I wasn’t some kind of hacker–
That’s it, I realised suddenly.  That’s what she meant.  She saw me get inside the Grid spire down south, and now believed that I was some kind of genius who was capable of manipulating the Grid.
But that wasn’t true.  My knowledge of using the Grid was limited to what I’d learned back there in M-Corp a couple of weeks ago.  It really only amounted to some very specialised knowledge, just a few basic commands.  It wasn’t my understanding of the Grid that had circumvented the security back at the spire, but rather the subroutine that had been stored on the data shard.
The data shard.
I dug my fingers desperately in my pocket, feeling through the dust and grit that had accumulated there, and then they fell upon the slender form of the data shard.  It felt cool and smooth against my fingertips.  Soldiers had patted me down maybe a dozen times since I’d arrived in the city, yet they’d been searching for weapons – the shard was too small and slim to be detected by such a search.  It had lain there, forgotten and unnoticed by everyone until now.
I drew it out surreptitiously.  Over my shoulder I could see Weekes standing there digging something out of his fingernails, obviously unaware of what was going on.  
“Feeling sick all of a sudden?” I heard Vance say.  I craned my neck and looked at him, realising that I had been hunched over as I shielded the flip from the rest of the room.
“Uh, a little,” I said.  Vance continued to stare at the floor, but I sensed he knew that something was happening.  I returned my attention to the flip and shifted my weight so that my back was directly pointed toward Weekes, hoping I would block his view even if he should shift his position.
Searching the edge of the flip, I located the tiny aperture on its edge which allowed the connection of external devices.  I fidgeted with the data shard, trying to find the correct orientation, and then it abruptly slid home with a click.
I winced, my eyes darting back to Weekes, but he only gave me a cursory glance before returning his attention to his fingernails again.
On the flip, another message appeared: External input detected.
Within moments the data from the shard had been read and the subroutine executable made available.
Now if only I knew what to do with it.
Cabre had told me on the roof of The Midway that he had begun integrating as many devices back onto the Grid as possible so that they could be centrally managed.  He’d also said that their access was encrypted, but I hoped that the subroutine would overcome that security.
But the question remained: how was this access to the Grid going to get me out of my incarceration?  The lock on the cell was mechanical.  I had as much chance of unlocking it as I did of magically opening a portal in the wall to allow my escape.
After that, I still had all of the other doors and the guards to contend with.
So what else could I do?
I opened the Grid browser and scanned for nearby devices, but to my dismay I was greeted with a list of hundreds of devices with meaningless names, just strings of numbers like a90b.21ff and 0081.2c1a.  Gunrix probably had every device under his control catalogued, but for an outsider there was no clue as to the purpose of each device.
I selected a device at random, and when prompted for the access credentials I activated the subroutine on the shard.  The login was populated by a meaningless string of characters and failed, but then when the access was reinitiated the login prompt was bypassed altogether and I found myself at the interface of the device.
Well, I can bypass the security at least, I thought.
Now that I was inside the controls for the device, I still had no idea what it was.  There were parameters for blade rotation and voltage and so I assumed it must have been some sort of pump or fan.
I couldn’t see how doing anything to this device would help me escape the lock-up, but since I had no plan whatsoever I decided to just shut the device down.  Maybe if I turned enough devices off, I would eventually cause enough confusion to make Weekes leave the room to investigate.  Once that happened there might be a chance of forcing my way out somehow.
I activated the shutdown procedure on the device and then returned to the Grid browser.  I chose the next device in line and shut it down as well.  I stopped and listened.
There was no change to the environment in the lock-up, no shouts of alarm from outside.  For all I knew, the devices I was hacking were located on the other side of the city.  I could spend hours going through these devices with no result.
Then I realised there was a much simpler way of finding what I wanted.  Inside the browser was a filter that allowed devices to be sorted by proximity.  I didn’t need to resolve the name of each device – I just needed to know which were closest.
With the proximity filter applied, I went ahead and shut down the first device in the list.  Immediately there was a loud and abrasive intonation that reverberated about the room, causing Weekes to jerk away from the wall and drop his rifle.  The electronic lock on the door disengaged and the entrance swung open of its own accord.
Weekes gathered up his rifle shakily and began to edge toward the door.
“Captain?” he said uncertainly.  “You’re supposed to knock.”
He swung his rifle forward as he reached the door, but there was no one there.  At the other end of the corridor I heard the second security door deactivate and then Captain Ocano’s voice boomed down at us.
“Weekes?  What the hell are you doing?”
“It… it wasn’t me, Captain,” Weekes stammered.  “Damn thing did it by itself.”
“Bullshit,” Ocano said.  “Never seen it do that, not even once.”
He continued to remonstrate his subordinate but I had already turned back to the flip, searching for the next device in line.  I bypassed the security and once again set the device to deactivate, and as my finger brushed the button the lights in the building clicked off.  We were plunged into darkness, and suddenly the glowing display of the flip was like a beacon, casting a splash of white light across my cell.  I clutched it to my chest to hide it, almost falling off the bench in my haste, and then the dim red illumination of the emergency lights filled the room.
“Cap?” came Weekes’ tremulous voice.  “What’s going on?  Is it the Marauders again?”
“How the hell should I know?” Ocano replied.  “More likely we just lost power.  Wait there and I’ll–”
Just then an explosion sounded from the front of the building, and the whole place shook so hard that the cell bars themselves vibrated like harp strings.  I was bucked from the bench and landed on the floor, the flip tumbling out of my grasp and sliding along the concrete toward the next cell.  As I stumbled over to retrieve it I saw Vance getting calmly to his feet, straightening his shirt as if abruptly concerned about his appearance.
He finally turned to look at me, his dark eyes sparkling in the dim ruddy glow of the emergency lights.
“Here it comes,” he said.

All hell broke loose.
Another explosion rocked the building, and then the chatter of gunfire out in the street reverberated down the hallway.  Ocano screamed something at Weekes, who reached for the door and struggled to pull it shut.  He cast a panicked eye at both Vance at me, as if worried that we had somehow slipped through the bars of our cells and might be coming at him from behind.  He dropped his rifle again as he returned his attention to the door, fighting against the mechanism that was attempting to keep it open.
“Dropped your toy,” Vance muttered to me, slipping his foot through the bars and nudging the flip back in my direction.
“Is it them?” I said breathlessly, gripping the flip and getting to my feet.  “The insurgents?”
“Who else?”
I wondered for a brief moment if my toying with the devices on the flip had somehow precipitated the insurgent attack.  Were they were working with Malyn, anticipating that I would start bringing devices down across the city?  That was unlikely, I decided.  There was no evidence that Malyn was involved with the insurgents at all.  More likely this was just a coincidence, and they had probably planned the timing independently of Malyn’s arrival.
Whatever the case, the intruders were getting closer.  There was gunfire inside the building now, the sound roaring down the corridor, accompanied by flashes of brilliance as the rounds discharged in the dim light.
“Damn Marauders,” Weekes muttered, disbelieving, looking around as if searching for a way to escape.  “We killed them.  We killed them all.”
Vance gave me a wry grin, enjoying the fact that Weekes had failed to come to grips with what was happening.
“Let us out, Weekes,” Vance suggested amiably.  “We can help you fight those bastards.”
Weekes shook his head, clutching his rifle to his chest fervently.  “No way, Vance.  You can rot in there for all I care.  I’m getting out of here.”
“Where you gonna go, little man?” Vance teased, walking casually toward the front of his cell and pressing his face between the bars.  “There’s nowhere to run.”
“Shut up!” Weekes spat.
“You’re a prisoner in here now, too,” Vance went on calmly.  “Welcome to death row.”
“Shut the hell up, man!” Weekes screeched, lowering his rifle toward Vance and stepping forward threateningly.  “Shut up or–”
There was a hail of gunfire in the room and I hit the deck, cradling my head in my hands and rolling over toward the wall.  When it stopped I opened my eyes to see Vance still standing at the edge of his cell, but Weekes was splayed out across the floor, motionless.
Figures hurried into the room from the hallway, rifles raised as they surveyed the area.
“It’s clear,” Vance informed them.
“Vance,” the first one said, moving sleekly across the floor.  “Still in one piece?”
“Of course.”
“Stand back, please.”  The insurgent pressed something against the lock on Vance’s cell, and tiny red and yellow sparks lit up the room as something burned its way through the metal.  An acrid stench permeated the place, and then the metal sloughed and fell apart, dripping down onto the floor like hot wax.  The insurgent kicked the cell door dramatically and it clanged open.
“Weekes had the key, y’know,” Vance said coolly as he stepped unhurriedly out of the cell.  “You might consider that option next time.”  He collected the dead soldier’s rifle, untangling it gently from his lifeless arm, and headed toward the door.
“Vance!” I called.  They all turned to look at me.  “Little help?”
Vance signalled for the others to proceed and then stooped at Weekes body once again.  He extracted the keyring from the soldier’s belt and slid it across the floor to me.
“Catch up as fast as you can,” Vance said as I reached out to collect the keys, and when I looked up he had already gone.
I slid my hands through the cell bars and fiddled with the keys against the lock, scraping and sliding them against the metal as I attempted to insert them into place.  After an agonising and frustrating ten seconds I finally slid the correct key into the lock, twisting with such desperation that I feared I would inadvertently snap the key in two.  Then the door swung outward and I was across the room in pursuit of the fleeing insurgents.
As I loped down the hallway I could hear more gunfire, explosions, and clanks yelling and screaming in pain.  This fight seemed every bit as ferocious as the battle with the Marauders had been days before.  Whether this was really just a rescue mission to deliver Vance from imprisonment or a full-scale assault by the insurgents with nothing held back, I couldn’t be sure.  Maybe they had come to the conclusion that there was no point waiting for Ascension to rebuild, and realised that if they wanted to overthrow them they were never going to get a better opportunity than now.
In the end, it didn’t matter.  I didn’t care who won or lost.  I just needed to get out of this building, out of this city, and as far away as possible.
At the end of the corridor there was a pile of rubble where the anteroom had been a few minutes before.  The insurgents had already been through here and evidently moved on.  Vance was nowhere to be seen.  I picked my way across the rubble and then suddenly something lurched out of the ruined timber and brick and knocked me sideways and off my feet.
Captain Ocano stood above me, his clothing charred and his body tattered and gouged.  As he staggered nearer I could see the alloy of several ribs showing through on his left side.  His arm had been blown apart as well, and his hand and forearm dangled uselessly from a few strands of smouldering wire protruding from his elbow.
“It’s you, fresh meat?” he said, blinking and obviously dazed.  “Thought you were one of those damn insurgents.”
“Captain Ocano, I–”
“Where you goin’, son?” he said, scowling at me as if I were an errant child.
“Captain, this place is falling apart.  We need to get out of here.”
“No.  I’m not leaving my station.”
“Then you’re going to be buried here.”  I glanced down the corridor and saw fire licking at the ceiling, growing brighter by the second, and black smoke curled toward us.  Vance and the others were gone, and time was running out.
“So be it,” Ocano said.  I began to get up but he swung his handgun up and pointed it at me, now lucid and steady as a rock.  “Who are you?  Who are you, really?”
“Captain, we need to go.”
“That girl never once showed her feelings out there,” Ocano went on, and it took me a moment to realise he was referring to Malyn.  “Had skin as thick as a rhino.  I don’t recall her smiling or showing fear even once.  Never even saw her hate something, not in all the time she was under my command.  Wondered if she was even capable of emotion at times.  But when she looked at you…”
His eyes narrowed and he clutched at his ribs, his face contorted by pain, as if he were only just now feeling the effects of his wounds.  He shrunk back slightly, but as I got to my feet he levelled the handgun at me again.
“You haven’t answered my question,” he said.
“Look, Captain, I’m just a clank who’s trying to mind his own business.  I’m leaving Ascension City if I can.  You won’t ever see me again.”
Ocano wavered again as he was racked by pain.  “Didn’t I tell you…? We’re all prisoners…”
“Captain please–”
“But I guess we weren’t all… meant to live in a cage after all, huh?” he said haltingly, his body shuddering with the effort of standing upright.  His eyes bored into me.  “Well, go on, then… fly.”
He raised the gun away from me and slumped back against the broken wall.  The sidearm clattered to the floor and he clutched at his chest with his good hand.  He grimaced and nodded at me through the agony.
“Get out now… before I change my mind,” he said through gritted teeth.
I didn’t hesitate.  Charging down the hallway, I found myself confronted on all sides by walls of flame as the police station went up in smoke.  The ceiling had been ripped apart and I could see The Midway outside reaching up into the dark sky, spotlights sweeping back and forth as soldiers appeared at the windows of the upper stories and fired down on the street below.  Part of the structure was on fire, and as I watched there was another explosion that went off on the second floor, carving another hole in the building’s exterior.
Up ahead, the entrance to the police station was awash with the movement of frantic shapes as combatants moved about in the street.  I wasn’t sure who I’d meet if I made it out there – Ascension or the insurgents – and maybe it didn’t matter.  I was part of neither side, and for all I knew they might both regard me as a threat.  Either way, I didn’t envisage lasting long out in the open.
As I ran forward I noticed a dark patch beyond one of the old offices, what looked to be a piece of crumbing wall that the fire hadn’t reached.  Acting on instinct more than anything, I diverted my course and sped through the office, finding a gap in the structure and clambering out across a pile of rubble.  In moments I came out on a backstreet that led past the rear of the police station, the fire behind me.
I ran through the streets, trying to put as much distance between myself and The Midway as I possibly could.  There were Humvees and Ascension soldiers on foot heading toward the battle, but they made a racket, allowing me enough time to find hiding places until they had passed.  There was one occasion where I stumbled across other frightened clanks hiding in the shadows, a female with a young male Ward.  The child looked on the verge of tears and the mother had clamped a hand across his mouth to prevent any inadvertent cries.  The three of us sat there staring at each other in the dark until the soldiers had passed, and then I got to my feet and left without so much as a word passing between us.
I must have been running for almost an hour and was getting close to the edge of the city when I heard a vehicle coming up behind me, heading away from The Midway instead of toward it.  Its headlights blazed in the gloom and made shadows dance in the street all around me.  Taking evasive action, I hunkered down behind a stairwell and flattened myself against the wall as it approached.  Unnervingly, it began to slow down as it neared, the throaty warble of its engine echoing across the street like a ferocious predator.
I glanced around, but there was nowhere to go except back out into the street.  If they cornered me I would have to fight.
Just keep moving, you fucks.
The vehicle slowed to a crawl, its headlights reflecting all around me, making my hiding place uncomfortably bright.  It stopped completely and the engine idled throatily, but there was no sound of anyone disembarking, and I could only guess as to their intent.  After a few moments the engines revved and it began to roll forward again, down along the street, and I let out a sigh of relief.
There was a loud whining sound as the vehicle braked hard, then I heard it reverse and come creeping back toward me.
I felt around me for something I could use as a weapon, my hands finding only pebbles and dust.  I prepared for the worst.
The vehicle stopped right outside my hiding place again.
“Cleanskin?”
I froze, recognising the voice but not quite believing I was hearing it.  I stood up and walked out into the light, where a sleek quad-cycle bearing the markings of the Marauders sat idling.  The clank at the controls looked about the street trying to locate me, and upon sighting me, smiled broadly.
“Need a ride?” Malyn said.
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“How the hell did you find me?”
Malyn shrugged casually.  “There’s a pinger inside that flip.  I tracked you down with this.”  She pointed to a scanner that she had attached to the front of the vehicle.  When I made no response, she raised her eyebrows.  “I’m not as dumb as I look, y’know.”
“I know you’re not dumb.”
“Good, then we’re making progress.”  She looked behind her along the street.  “Listen, man, I’d love to make chit-chat with you for a few hours, but I really think it’s time we got out of here.”
She patted the quad-cycle’s seat invitingly and I strode forward, swinging up behind her and threading my hands around her waist.
“Do it,” I said.
“Hang on.”
She pulled on the throttle and the quad surged forward.  It was an ungainly contraption, built low to the ground with its four thick wheels splayed out in an elongated ‘X’ shape.  Thick blue coilovers provided suspension on each wheel, creating such a cushion that the vehicle almost floated above the ground despite the many bumps and dips in our way.
“Where did you get this thing?” I shouted in Malyn’s ear as we streamed down the road.  Her hair flapped in the wind and ruffled against my face, a not entirely unpleasant sensation.
She turned her face to reply, her cheek brushing against my nose, such was our closeness.  It felt smooth and cool and soft.
“They assigned me to a salvage crew, cleaning up the garbage outside the city,” she explained.  “Found a lot of wrecks, but there were a few diamonds there as well.  This one was in perfect working condition.  I told the soldiers I was going to drive it back to the warehouse, but decided to keep it instead.  You like?”
“I like anything that gets me away from Cabre right now,” I said.
“Then I guess it fits the bill.”
We were nearing the edge of the city and I thought again of the checkpoints that stood in our way.  How many soldiers were still there?  How would we get through?  Surely their numbers would not be as great as they had been prior to the Marauder invasion.  There were too many losses for them to maintain the same presence, and now with the insurgent uprising they would be spread even more thinly.
“What’s your plan for getting out of here?” I said as Malyn turned us into the next corner.
“Ride like hell,” she said simply.
“Have you seen what’s going on at the checkpoints?  How many soldiers are there?”
“Enough to give us a headache.”
I leaned forward further to make myself clearly heard.  “Malyn, you don’t have to do this–”
“Shut up, Cleanskin,” she said without turning around.  “Shut up, and hang on.”
We rounded the final curve and the checkpoint at the edge of the city came into view.  Although the area had been hit heavily by the Marauders, the Ascension soldiers had done a decent job of re-establishing the perimeter, erecting a makeshift blockade in the area that had been breached during the conflict.
I could see three soldiers within the checkpoint turning in our direction, finding positions that afforded them protection should they be fired upon.  Malyn continued to gun the quad, bearing down on them recklessly and with no sign of relenting.
“Malyn…”
She kept her head down, resolute, her jaw set in determination.  We picked up more speed, thumping across the asphalt and the buildings around us blurred past.  We were close enough to see the faces of the soldiers now.  They shouted something and one of them held up a hand to halt our progress, but whatever was said was drowned out by the roar of the quad.
“Malyn!”
She hit the brakes so suddenly that I lurched against her and almost cartwheeled off the seat.  She turned us into a slide, the wheels kicking up garbage and debris as the quad carved a path sideways along the street.  We came to a halt, the quad rocking violently as it settled less than fifty metres from the soldiers.
“Hey!” Malyn yelled before the soldiers could react, “what are you dumbasses still doing here?”
They looked between each other, confused, and then one of them recovered his composure and stood up.
“We’re carrying out our assignment of protecting this checkpoint,” he said.  “Who are you?”
“I’m the one Captain Sims from Bravo Company sent out here to haul your asses back to The Midway, that’s who,” Malyn snarled.  “Not exactly the job I had in mind when I got up this morning.”
The soldier hesitated.  “Well, we never received–”
“Hey, deadshit, are your ears painted on?  They’re calling in all available units for backup.  The Midway is about to fall.”
“I’m not taking orders from–”
“Whatever,” Malyn snapped, revving the quad and sending it coasting toward the soldiers.  “I’ve done my job.  Call it in, if you like.  Not my problem.  Now get out the goddamn way, will you?  We’ve been told to round up troops from Lima, if you can believe that.  Do you know how fuckin’ far that is?  Apparently comms are still down out there.”
The soldier took his radio from his hip and lifted it to his face.  “Uh–”
“Move it!” Malyn said, practically barging him out the way.  The other two soldiers closed in, their rifles half raised, but Malyn’s performance seemed to have put enough doubt in their minds that they decided it was better to let two clanks escape the city than to mistakenly put a bullet in Captain Sims’ messenger.
As soon as she was clear of the checkpoint, Malyn put the quad into overdrive again, the front wheels almost lifting off the ground with the sudden momentum.  I felt a surge of elation as the city was left behind us, but I knew we weren’t out of the woods just yet.  There were still more checkpoints outside the city for us to negotiate.
“Are they still manning the other checkpoints?” I said.
“Don’t know.”
“If they are, do you think they’re going to fall for the same trick?”
“Probably not.”
I craned my neck to look over her shoulder at the next checkpoint, but it was still too far away for me to see if there were soldiers within it.  Following the perimeter wall along to the south I could see that many of the breaches made by the Marauders had been patched up in one way or another, in some cases by makeshift repair jobs and in others simply by planting transports and other large vehicles in front of the gaps.  I thought I spied a hole in the wall we might fit through and pointed excitedly.
“There!” I shouted.  “We can make it through!”
“You sure?”
Up ahead, the headlights of a Humvee emerged from the checkpoint and swung in our direction with almost palpable intent.  Malyn never eased off the accelerator for a moment, instead curving away and bouncing the quad off the old highway and over the dirt toward the breach in the wall.
“I guess we’ll find out,” she said.
The Humvee swerved in pursuit, quickly ascertaining our target and coming at us from a vector that would intercept us at the wall.  Malyn crouched lower, her knuckles white on the throttle as she gripped it with all her might.  I pressed lower as well to reduce my profile and hopefully create less wind resistance, trying to eke out every last ounce of speed from the quad as it swept across the terrain.
“Come on, baby,” I heard Malyn urge.
The gap in the wall was closer now, and I realised my previous estimation had been wrong.  It was smaller than I had initially thought, barely wide enough to admit the narrow frame of the quad.  Any misjudgement from Malyn at this speed would result in a collision that would tear us to pieces.
A soldier appeared atop the Humvee and bullets scattered around us as he opened fire.  Malyn paid them no attention, her focus firmly on squeezing the quad through that narrow crevice in the wall.
“Don’t move a muscle, Cleanskin,” she shouted.
There were more bullets, and the Humvee loomed frighteningly close as it bore down upon us.
The wall rushed toward us, that crumbled gap seemingly smaller than ever.
Then we crashed through, one of the wheels scraping noisily against the concrete and causing the quad to careen sidelong and almost flip before Malyn was able to get it back under control, twisting savagely on the handlebars and crying out with the effort.
I looked back and saw the Humvee appear at the gap like a watchdog poking a glowering eye through the fence at a retreating intruder.  One of the soldiers dropped through and pointed his rifle in our direction, but after a moment he lowered it again despondently.
“We’re clear!” I shouted jubilantly.
“Never in doubt, man.” Malyn grinned.  She took a hand and balled it into a fist, thumping me companionably on the thigh.
I lifted my hand and placed it on her head in return, showing my thanks.  She tilted her face toward me and a little smile crept onto her lips.
“So where are you taking me?” I said.
She pointed vaguely to the horizon.  “South.”
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We sped away from Ascension City for the best part of a day.  Malyn pushed the quad relentlessly, spearing through gullies and across the plains without any thought of slowing down.  As luck would have it, the quad was beautifully suited to eating up the kilometres out here, its rugged suspension negotiating the terrain as if the wasteland were its natural habitat.
We didn’t talk a lot.  I was exhausted by the ordeal I’d been through, my body and mind aching and crying out for rest after the constant fighting and fleeing.  I suspected Malyn had reached a similar frame of mind, and I could feel a tenseness in her body as I pressed against her.  She knew that we weren’t out of danger yet, and that we wouldn’t be for some time to come.
We made great progress across the wasteland until the quad ran out of juice.  As it coasted to a slow halt across the dirt, Malyn tugged on the accelerator as if hoping that it would somehow find new reserves, but it was no use.  With a final chug the engine gave out altogether and we were left alone in the middle of nowhere, with nothing but the low howl of the wind to break the silence.
“Well, that’s that,” Malyn said.
“Yeah.”  I swung away from the seat and took a couple of steps away from the quad to give her room to disembark, then reached forward and held out a hand to assist her in getting down.
She gave both me and the hand a doubtful look.  “Seriously?”
I put it in my pocket and shrugged, embarrassed.  “Uh–”
“I think I can find my way down off a quad-cycle, man,” she said, demonstrating the fact nimbly in one fluid motion.  Noting my discomfort, her expression softened and she thumped me good-naturedly on the shoulder.  “But thanks for the offer.”
I smiled ruefully.  “Any time.”
“So how far to reach home?” she said.
I glanced at the dark horizon.  The area was unfamiliar to me, but from what I could tell we had already come most of the way.  We’d travelled through hours of dark night, and morning couldn’t be too far away.
“Maybe half a day,” I said.  “Not sure exactly.”  I nodded at her.  “Where are you headed?”
She gave me a quizzical look.  “Same place as you, obviously.”
“Look, you’ve already done more than enough for me–”
“I’m not doing this for you,” she said, flexing her stiff fingers.  “I’m doing it for me.  I needed to get out of Ascension City, and you had somewhere to go.  I figured I’d tag along, unless you have a grievance with that.”
“No grievance.”
“Well, all right.  Let’s do this.”  She glanced behind us.  “They’re going to come for us.  You know that, right?”
I began to walk.  “Yeah, I know that.”
“And you’re not worried about leading Cabre straight to your people?”
“Cabre already knows about them.  He’ll come whether I’m there or not.  I have to warn them.  I have to get them to safety.”
Malyn matched my pace now that her leg had been repaired, a far cry from the last time we had been stuck in the wasteland together.
“Well, I hope we can get there in time,” she said.
“You and me both.”  I looked across at her.  “Listen, Malyn.  I uh… I can’t thank you enough for this.”
“Forget about it.”
“No, really.  You risked your ass more than once for me.  You didn’t have to do that.”
“It was the right thing to do.  I owed you.”
“Huh?  What are you talking about?”
She scowled at me, as if irritated at having to explain herself.  “You’re as thick as a brick sometimes, man.”
“You mean when I pulled you out of the rubble after the sandstorm?”
“There’s that,” she said.  “Then there was the whole thing with Cabre when we arrived in AC.  Do you remember that?”
I thought back to that first meeting in the war room.  “I remember them chewing you out about the mission.”
“Yeah, that’s putting it lightly.  They were about to rip me a new one in there until you stood up for me.  Hell, I probably would have ended up in the lock-up.  So where would I be now?”
“Okay.  Consider us even, then.”
“Sure.”
In the distance, a Grid spire shone brightly for a moment in the gloom before going dark again.
“There!” I said, pointing.  “That’s the spire where we first met.  We can navigate using that as a reference.”
“But we’re not going anywhere near it, right?” Malyn said.  “There’s a good chance Ascension are there, especially with Cabre in such a hurry to get the Grid restarted.”
“Yeah, we’ll head west of it and swing around further south.”
“Maybe if we’re lucky, Ascension will be busy fighting the insurgents for a while yet.  That might give us some extra time.”  She clambered ahead of me up an incline and onto an old highway.  “Say,” she said as I reached the top, “what happened to old Ocano back there?”
“He wasn’t in great shape,” I admitted.  “He got caught in one of the explosions at the lock-up.  I’m not sure if he’s going to make it.”
“Shame,” Malyn said sincerely.  “He wasn’t a bad old guy.  Hard as nails, but fair.  Honourable.”
“Hey, I was wondering… if Ocano owed you a debt, why didn’t you persuade him to release Lunn when he was in the lock-up?  It would have saved you all of that work for Cabre.”
“What do you think I am, a miracle worker?” Malyn said.  “Captain Ocano owed me a debt, sure, but he wasn’t going to commit treason to pay it back.  It was a stretch just to convince him to let me inside so that I could see you, let alone getting him to release a prisoner without Cabre’s authorisation.  There’s no debt big enough to make him do that.”
The Grid spire came to life again a few minutes later, casting its radiance across the wasteland and, ironically, allowing us to keep up a good pace even when night closed in.  We gave it a wide berth, moving away from the highway and past the ruins of a small town that lay silent and still, covered in a thick layer of dust.
I began to think of home, and what I might find there.  What would I say when I came home empty handed?  I imagined their disappointed faces turning away from me when I told them that my time out in the wasteland had been for nothing.  Worse, I’d now attracted the attention of Cabre and his men, placing us in even more danger than we’d been in before.
Now we could not even wait in our home for the end.  We’d be forced to flee into the desert, where the children would most likely die of thirst or starvation in a matter of days.
There was nothing really left now but to spend as much time as I could with the children, the only things in this world that I loved, before they were lost forever.
“You okay, man?” Malyn said.  She grasped my shoulder and shook me out of my grim musings.  “Looks like you’re going to dark places, there.”
I grimaced.  “I guess I am.”
“Chin up, huh?  We’ll reach your people soon.  We’ll get them to safety.”
She was still unaware of the significance of my ‘people’.  I hadn’t told her about the human children yet, and as we made our way across the sand, I wasn’t sure how to do it.  I wondered if perhaps she would think I was crazy, that I was making up stories and decide that she was making a mistake by coming with me.
We still had hours to go before we reached home.  There would be time to tell her the truth.
We passed the junkyard where I had once fought Wraith, and I knew it wasn’t far now.  There was an extra spring in my step as we walked, and Malyn was forced to jog every few paces to keep up.
“You’re not going to start sprinting are you?” she joked.  “Because I’m totally wrecked.  I’m finding it difficult to even walk right now.”
“I know, I’m sorry,” I said.  “There’s not far to go.”  My anxiety was increasing with every step and I began to dread what I would find at home.  I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong.
“You’re worried they’re already there, aren’t you?” she said, as if reading my thoughts.
“No,” I said.  We exchanged a glance, and I could tell she was reading me like a book.  “Okay.  Yes.”
“Try to relax, man.  I mean, Cabre probably has an insurgent rifle pointed at his nose right now.”  She glanced behind us.  “Probably has more to worry about–”
She stumbled and almost fell, clutching at my arm for support.  She wrenched me around, pointing skyward urgently.
“Look!” she said.
Drifting past the glowing form of the Grid spire was a pinprick of light, like a star that had descended from the heavens and now skimmed across the sky beneath the murky clouds.  As we watched, it began to meander east, oscillating as it headed away, but then it steadied and surged south, almost as if locking onto a target.
Within a few minutes it would pass right over us.
I turned and began to run, and Malyn matched me stride for stride, this time making no complaint about my pace.  We pushed our bodies to the limit, striding across the sand and onto the more solid footing of the old highway that led to the city.  There was no energy expended on idle conversation.  We both knew what we had to do, and every ounce of energy was directed toward that goal.
In the distance I could already see the dark shape of the skyscrapers of home coming into view.
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We reached the city but our pace did not relent.  I’d lost sight of the Cloudpuncher – if that is what it was – for it had disappeared into the clouds not long after we began to run.  I couldn’t help but recognise the similarities between it and the drone that had descended on Cider Street weeks before.  I imagined it now homing in on the plantations with malicious intent, effortlessly gliding through the air as the two of us struggled behind on foot.  I thought of Arsha and the children as they waited in the house at Somerset Drive, and how there was no way for them to know it was coming.
I led Malyn along the freeway and toward the plantations.  Now she did begin to lag behind, her fortitude finally giving out, but I pushed onward with the fear of what I would find at Somerset driving me to new heights of endurance.  I wasn’t sure if synthetic muscles had been built with design limitations, or if the tiredness was simply a programming feature designed to mimic human tissue, but at this moment I told myself it was the latter.  I told myself that I could run at full speed forever if I had to, pushing myself beyond the limits of pain and ignoring the voice in my head that screamed at me to relent.  For once I was happy to think of myself as a machine, if only it would allow me to keep running and reach home sooner.
As I neared the bend in the road that led to Somerset Drive, I listened for sounds of struggle.  For gunfire, for screams, for the bark of soldiers.  There was nothing.  The silence was complete but for the soft stirring of wind in the dying grass along the roadside.
I looked over my shoulder.  Malyn was back there, maybe a hundred metres behind, flagging like a marathon runner trying to keep pace.  She waved raggedly at me as if to say “keep going”, and I did just that.
I strode into Somerset Drive, and seeing the curve of the road, I was flooded with bittersweet emotion.  I thought of all the wonderful memories I’d cultivated here, of Atlas and Ellinan and Mish and the few precious years we’d been left to exist in peace.  I thought of Atlas’ first steps on the grass over by the coop as he attempted to chase a chicken, of Ellinan and Mish moulding clay sculptures one sunny morning on the driveway.
Those memories flitted through my head in an instant.  Then I thought of what I might find when I opened the front door of the house and looked inside.  I still didn’t know if the Cloudpuncher or if Cabre himself had already been here and destroyed all that I held dear.
My footsteps thumped on the asphalt as I cantered down the slope.  I made no attempt to hide my approach.  I just needed to get inside.
The door to the house banged open noisily as I neared.  I cried out involuntarily, expecting an Ascension soldier to step out and point a rifle at me.
I staggered and fell, rolling and scraping along the asphalt and coming to a halt just outside the driveway.
“Daddy!” Atlas screamed joyously, surging down the driveway at full pelt, his good arm open wide as the arm in the sling flapped madly at his side.
“Atlas,” I sobbed, gathering him up as gently as I could as he threw himself at me.  He almost bowled me over as he pressed himself against me and laughed.  “Hey, buddy, don’t break that arm again.”
“Daddy!” Atlas said again, pushing against me so hard that I rolled back onto the asphalt with him on top of me.  “Where did you go?”
I clutched at him with weary arms, holding his head in my hands.  His eyes were large and luminous behind a curl of hair, which I brushed away as his smile deepened.
“Well, I went for a very long walk,” I said simply.
“To the moon?” Atlas said, stretching up on tippy-toes and lifting his hand high.
“Yeah.  Close enough.”
“Next time, I’m coming too.”
Malyn arrived then, crashing down beside us on her knees, exhausted.  She hunched over on all fours, trembling, and Atlas looked curiously between the two of us as if to ascertain whether we’d arrived together.
“You brought a girl!” he said suddenly.
Malyn looked up curiously at him and then smiled.  “And what’s your name?” she said with an effort.
“I’m Atlas.”
“Good to meet you, man.  I’m Malyn,” she said, extending her hand, which Atlas took and pumped with such vigour that he made her head bounce with each shake.  She smiled warmly at him and then glanced down to where a long red scratch marked Atlas’ forearm, crusty with scabs and dried blood.
“What…” Malyn began, uncomprehending.
“I tried to climb up on the roof,” Atlas explained, as if proud of his wound.  “I wanted to get up high so I could see where Daddy went.  But then I fell off, and Arsha roused on me,” he added glumly.
“Well, you deserved that,” I admonished.  “You shouldn’t be climbing up on roofs, especially with only one good arm.”
Malyn looked up at Atlas’ face, and I could see understanding spread across her own visage – understanding that this was not a synthetic child before her, but a human.  She blinked stupidly as if she might be dreaming.
“Cleanskin,” she said, breathless, tearing her eyes away from Atlas to look at me.  “What the hell have you been doing here?”

Arsha and the other children appeared at the doorway, and they too uttered cries of delight and poured down the driveway to greet me.  The children piled on top of me and gave me a group hug, knocking me back to the ground as I tried to get up.  They shouted excitedly, full of questions about where I’d been and what I’d done.
As I extracted myself from them and stood, Arsha surprised me by clasping my head and kissing me gently on the forehead.
“So good you’re back,” she said, her eyes full of relief.  “We missed you.”
“It all makes sense now,” Malyn said getting to her feet, Atlas’ hand still in hers.  She stared in wonderment at the children and the vegetation around us.  “I understand why you need the sun back.”
“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner.  I just–”
“No, it’s okay,” she said, glancing down at the tiny fingers draped over hers.  “I understand.”
Arsha was staring distrustfully at Malyn, and I reached out and placed my hand on my old colleague’s shoulder to reassure her.
“Arsha, this is Malyn,” I said.  “She’s been helping me out there.  In fact, I wouldn’t have made it back without her.”
Arsha gave her a nod of greeting, still not sure what to make of the newcomer.
“Hi,” Malyn said with a little smile that was almost a grimace.  It was clear that she sensed and understood Arsha’s distrust.
“Let’s go inside,” I suggested, casting my eyes to the sky to search for the Cloudpuncher as I ushered the children forward.  There was no sign of it anywhere.  Perhaps it was still up there, watching us from afar, or it had proceeded on past the city in search of another target.  I fervently hoped it was the latter, that it had only been a coincidence that we’d seen it heading this way.
I couldn’t convince myself of that entirely, though.
The children made walking difficult, clinging to my legs and trying to tuck themselves under my arms as I walked up the path.  I suddenly felt ashamed about all of the misgivings I’d had when I’d imagined my return home.  There was no persecution or disappointment in their eyes, only joy and acceptance.  I did not feel like a failure returning to them.  I only felt loved.  The notion of them turning their back on me now seemed utterly foolish.
“So what did you find?” Arsha said, dropping in beside me.  
I hurried the last child, Chidi, through the door and then closed it behind me, holding up a finger to Arsha to indicate that I needed a moment.
“Mish,” I said, taking the blonde girl by the hand and drawing her close for an embrace.  I clasped her head and pulled it into the crook of my neck.  “How are you holding up?”
“Good enough,” she said, but there was still sadness in her voice.  “There’s not much time to relax with those little ones around.”
“I can imagine,” I said.  I drew her back.  “Listen, I need a favour.  Can you take the children to their room, please?  I just need to talk to Arsha for a bit.”
“Aww, already?” Atlas whined, thumping me on the thigh with a little fist.  “You just got back.”
“There’ll be plenty of time to catch up later, Atlas,” I said.  “The grown-ups need to talk for a minute, okay?”
The children grudgingly allowed themselves to be guided back toward their room, casting curious eyes over their shoulders to see if they could figure out what was going on as Mish attempted to herd them away.
“What is it?” Arsha said, twigging to my urgency.
“We need to leave here.  As soon as possible.”
“What is it?  The Marauders?”
I shook my head.  “No, the Marauders are finished.  They’re pretty much wiped out.”
She glanced between Malyn and me, uncomprehending.  “What?  I don’t…”
“There was a battle,” Malyn said.  “The Marauders tried to invade Ascension City but failed.  I doubt there are any left out there at all now.”
Arsha’s astonishment turned to joy.  “So we’re heading to Ascension City?  They can help us?”
“No,” I said sharply, and the short-lived sparkle in her eyes melted away.  “We were wrong about Ascension.  They’re only in it for themselves.  They’ll use us and destroy us if it will gain them something.”
“What would they gain from us?” she said.
I sighed.  “They know about the children.  They know about the Grid repository at M-Corp.”
“What?” Arsha practically shouted.  “How could you–”
“They already knew, Arsha,” I said, motioning for her to lower her voice.  “Remember that creature I killed in the city?  The thing that had been watching us for years?  That was an Ascension spy.  They create those things from clanks as a kind of punishment.”
“It was Ascension watching us all that time?”
“So it seems.  They’d already gained knowledge of the children.  I told them about M-Corp because I was trying to gain some leverage to put out the fires that are causing these black clouds.  Trade the information for their help.  But that was before I realised they were rotten to the core.”
Arsha pressed a palm to her cheek, slowly coming to grips with the situation.  “So what does that mean?”
“Cabre wants nothing more than to restart the Grid.  He believes that rediscovering the technology of old is the key to Ascension’s future.  He’s coming for us.”
“An army is headed this way?” she said, incredulous.
“Yes,” I said.  “That’s why we need to pack our things and go.”
“What things, Brant?” Arsha said, starting to sound panicked.  “What are you talking about?”
“We pack as much food as we can carry and we go.  We need to leave here.  They know about the location of the plantations.”
Arsha sobbed, exasperated.  “Brant, we’re back in the same predicament we were in before you left.  We don’t have anywhere to go.”
“Then we have to find somewhere.  At least for a while.”
Arsha looked to Malyn, as if for confirmation.  “He’s right, man,” Malyn said.  “Cabre’s not someone you want to mess with.  We better be gone by the time he gets here.”
“You’re coming?” I said to Malyn, surprised.  “I wasn’t sure if–”
“If I’d turn tail and run?” she said, glaring at me defiantly.
“No.  I’m saying that maybe you should get away while you still can.  This isn’t your fight.”
Malyn shrugged.  “I’ve come this far, Cleanskin.  I can help you carry things.  If you want my help, you’ve got it.”
“All right,” I said, not wanting to argue.  “Let’s do this, then.”
“Wait,” Arsha said, grabbing my elbow as I began to move away.  “What about those fires?  Did you find out what’s going on?  Is there any hope for the children in the long run?”
I exchanged a doubtful glance with Malyn.  “They’re oil fires,” I explained.  “The Marauders set the wells alight to try to undermine Ascension’s resources.  There’s hundreds of fires, and Cabre has no intention of putting them out.  It’s… hopeless.”
Arsha’s hand dropped from my arm and she stared at me, desolate.  “Then what’s the point, Brant?”
“We keep going,” I said.  “We keep on the run and head south.  That smoke has to disperse eventually, right?  If we make it far enough away from the fires, we’ll find sunlight again.  If we carry enough grain and seeds, we might be able to start again somewhere else.”
She seemed to wilt and her eyes dropped.  I allowed her a few moments to come to grips with what I was saying, and sure enough she gathered her courage in typical Arsha fashion.  She nodded her head firmly.
“Okay,” she said bravely.  “All right.  We can do that.”  She began to bustle about, suddenly looking very much like the Arsha of old again.  “We’ll need water,” she said.  “There are containers and flasks in the garage.  Head down to the stream and fill up as much as you can.”
“I can help with that,” Malyn offered, rubbing ruefully at the aching muscles in her thighs, “as long as my legs don’t fall apart before we get there.”
“The garage is through there,” Arsha said, pointing to the door.  Malyn nodded and began to walk away, and Arsha placed a hand on my chest as I attempted to follow.  “Can we trust her?” she said quietly.
I watched Malyn disappearing through the doorway.  “I’d trust her with my life.”
Arsha searched my face for a moment, then nodded.  “Good enough for me.  Let’s do this.”
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Malyn stooped by the stream that wound through the gully at the bottom of the hill and filled the last of the containers, screwing on the lid and hefting it wearily onto her back.
“And I thought I was tired before,” she groaned.  “I’m gonna lie on my back for a month when this is over.”
I lifted my own containers, struggling under their weight.  “I was thinking closer to six weeks for myself.”
We climbed up the embankment, slipping through the loose soil before reaching the grassy edge of Somerset Drive.
“How far are we going to have to carry these things?” she said.
“As far as it takes.”
“I don’t like the sound of that.”
“Nor do I, but what choice do we have?”
She nodded and eyed off the incline before us in dismay.
“Hey,” she said, trying to work some cheer into her voice as we started up the slope, “did you ever think of what might have happened if you and me had met before?”
“Before?  Before what?”
“Before the world tore itself apart.”
I thought about that.  “We probably would have tried to kill each other then, too.”
She laughed.  “Hey, I never tried to kill you.”
“I’m not entirely convinced of that,” I said with a grin.
“If I had, you’d be spare parts by now, man.”
I tried to continue the banter, but my heart wasn’t in it.  There was too much on my mind.  I couldn’t help but feel that I was marching these children toward death by heading out into the wasteland, that this was the last throw of the dice in a game that had already been lost.  How would a few of us on foot ever outrun Cabre and his men?  It seemed futile.
Still, we had to try.
Malyn sensed my mood and she too fell quiet as we continued onward.
At the house we unloaded the containers by the garden in the back yard.  It was looking even more wilted and pathetic than the last time I had been here.  I wondered how long it had left before it reached the point of no return.  Weeks?  A month?  Maybe a little longer.  If we somehow avoided Cabre and then returned here later, there would likely be nothing to come back to.  We’d have to start all over again.
“How did you do it?” Malyn said sombrely as she watched me.  “How did you keep the humans alive?”
“We didn’t keep them alive.  We kept the embryos in cryostorage and grew them in artificial wombs a few years ago.”
“I can see why this meant so much to you now,” she said.  “It’s… incredible.”
I nodded.  “Yeah.  It is.”
Malyn brooded, fidgeting with a strand of grass in her fingers.  She seemed lost for words, an unusual state for her to be in.  I was about to say something when she looked up at me.
“You love her, don’t you?” she said quietly.
“Huh?”
“Arsha.  The other cleanskin.  You love her, right?”  She gave an unhappy little laugh and flicked a lock of hair away from her face in annoyance.  “Let me guess, you two were built for each other, like some new goddamn version of Adam and Eve.”
“Malyn–”
“Forget it,” she said, waving at me dismissively as she headed toward the back door of the house.  “We don’t have time for this, anyway.”
I reached out and grabbed her arm, turning her toward me.
“I don’t,” I said, pulling her against me.  Her eyes were dark and round as she stared up at me.  “I don’t love her.”
“But when she saw you–”
“She was happy I came back, that’s it,” I said.  “We worked together.  We were part of the same mission and we’ve been through some tough times together, but that’s as far as it goes.”  I put a hand to her cheek.  “My heart is…”  As I looked upon her face, I struggled to find the right words.  I’d never had feelings for a synthetic quite like what I felt for Malyn, and I wasn’t sure how to express myself.
“Listen,” she said, taking my hand in hers.  “You have a good think about what you want to say to me.  If we make it through this shit, you can tell me then.  Okay?”
“Yeah.  Okay.”
She pulled me toward the house, smiling sadly.  “Come on.”
Inside, the children romped about their room making animal noises as Mish tried to keep them under control.  In the living room, Atlas had climbed onto a chair out by the front window, and he sat there staring outward.  When he saw me he waved and smiled.
“He’s okay,” Arsha said, packing food into a backpack in the kitchen.  “He’s taken to sitting there a lot lately.  He kept saying he was watching out for when you returned.  I guess old habits die hard.”
“I guess he’s not used to me being gone,” I said.
“No,” Arsha agreed.  “He took it pretty hard.”  Her eyes drifted down to where Malyn’s hand still held mine, and we quickly disentangled and shifted apart in embarrassment.  Arsha gave the two of us a genuine smile.  “You two got something to tell me?”
“Not me.” Malyn smirked.  “I’m going to collect some tools from the garage.”
“Seems it wasn’t all bad out there,” Arsha said to me as she left.
“Sure.  It was just one big party.”
She arched an eyebrow.  “I know it wasn’t.  I’m just saying, you didn’t come back empty-handed.”
“But I might as well have.”  I dropped my gaze.  “I’m sorry, Arsha.”
“For what?”
“For failing out there.  I had a job to do and I couldn’t do it.  Maybe if I’d have approached things differently–”
“You did what you could,” Arsha said.  “You have absolutely no reason to be sorry.  I don’t expect you to fight an army by yourself and win.”  I moved around to help her gather items for our journey, scooping up some cups and dropping them in the backpack.  “Besides, you’re always the one heading out there and risking your neck.  You’re always the first to risk life and limb, and I know why.”
“Huh?”
“You still feel guilty, don’t you?” she said, holding my attention with her intense gaze.  “You feel guilty because you left and wandered the wasteland for all those years.  You feel guilty because of what happened with Wraith when he almost took the children.  That’s why you throw yourself into these hopeless situations, isn’t it?  Because you think that will somehow cleanse you of your guilt.”
I was about to object, but realised she was right.
“Well, listen,” she went on, “you’ve done enough, okay?  You’ve squared the ledger.  You don’t need to be the one who throws himself in front of the raging bull anymore.  You don’t need to stand alone against the monsters that are coming for us.”  She shrugged.  “None of us are perfect.  I’ve made some pretty horrible mistakes as well.  Remember when I pulled a gun on you?  When I lied to you and lost your trust?  I have just as many sins to confess as you do.  If anything, I have more reason to be guilty than you.”
“You don’t, Arsha.  Not at all.”
“That’s what I’m telling you.  We’ve both made mistakes and we’re trying to make up for them as best we can.  Just don’t go doing something unnecessary because you feel you need to sacrifice yourself to atone for all the things you’ve done wrong.”
“Sure.”
She sighed to calm herself and then glanced back at the children’s room, as if worried that we were being overheard.
“Now, I have to go and do something before we leave,” she said, reaching up to a high cupboard and pulling out a small black box.  She slipped it into her pocket before I could see what it was.  I suspected it might have been a memento she wanted to leave at the gravesite on the hill before we left.
“Do we have time?”
“We have to make time,” she said.  “I’m going to–”
“Daddy!  Space ship!”
We both started at the sound of Atlas’ excited voice.  He was bouncing up and down on his chair by the window, and for a moment I thought he was trying to instigate some sort of spaceman game with me.  Then I realised he was pointing out the window.
“No,” I cried in dismay, and both Arsha and I ran to the window to look out.  Above the street, the Cloudpuncher was poised in mid-air, buzzing softly, its sleek profile pointed directly toward us.
“They’re already here,” Arsha said, her voice full of dread.
“Quick,” I said, gathering up Atlas in my arms.  “Get the kids, head out the back.  Carry whatever you can.  Malyn!”
Before there was time for anything else, I heard Cabre out in the street, and for one horrible moment I thought he was standing out there.  Then I realised his voice was being projected through a loudspeaker in the drone.
“Brant, we’ve got x-ray and thermal vision on you right now.  I can see every single person in that place.  Don’t do anything stupid.”
“Shit,” I said as Malyn emerged from the garage, wide-eyed.
“This Cloudpuncher is equipped with a pretty nasty side-mounted carbine.  If you or anything else steps outside that house, I’m going to reduce it to confetti.”
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The children came scampering out of their room to see what all the fuss was about, and Arsha intercepted them and guided them away from the window so that they’d be out of view of the Cloudpuncher.  I took Atlas in my arms and placed him with the others before moving toward Mish.
“Who’s that loud man?” Myron said, standing on tippy-toes to try to see past us.
“It’s a space ship,” Atlas said to him enthusiastically.  “I saw it first.”
“Mish,” I said, taking the Ward by the shoulders, “I need you to keep an eye on the children.  Don’t let them get outside, no matter how badly they want to look at what’s going on.”
“Who is it, Brant?” Mish said, fearful.
“There are soldiers coming, Mish, and they aren’t our friends.  Just do as I say and we’ll be all right.”
She nodded bravely and returned to the children, showing more faith in my promises than they really deserved.  I returned to Arsha and saw Malyn over by the edge of the window, peeking out at the Cloudpuncher cautiously.  She was only there a moment before backing away again.
“Okay, it’s not good,” Malyn said.  “Cabre wasn’t lying when he said he could reduce us to confetti with that thing.  Those punchers are long-range recon drones but they’re also equipped with some heavy artillery, just like he said.  I saw one of those make mincemeat out of a crowd of Marauders in the field a year or so back.  We won’t get far against it.”
“What if we split up?” I said.  “It can’t chase all of us at once.”
“It won’t need to,” Malyn said.  “It’ll chase you down in a matter of seconds and then go after the rest in its own sweet time.  With that imaging system on board, there’ll be nowhere to hide.”
“Listen, there has to be a way,” I said.  “Back at Ascension City I heard one of Cabre’s men tell him that the Marauders had shot a few of these Cloudpunchers down.  That was one of the reasons the Marauders were able to approach undetected – they had none of these active at the time of the invasion.  So there has to be a way of destroying it.”
“Yeah, there’s a way, man,” Malyn said crossly.  “Did you see the weapons the Marauders were packing?  Mortars, RPGs.  You can take one out with those.  What have we got?”  She glared at me and then Arsha in turn.  “Rotten tomatoes?  Handfuls of compost?”
“I have my handgun locked in the store room,” Arsha said.
Malyn waved dismissively.  “Forget it.  You won’t get through its chassis with that.  You’d be ripped apart if you even tried.”
“So what do we do?” Arsha said.  “Just sit here and wait?”
I realised the truth, and it made me cold inside.  I didn’t want to admit it, but we’d been backed into a corner and there was no way out.
“We’re out of options,” I said.  “If we can’t run, we have no choice but to try to talk our way out of this.  To bargain.”  I walked stiffly over to the window and looked out at the drone, making no attempt to hide myself.  “We still have something that Cabre wants.  We have to find a way to use that.”
I could hear the groan of engines in the distance and realised that Cabre was already within the city.  They’d coordinated the arrival of the Cloudpuncher with their own, it seemed.
“They’re not far away, are they?” Arsha said with dismay, appearing at my shoulder.  “How did they get here so fast?”
“Looks like they dropped everything for you, man,” Malyn said from behind us.  “He wants this, bad.”
“Maybe we can use that against him,” I said.  “He’s got such a burning desire to bring the Grid back as quickly as he can.  That might be our only leverage.”
“Hey, man, you might want to shut it,” Malyn cautioned.  “That Cloudpuncher might have ears on you right now.”
We fell silent and watched, like prisoners on death row waiting for the hangman to step up onto the gallows.  Malyn linked her fingers through mine again and pressed in close.  I couldn’t tell if she was seeking comfort from me or trying to give it, but I was grateful for her presence in any case.  I tried to gather my thoughts and come up with a way to approach Cabre, to try to convince him to let us go, but none of the scenarios in my head ended well.
The Humvees began to roll in at the top of Somerset Drive a few minutes later.  There were three of them, and they were accompanied by a hulking transport that rumbled down the hill on six large black wheels, a wide storage compartment resting on its back.  As it drew to a halt, four soldiers disembarked from a doorway in its rear.
“There’s a whole goddamn busload of them,” Arsha remarked sourly.
Cabre emerged from one of the Humvees, tall and imposing and clad in his familiar black uniform.  He seemed oddly out of place there, an intruder who didn’t belong in our little world.  He glanced around casually to take in the view of the street, then cupped his hands at his mouth.
“All right, Brant,” he called in a measured tone.  “I want everybody out.”
“Brant, we can’t,” Arsha said, distraught.  “Not the children.”
I looked at Arsha and Malyn in turn.  “There’s no other way, Arsha.  We have to do what he says.”
I moved slowly to the door and gripped the handle, feeling like I was walking through molasses.  Every fibre of my being was telling me to stay where I was, that stepping outside would only lead to death.
I calmed myself.  Perhaps it was true that the rest of my life was now measured in minutes rather than years or decades.  I wondered what I would choose if the only thing left was to be strapped into Gunrix’s device and tortured, living out the rest of my life as some kind of zombie?  Would I just choose to go out in a blaze of glory instead?  Try to kill Cabre with my bare hands and die in the attempt?  That seemed like a much better option right at this moment, but I also knew that attempting to do that would be the most selfish thing I’d ever done.  I would leave the others, those who were depending on me, in the lurch.
How could I let the children witness that?
I turned the handle and stepped outside, walking down the path toward the street.  Targen appeared at Cabre’s side, sporting a shit-eating grin as he hitched up his pants.  Cabre just stood watching me intently, businesslike and detached.  I gathered that he didn’t view chasing me down and finding me as some sort of victory as Targen did, but rather as just another task that needed to be done in order to achieve his ultimate goal.
“Gotcha,” Targen drawled.
Gunrix was also here, kneeling at the edge of the road to investigate a patch of wilted sunflowers.  A soldier next to him plucked one indifferently out of the ground to examine it, and Gunrix responded by climbing angrily to his feet and knocking it out of his grasp.
“Don’t touch that!” he snapped.
“You a nature lover now, Gunner?” Targen said disparagingly.
“We can use this vegetation,” Gunrix snapped.  He turned to Cabre.  “We can harvest these plants for all kinds of applications: fibres, oils, you name it.  I’ll be especially interested to see if they have trees growing somewhere.”
“I told you that you could take whatever you wanted, Corporal, after our primary goal is achieved,” Cabre said.  “If you see something you want, you can take it.”
“Yeah.  We didn’t bring that goddamn truck all the way out here for nothing,” Targen said.  “Don’t get your knickers in a twist.”
“Well, just make sure no one touches anything without my permission,” Gunrix said.  “I’ve been trying to convince Cabre to come and check this place out for years, and now that we’re here I don’t want everything ruined because some klutz can’t keep his hands to himself.”
“You heard him,” Cabre said, raising his voice to be clearly heard.  “Hands off the merchandise.  Corporal Gunrix will be directing some of you to load up the transport in due time.  Don’t touch anything before then.”
Several more soldiers lined the street, and I saw the massive frame of Major General Liv amongst them.  She stood watching me impassively.
“You brought the whole gang, huh?” I said disdainfully to Cabre.  “Just for us?  I thought you’d have more important things to do.”
“There’s nothing more important right now than restarting the Grid,” Cabre said.  “I’ve already told you that a number of times, Brant.  I wanted all of my key decision makers here for this.  Do you know why?”  He began to walk toward me.  “Because this is the most important moment in Ascension’s history.  Forget the battles we’ve fought and won.  Forget defeating the Marauders.  This is where the future begins.  Here.  Today.”
“And meanwhile the insurgents are tearing up Ascension City, and you’re not there to stop them,” I said.
“The insurgents?” Cabre said, incredulous.  “You think I’m worried about them?  They’re all but wiped out already.  Their little temper tantrum is fading.”
“Like a fart in the wind,” Targen smirked.
“The men I’ve left at AC are more than capable of tying up the loose ends,” Cabre went on.  He turned to one of the soldiers.  “The Cloudpuncher has done its job.  Send it back home and get it over to the Marauder enclave.  I want to see if there’s anyone left.”
“Yessir.”
The soldier returned to one of the Humvees to issue commands to the Cloudpuncher through a device in the console, and moments later it began to warble, its engines powering up as its altitude increased.  Then it tilted away and began to recede into the distance in the gloomy sky.
“So who are we taking?” Targen said.
Cabre rubbed his chin and looked at each of us in turn as if trying to decide between items at a grocery store.
“Brant and his colleague,” he said.  “But I’m not sure if the rest have anything to offer us.”
He strolled over toward the children, studying them casually.  Arsha moved to intercept him but was halted in her tracks by a soldier with a rifle in her face.
Cabre glanced up at her distractedly, as if she was nothing more than a fly buzzing around his head.  Then he knelt before the children.  They wilted away from him, sensing that he was not someone to be regarded as a friend.
“So this is them,” Cabre said.  “Our creators.  Ironic that it’s now us who brought back them, isn’t it?  The creations re-creating the creators.”
“Don’t touch them,” Arsha said through clenched teeth.
“It’s been a long time since I’ve seen one,” Cabre admitted, ignoring her.  He glanced to the sky, casting his mind back.  “I think the last I saw was about this age,” he said, waggling a finger at the children.  “Skinny, starving little thing.  Found him out on the street one night just wandering around, lost.  Said all of his family had gone to sleep and wouldn’t wake up.”  Cabre stood.  “I felt sorry for him.  I really did.  I felt compassion.”
“I doubt you’re even capable of that,” I said bitterly.
“I am.  Maybe you won’t believe it, Brant, but I am.  That was why I snapped his neck.”  He said it in a matter-of-fact way, not bragging, not trying to terrify us, just simply retelling events.  “It wasn’t fair to him that he had to live in a world that had left him behind.  His time was over.  His people’s time was over.  They had their shot in this world and they blew it.”  He shrugged.  “I’d do exactly for the same for a fish flopping around in the desert with no water in sight.  If there’s no future for a species, why should it live on awaiting the inevitable?”
“They’re two different things,” I said.
“They’re not,” Cabre said.  “You just can’t seem to accept it, for whatever reason.”  He came and stood before me.  “I still can’t figure you out, Brant.  You’ve gone to such lengths to protect the human species, to ensure their safety, and yet you show no loyalty to your own kind.  Don’t you care what happens to clanks?”
“Of course I do.”
“Then you have an odd way of showing it.”
“Cabre, listen to me.  We can still offer each other something.”
“Such as?”
I pointed to the Corporal, who had gone back to examining the garden.  “Gunrix just told you he wants to collect the plants around here.  That there’s value in growing them.”  I indicated to Arsha and myself.  “We can grow them for you.  Arsha and I have been doing that for years.”
Cabre shook his head.  “Not good enough.  I’m sure Gunrix can figure out how to do that out himself.”
“Then let us give you the information on the Grid,” I pleaded.  “We’ll give you our full cooperation.  You take all the information you need and let us go.  We won’t ever bother you again.”
“I told you before, Brant.  You had the opportunity to cooperate and you blew it.  We can extract the information we need whether you like it or not.”
“And how long is that going to take?  You’re going to have to sift through decades of data to find the access codes that you need to unlock the Grid.  That could take weeks.”
Cabre glanced surreptitiously at Gunrix, and the Corporal turned his head to us and nodded.  “He’s right.”
“So here’s what I can offer you,” I said.  “How about we give you all the information you need about the Grid today,” I said.  “Right now.  You get what you want on a platter instead of having to squeeze it out of us.”
“I’m pretty sure I could get it out of you,” Targen said ominously.  “Just give me five minutes with one of those kids and I’ll have you squealing.”
Cabre glanced away, attempting to hide his reaction to what I’d said, but I could see that I’d hit my mark.  He was intoxicated by the thought of having the Grid in his hands so soon and couldn’t quite suppress his excitement.  He paced around for a few moments, lifting his eyes first to Targen, who shook his head, and then to Liv, who offered no reaction.
“Clever,” he muttered.  He looked back at me.  “You’re very clever.  And I guess you’re right.  This will all happen more quickly if there’s cooperation.”
“Done,” I said.  “But I need your word that you’ll hold up your end of the bargain.  Once we give you what you want, you’ll let Arsha, Malyn, the children and I go free.  You won’t come after us again.”
Cabre stewed over the offer, stroking his neck, then nodded.  “Done.”
Targen cursed under his breath, obviously not happy with the outcome, but Cabre ignored him.
“I’ll take you to M-Corp myself,” I said.  “That’s where the Grid data is stored.”
“No,” Arsha said suddenly, and I gave her a wilting stare.  She just shook her head at me.  “You’re not going to do that.”
“Arsha, what the hell are you doing?”
“You’re not taking them to M-Corp,” she said, stepping forward.  “I am.”
“What?  Why?”
“Because I have access to the repository,” she said simply.  “Remember?  I was the one who showed it to you?  I have the access code.”  I began to protest, but she held up a hand.  “It’s my turn to go this time, Brant.  Don’t try to be a hero, all right?”
“I don’t care who it is, as long as you make a decision now,” Cabre said, eager to be on the way.  “If we’re going to do this, let’s do it now.”
Arsha looked back at the children and gave them a weak smile.  “Stay with Brant, okay, guys?  I’ll see you again soon.  I’m going to take a little drive with our visitors.”
They nodded timidly, clinging to Mish as if their lives depended on it.
“Just one other thing, Cabre,” Arsha said, striding over toward him.  “I want proof that the children are unharmed when I turn over the goods.”
Cabre rubbed at his forehead.  “They’re not coming.  Don’t even think about that.”
“I want a video link back here to see that they’re okay.  There’s a flip in the workshop at M-Corp that we can use from that end.”
Cabre waved over one of the soldiers.  “Get one of the flips we brought and set it up here, and hurry up about it.”  The soldier nodded and began to move away, and Cabre called after him.  “And get word to the spire.  We’re going to need the spire online for the next hour at least for the video connection and to get the data uploading.  Make it happen, no matter what.”
“Yessir.”
“Gunrix, you and I will head in to M-Corp,” Cabre said.  “Targen, Liv, Wilch and Barke, stay here with Brant.”  He turned and looked at the darkened cityscape, where M-Corp rose into the sky, tall and slender and distinguished.  “Let’s open the door to the future,” he said.
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As the two Humvees sped away, Targen strode over toward us with a distasteful look on his face.  He glared at me with such hatred that I wondered for a moment whether he might rebel against Cabre’s orders and put a bullet in my head right there.
“Get on your fucking knees,” he growled, thrusting a finger at the ground before me.  I did as instructed, and then he swung the finger toward Malyn.  “You too.  Now.”
“Keep it in your pants, Targen,” Malyn said, slumping down beside me.  “We’re cooperating, okay?”
“Wilch,” Targen said, “get the flip set up.  Barke, I want these two secured.”
“Yessir,” Barke said, pulling a pair of white flexicuffs from his belt and moving around behind us.
“Hey, what the hell?” Malyn said, shying away.  “Cabre didn’t say anything about tying us up.”
Targen leaned in close, using his bulk to intimidate her.  “You traitorous bitch.  You’re lucky I don’t ram my hand down your throat and rip your fuckin’ core right out of your body.  You deserve nothing less.”
“Major General,” Liv said, stepping forward, “we’re under instruction from the General that these clanks remain unharmed–”
“Back off!” Targen yelled, causing Liv’s stride to falter.  “You don’t tell me what to do.  You don’t ever tell me what to do.”
Liv averted her gaze and stepped back, making a pretence of scanning the slope down toward the city where the Humvees had disappeared to cover her embarrassment.  I could still hear the sound of engines, and imagined they must be close to the freeway already.  It would only take them a matter of minutes to reach the city.
The children began to whine and cry, upset by seeing Arsha taken away by strangers and also by Targen’s booming voice.  Mish attempted to comfort them, but it wasn’t doing any good.
Targen eyed them irritably.  “Shut those cabbages up,” he muttered to no one in particular.
“They’re children,” I said.  “They’re frightened.  There’s not much you can do about that apart from leaving us alone.”
“Yeah, right,” he said sarcastically.  “I know something I could do.”  He glared at them with murderous intent, but I gathered it was more to make me squirm than anything.  “I don’t want to hear their bullshit.  Barke, put the kids back in the house, for fuck’s sake.  If I can still hear them from there, I’m going to start gagging them, or worse.”
Barke finished tying Malyn and my hands behind our backs, and then went and shooed at the children as if they were sheep.
“Go on,” he said awkwardly, not knowing quite how to handle them.  “Move over there.”
“Take them, Mish,” I said over my shoulder.  I nodded to her reassuringly.  “It’s okay.”
Mish bit her lip, fighting back her own fear, and gathered up the children, guiding them inside the door as she attempted to hush their protests.  Atlas looked over at me and I gave him my best smile, throwing in a wink for good measure, but the tears continued to stream down his cheek unhindered.
Wilch had set up the flip on a tripod before us, and after fiddling with it for a few seconds he straightened.
“There’s no Grid connection yet, Major General,” he said.
“Do you think I give a shit?” Targen said.  “I didn’t come here to watch goddamn sitcoms.  Let it stay down for all I care.”
“You better hope it comes up,” I said.  “Otherwise Arsha won’t give Cabre what he wants.”
“Good,” Targen replied.  “Then we can do things my way.  The way it should have been done from the start.”
In spite of Targen’s wishes, there was illumination to the north a few minutes later as the spire came online, and Wilch returned to kneel before the flip.  He scrolled through menus and tapped on the display and then hummed happily to himself as he achieved success.
“We’ve now established a connection, sir,” he said.
“Hooray for that,” Targen said humourlessly.
The radio at Targen’s belt came to life, but the volume was too low for him to hear clearly.
“Say again?” he said, lifting it to his face and adjusting the knob.
“We’ve reached the target.  Standby.  Over.”
“Roger that.  Over,” Targen said.  He looked down at me.  “I hope your friend’s got something worthwhile to show us.”
“She does.  Everything Cabre wants is right there waiting for him.”
The radio sounded again.  “Targen, come in.”
“Targen here.  What’s the deal?”
“Targen, it’s Gunrix.  I’m trying to connect with your flip.  Do you have it up yet?  Over.”
“Yeah, the damn thing is sitting here waiting.  Over.”
“Well, I don’t… no, wait.  I think this is it.  Yeah, there it is.  It looks like I have you now, over.”
A video feed appeared on the flip, jerky and indistinct, and for a moment I thought the connection was breaking up.  Then I realised Gunrix was carrying his flip up a flight of stairs, swinging his arms back and forth and causing the feed to jump.
“Terrific.  I can see a picture of someone’s ass,” Targen said, and Wilch laughed.
“Few flights to go, hang on.  Over.”
They continued to ascend, and I looked out past the flip on the tripod and over to the city, imagining Arsha and the soldiers climbing up the interior of M-Corp right now.  With the groups separated, I decided it was a distinct possibility that Targen might take matters into his own hands if he didn’t get what he wanted.  It seemed clear that he was out for blood.  He wanted to dominate, to impose his power.  To kill.  I wouldn’t put it past him to risk Cabre’s ire by putting a bullet in my head after the information was downloaded.  He had come here to do violence, and I had the feeling that he wasn’t going to leave until that bloodlust was satisfied.
I stretched and wriggled at my bonds.  They were firm enough, but maybe if I kept at it I could get free.  That might at least give me a fighting chance of defending myself if he turned on me.
Gunrix’s grinning visage filled the flip.  “This looks like it,” he said.  “The promised land.”
Targen returned the radio to his belt now that the flip connection had been established, and he stood back with his arms folded to watch as events played out.
“How long is this going to take?” he demanded.
“There’s a lot of data,” I said.  “It depends.  Could be a while.”
Gunrix proceeded through a couple of doors and then his face drew close enough to see the pores of his skin.  He fiddled with something around the edges of the flip, making scraping and scratching sounds and causing the video feed to jump.  As he drew back it became clear that he had mounted it on the wall of the data centre, as I could see the familiar view of the room clearly – the smooth metal strips of the rack-mounted servers glinting behind the main console.
Cabre and the other soldiers appeared, and then, appearing small and fragile in contrast, Arsha strode between them and up to the console.  Without waiting for instructions, she sat and began to type, turning in the seat to point something out to Gunrix.  Her voice was drowned out by Cabre, who stepped up to the flip to look at us.
“How’s everyone doing over there?” he said amiably.
“Wonderful,” Malyn said disdainfully.  “Your friend here tied us up for no reason.”
“I trust Major General Targen’s judgement,” Cabre said.  “If he took action against you, I’m sure there was good reason.”
“Remember our deal, Cabre,” I said.  “We all get out of this unharmed, and everyone’s happy.”
Cabre inclined his head.  “I remember what was said, Brant.  No need to remind me of it.”  He looked about him.  “In truth, I expected something more inspiring than this.  For a place that contains the future of the world, it’s awfully mundane.”
“You should have told us you were coming,” I said.  “We could have spruced the place up for you.”
Cabre gave me a wry grin.  “Well, I guess it doesn’t matter now, does it?  It’s the information that’s important.”  He turned back to Gunrix, who had hunched forward toward the display screen.  “Gunner?  How’s it looking?”
“Wait,” I heard Arsha say, peering at the flip.  “Where are the children?  Brant?”
“They’re okay, Arsha,” I said.  “They were taken inside.  We’re unharmed.”
“All right, then,” she said.  Through the video feed she looked stiff and pallid, nervous.  Being in the presence of those large and imposing soldiers was obviously making her uncomfortable.  “I’m going to proceed,” she announced.
Gunrix watched over her shoulder as she accessed the system.  The two of them scrolled through a number of menus, accessing files and viewing their content.
“There’s a lot here, General,” Gunrix said.  “Brant wasn’t lying.  This… this is the mother lode.”  He made no attempt to keep the excitement out of his voice.
“How long till we get it downloaded?  I want a local copy to take away as well as an upload through the Grid.”
“Shouldn’t take more than a few minutes, General.”  He tapped on the screen.  “I’m kicking it off now.”
Cabre gazed into the flip again, his face filling the screen.  “I’m glad we had this opportunity to help one another, Brant.  I have to admit that I didn’t expect things to go quite this smoothly.”
“I’m glad too, General,” I said, realising for the first time that we might make it through this unharmed.  “Is it okay if we–”
Gunrix reached out suddenly and gripped a handful of Arsha’s hair, hauling her unceremoniously off the chair and swinging her around violently.  She shrieked in pain as she was thrown across the room, thumping noisily against the wall and going down in a heap, dazed from the impact.
“Have a seat until the transfer finishes,” Gunrix said with a laugh.
“Cabre!” I yelled, struggling to my feet.  “You said no one would be harmed!”
Cabre shrugged.  “Corporal Gunrix was just making sure your friend here doesn’t do anything to impede the data transfer.”
“Bullshit!  That was–”
“Sit him down,” Cabre said curtly, and Targen strode forward, clouting me on the side of the face with enough force to lay me flat on my back.  I groaned, feeling like I’d been run over by a shuttle.
“Cabre,” I said, wriggling back onto my knees with a great deal of effort.  My jaw felt loose from the blow.  “We had a deal!”
“I don’t make deals with traitors.  I don’t make deals with my enemies.”  He shook his head disparagingly.  “What did you take me for, Brant?  An idiot?  I’m holding all the cards.  You lost my trust during our first meeting, and once lost it can never be replaced.”  He turned and looked at Arsha squirming on the floor.  “I’m going to take your friend back to AC and see what else is in that head of hers.  And I’m going to do the same to you.”
“You fucking liar!” I yelled, distraught.
“Targen.  Kill Malyn,” Cabre added.  He paused.  “Execute the children.  They won’t survive alone.  Put them out of their misery.”
“Oh, fuck yes,” Targen said.  “Finally, some action.”
“Cabre, you sonovabitch!” I screamed, trying to get up, but Targen knocked me down again as if I were nothing but a child.  He indicated to Wilch to bring him a rifle, his eyes lingering on Malyn with what could only be described as lust.
“Cabre!” I yelled again, but the man in black simply gave me a little half smile and turned his back on me, as if done with me for good.
Arsha continued to squirm on the floor, unnoticed by Cabre, Gunrix and the others as they watched the data flick across the display screen.  Cabre clapped a hand companionably on the Corporal’s back and whispered something.  They both laughed.
I saw Arsha reach into her pocket, pulling out the little black box.  She turned to look at us, tears streaming down her cheeks, appearing even paler than before.  I wondered numbly why that box meant so much to her.
“Brant, take care of them,” I heard her say weakly, sounding hurt and disoriented.  She looked right at me, her eyes pleading.  Her face was more desolate than the farthest reaches of the wasteland.
I looked around helplessly at Targen and the other soldiers, wrenching at my wrists, but they were held fast.  Take care of them?  How could I do that?  I was as powerless to stop Ascension as she was.  I was only one clank against so many.
“Arsha,” I said, my voice cracking with emotion.  “There’s too many.  I can’t–”
Then I understood.  She wasn’t asking me to take care of the soldiers.
She was asking me to take care of the children.
Her thumb flicked something on the black box and she squeezed her eyes shut, sobbing.
The feed on the flip went black.
Down the slope, the stillness of the city was interrupted by a gout of dust and mortar and flame, erupting silently from one side of the M-Corp tower like a volcanic blast.  It sprayed out through the air, an arc of brown and black debris that cascaded outward and down the side of the building like a river.
The ground shook and Targen looked up from his newly acquired rifle with a disconcerted grunt.
We all sat stunned, not quite believing what we were seeing, and then a few seconds later the sound assaulted us like a thousand firecrackers going off at once, a resounding boom that shook the very air around us.
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“The fuck?” Targen gaped, disbelieving.
I watched the fire and black smoke billowing from the ragged tear in the side of M-Corp as the noise subsided, struggling against the shock that was crowding my mind.  That little black box Arsha had taken with her wasn’t some memento destined for the graveyard, I realised.  It was a remote detonator.  Somehow she must have planted explosives in the M-Corp data centre.
But how?  When?
Targen staggered as another explosion made the ground vibrate, and then he began to recover his poise, realising what had happened.
“She rigged the place!” he said.  “That backstabbing little bitch!”
Liv stood horrified nearby, a hand to her face, unable to tear her eyes away from the awful spectacle.  She blinked and gave a little shudder, then gathered herself and looked around the street as if emerging from a dream.
“Wilch, Barke,” she said hoarsely.  “We need to get a rescue team together.  We need to go and look for survivors–”
“Survivors?” Targen said with a guffaw.  “Were we watching the same thing just now?  There’s nothing left over there.  That bitch blew half the building apart.”
Liv raised her radio regardless.  “Scout team, are you there, over?”  There was no reply.  “Gunrix?  Cabre?  Is anyone left alive–”
“Put that down,” Targen ordered.  “We’ll go look in a minute.”  He turned back to Malyn and me.  “After we’ve taken care of business here.”
“Throw them in the transport and take them back to Ascension City,” Liv suggested.  “How else are we going to get the information Cabre wanted?”
“We’re not going to do that,” Targen said, looking me right in the eye.  “We’re going to finish them off, just like Cabre ordered.  But before we do that, we’re going to need to teach them a lesson first.”
I tried to think of something I could say or do to avert our fate, but nothing came to me.  By the look on Targen’s face, nothing was going to sway him from his desired course of action.
“Get the kids,” Targen said, his eyes not leaving mine.  “We’ll do them first.”
“What are you talking about?” Liv said, her voice sounding strained.  She was evidently struggling to come to grips with what was happening.  “What’s the point of that now?”
“You don’t understand shit, do you?” Targen spat.  “We’re following through on Cabre’s last order.  Barke!  Get in there and get those kids.  Now!”
“Yessir!”  The soldier jumped into action and began heading up the path.
“Targen, what are you doing?” Liv said.  “I don’t understand this.  What’s the point of slaughtering these innocent children?”
“They’re enemies of Ascension.”
“What?  Is that what has become of us?  Is that what has become of Ascension?  Butchering children to prove a point?”
“Didn’t you hear Cabre?  He ordered us to do it.”
“It didn’t make sense when he said it, and it’s not making sense now,” Liv said.  “What happened to us?  What happened to Ascension?  This is not what we’re about.”
Targen’s mouth bunched into a knot.  “Don’t you dare tell me how to run this army, Major General.  You’re talking to the new General now.  I don’t need your pontificating or your empty moralisations.”
“Don’t you see we brought this upon ourselves?”  She pointed out toward the skyscrapers.  “This is what happens when we start making the wrong decisions.  Cabre made a promise and he broke it, and now he’s paid the price.  If he’d just held up his end of the bargain–”
“Sir, the children are gone,” Barke said from the doorway.
“What?” Targen yelled.  “Check in the back rooms, you idiot.”
“I did, sir.  They’re, uh… they’re not in the house.”
Mish, I thought grimly.  Brave girl.  Take them and run.  Run for your life.
“I could, uh… check down the street?” Barke said uncertainly.
“Go!” Targen roared, and the soldier flinched at the sound of the Major General’s voice.  “Wilch, go with him and round them up.  And be quick about it.”  He looked down at me.  “Don’t want to keep our guests waiting.”
I wriggled at my bonds again, trying to slip free.  They felt slightly looser than before.  Perhaps Mish had bought me enough time to get out of these shackles.
“We’re not killing those children,” Liv said adamantly, stepping closer.  “I won’t have their blood on my hands.”
“Stand down, Major General,” Targen warned.
“No,” Liv said, drawing herself up to her full height, standing a good head above Targen.  “I’m not going to do that.  Not this time.  I’m not going to let you twist Ascension any further.”
“You’re not in a position to decide what I can and can’t do, Liv,” Targen said.
“In the end Cabre lost sight of what Ascension are truly about,” Liv said, “and so have you.”
“Ascension are about justice,” Targen said, not intimidated by her size and proximity.  “An eye for an eye.  That’s what we’ve always been about.”
“No, this isn’t justice.  Cabre gave his word that he wouldn’t harm Brant and the others.”
“Yeah.  And then they killed him.”
“Only when he betrayed them.”  Her voice softened.  “I’m telling you that we’ve lost our way, Targen.  These weren’t the principles Ascension were founded upon.  We were supposed to protect clanks like these.  Now look at us.  We’ve become a parody of ourselves.”
“Well, times are changin’,” he said.  He glanced down the street to where the two soldiers drifted between the houses as they attempted to find the children.  His brow creased and he shook his head.  “Screw this, I’m done waiting.”  He lifted the rifle toward me.  “See you in the next life, fucker.”
“Targen, wait,” Liv said, stepping toward him with her hand outstretched.
Targen turned on her and pulled off a shot, hitting her in the neck and sending pieces of synthetic flesh flying through the air.  Liv made a strangled sound and was knocked backward and off her feet.  She hit the road heavily and lay there unmoving on her back, and as Targen sauntered over toward her he put two more rounds into her torso.
He stood over her, his eyes demonic.
“You can’t understand how long I’ve wanted to do that,” he said.  “Now Cabre isn’t here to protect you, you got what you deserved.”  He worked his head in a circle as if to free up his neck muscles.  “This might well be the best day ever,” he added cheerily.
My hands would not come free of the flexicuffs, but I didn’t let that stop me.  While Targen’s back was turned I struggled to my feet and drove at him as hard as I could.  He half turned as I reached him and I hit him flush in the ribs.
The average clank would have been laid out flat on his back from a blow like that, but Targen barely felt it.  In return, I ended up sprawling on the ground, landing heavily on my shoulder.  I grunted in pain.
Targen glanced at me as if I was a fly that had bounced off his chest.
“I want you to know,” he said, looming above me and blotting out the sky, “that I’m not going to let you get off as quickly as Liv got off.  I’m going to make sure that you feel every last second of what I have in store for you.”
Malyn appeared with a scream of rage, hurling herself at Targen in the same fashion I had, but he stretched out an arm and caught her around the neck easily with one hand.  She dangled there above the ground, her hands behind her back and her legs flailing as she made choking sounds filled with anger and desperation.
“And you,” he said with a smile.  “I’m going to have all kinds of fun with you.”
He tossed her across the street and she fell into a heap on the dying grass by the sidewalk.  Targen returned his attention to me and lifted the rifle again.
“Where do you want it first?” he teased, squinting down the sights of the rifle as he slowly moved his aim up and down my body.  “Knee?  Foot?  Hand?  Let’s see here–”
A massive hand suddenly clamped down on his rifle and ripped it from his grasp.  Targen turned, his outrage turning to surprise as he saw Liv towering above him, her face ghoulish, a great chunk of flesh missing below her ear where she’d been shot.
“You attacked an officer of Ascension,” she said, her voice twisted and garbled, and then her massive fist slammed forward, connecting with the side of Targen’s face like a pile driver.
Targen reeled backward from the impact, teeth scattering across the asphalt like a handful of pebbles.  He tried to open his ruined mouth as Liv advanced but only a strange squealing noise came out.
“You attacked an officer of Ascension and your penalty is death,” she said calmly, with that oddly distorted voice.  She grimaced as she drew her fist back even further, and when she swung again, the force of her knuckles impacting his metal skull was like a wrecking ball, the violence of it snapping his spine and most of the synthetic tendons in his neck, causing his head to loll backward and dangle down his back grotesquely.
Targen’s squealing stopped and he fell backward.  He was dead before he hit the ground.
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I watched Liv standing there above me, outlined against the gloomy sky as she looked down upon Targen, expressionless.  I wasn’t sure what was going on in her mind – whether she was about to turn on me – or if perhaps she was in such a state that she wouldn’t notice me should I attempt to make my escape.  Trying to confront her physically did not even cross my mind.  From what I’d just seen, I might as well have tried to injure a wall of granite.
“What happens when you realise everything you believed in was bullshit?” she said sadly.
I picked myself up slowly, deliberately, so as not to alarm her.  She sounded desolate and lost, and I suddenly felt pity for her.
“You find a way to move on,” I said.  “At least, that’s what I did.”
She looked at me sharply, as if wondering if I was making fun of her, but then seeing my expression, she relaxed.
“They were good men, once,” she said, her eyes returning to Targen’s prone body.  “Most of them, anyway.”
I said nothing, and Liv lifted a hand to her neck, prodding at it gingerly.  She looked out across the city again and tossed the rifle away, moving over to slump against the bonnet of the Humvee that was parked there.  It groaned and creaked as her weight lowered onto it.  Her head drooped disconsolately.
“Somewhere along the line they lost sight of what was right,” she went on to no one in particular.  “They lost sight of what we came here to do.  We were here to make life better for those left behind.  The ones who had no one to fight for them.  I never heard Cabre talk about making clanks live forever or restarting the Grid.  Not in the early days.  That wasn’t our goal.”  She looked up at me.  “What the fuck happened?”
I walked slowly toward her.  “Liv–”
“How long would it have taken for us to lose sight of everything, I wonder?  To throw it all away for the promise of immortality, or whatever it was Cabre wanted.”  She gestured helplessly.  “Were we even any better than the Marauders in the end?”
Unsure of what to say, I simply said, “Liv.  Thank you.”
She scowled.  “Don’t thank me.  I didn’t do it for you.  I don’t even know if I did it for me.  I just did it because it needed to be done.”  She got up and the Humvee creaked again.  She walked toward me.  “I always looked up to Cabre so much.  I would have done anything for him while he was alive.  I would have laid down my life for him.  Maybe that was the problem.  I was so blinded by loyalty… by my belief in what he was doing, that even I’d begun to lose my way.”
She reached behind me and snapped the flexicuffs apart like paper, freeing my hands.  Then she moved over to Malyn and did the same.
“Thank you, Liv,” Malyn said.
I looked around, realising that the soldiers were still out there hunting the children.
“Mish and the kids,” I said to Malyn.  “We have to find them.”
Malyn nodded and began to move away, but Liv called after her.
“Wait,” Liv said.  “Let me handle this.”  She raised her voice.  “Wilch!  Barke!  Report!”
The two soldiers appeared moments later from within houses down the street, still empty-handed.
“We still haven’t found the targets, Major General,” Barke said.
“That doesn’t matter,” Liv said.  “Come back here, right now.”
The two soldiers trotted up the hill, stopping abruptly when they saw Targen lying on the street half-decapitated and Liv with a gaping wound in her neck and face.
“What–” Barke said, noticing Malyn and I were now free of our bonds.  “What’s going on?  I heard gunshots, but figured Targen was executing the prisoners.”
“No,” Liv said, drawing herself up again as she addressed them.  “Targen attacked me, unprovoked.  He tried to kill me.  I had no choice but to put him down.”
“This is bullshit,” Wilch said nervously.  He half raised his rifle.  “Something’s going on here.”
“You point that at me, soldier,” Liv said ominously, “and it’ll be the last thing you ever do.”
“But what about them?” Wilch said, glancing at me.  “What about the kids?”
“I’m letting them go,” Liv said.  “They’ve committed no offence here today.”
“But Cabre–”
“Cabre is no longer the leader of Ascension,” Liv said.  “You don’t take your orders from him anymore.”
“Well, I’m not taking them from you,” Barke said impudently.
“Then get the hell out of my sight,” Liv growled.  “You are dismissed.  Return to Ascension City immediately.”
The two of them looked at each other, then jogged toward the Humvee, keeping a wary eye on the three of us.
“No,” Liv said calmly.  “Leave it.  You can walk.”
They were about to protest but, seeing the look on Liv’s face, decided against it.  Muttering curses under their breath, they made haste up the hill and ran out of sight.
Without waiting any longer, Malyn and I began to search down the street, calling out for Mish and the children to come out of hiding.  An agonising three or four minutes passed where we could find no trace of them.  They seemed to have vanished into thin air.  I went first to all of the places that might be familiar to them: the coop, the spare lot where they’d built some little forts, the copse of saplings down by the gully, but they were not there.
After much calling and cajoling with assurances that everything was okay, they eventually emerged from under a pile of discarded junk beside one of the houses at the bottom of the hill.
They came running to me and I got down on one knee, embracing them all in a giant bear hug and placing kisses on their heads.  I saved the biggest hug for Mish, holding her tight as I whispered in her ear.
“That was amazing, what you just did,” I told her.  “I can’t believe how brave that was.  I’m so proud of you.”
She blushed as she returned my embrace, placing her arms around my neck and squeezing tight.
“I was really scared,” she admitted.  “That’s not a very grown-up thing to be, is it?”
“Being scared?  That’s very grown-up,” I assured her.  “It’s how you handle the fear that makes you a grown-up.  And you handled it great, Mish.”
She smiled and we began to lead the children back up the hill.  Malyn came jogging toward us and fell in at our side.
“Thank god,” she said.  “All present and accounted for?”
“Every last one,” I said.
“Hey, Daddy,” Atlas said, taking my hand.  “Did you hear the thunder?”
I thought of the explosion, and in turn Arsha, and my euphoria at finding the children suddenly vanished.  How was I going to tell them about what had happened?  I hadn’t even had time to come to grips with it myself yet.
“Uh, yeah.  It was loud, huh?”
“Are the bad men gone?” Loren said, craning her neck up the street to where Liv sat on the ground by herself, her legs crossed and head bowed.
“They’re gone, Loren,” I said.  “We won’t see them again.  There’s only the good guys left here now.”
“Did they bring Arsha back?” Myron said.
I touched him lightly on the head, trying to rein in my emotions.
“We’ll catch up with her again later, okay, buddy?” I said.  Myron nodded uncertainly, and I could only hope the quaver in my voice had gone unnoticed.
We reached Liv and, before I could stop him, Atlas went and climbed up into her lap as if she were a big comfy couch.
“Hello, I’m Atlas.  Who are you?”
Liv started at the sight of him looking up at her, coming out of her self-absorbed state and glancing over at me in confusion.
“Uh… I’m Liv.”
“What happened to your ear?” he said.
“Atlas,” I admonished, moving over in order to take him away, but Liv held up a meaty hand to indicate it was okay.
“I got a little scratch there, Atlas.  Nothing to worry about.”  She stared down at him, then reached up and gently placed her huge hand on his head.  “You forget how beautiful and perfect they are,” she said.  “The little ones.”
“Yeah.  You do.”
Malyn appeared at my side, uneasy.  “Hey, man, it still isn’t safe here.  We could have more Ascension guys roll in at any minute.”
“She’s right,” Liv said, easing Atlas away and getting ponderously to her feet.  “You should take the children and go.”
I looked around.  “Okay.  I’ll carry as much as I can, but without Arsha here to help, that’s not going to be much.”
“What are you carrying?” Liv said curiously.
“Grain stores, water, clothing.  The children themselves.”  I sighed.  “There’s just so much.”
Liv glanced about the street, taking stock of the situation.  Her eyes lingered on the vehicles parked nearby.
“Take the transport,” she suggested.  “There’s more than enough room for them in there.”
I looked at her sceptically.  “You’d really give that to us?”
“I think Ascension probably owe you that, for what you’ve been through.  Like I said, we used to be about helping clanks.  It’s time we started that again.”
“So what’s the destination, man?” Malyn said.
“I don’t know,” I said.  “How far is that transport going to get me, Liv?”
“There should be enough in the tank to take you a half day’s ride from here, maybe more.”
“Good,” I said.
“You got a place in mind?” Malyn said.
I scratched lightly at the scar on my cheek as I considered.  “South.  I’ll try to outrun this damn smoke in the sky and find someplace where the sun is shining, if I can.”
Liv walked over to me.  “I was out at the coast a couple of weeks back,” she said.  “I was checking up on the construction out there.  I think I told you about it.  The one that’s going to pump seawater back to Ascension City.”  She squinted down at me.  “It was sunny there.”
My eyes widened.  “What?”
“Well, maybe ‘sunny’ isn’t the right term.  There was still smoke in the sky, but not much.  Sunlight was getting through, that’s for sure.”
“But… how?”
Liv shrugged.  “I’m not an expert on weather patterns, or anything like that, but maybe the winds coming in off the ocean help to disperse the smoke.  Or maybe it’s just far enough west to be out of the path of the soot cloud.  I’m not sure.”
“It’s worth a shot,” I said.
“Yeah.  Just head south, out of the city here, and then west.  If you take the transport, you’ll reach the coast in half a day, most likely.  The Ascension pumping operation is well north of here.  With any luck, they’ll leave you alone.”
Malyn clapped me on the back and managed a smile.  “You aren’t going to get a better offer than that, Cleanskin.”
I walked over to the transport, and Liv hobbled over to assist in opening the rear storage compartment.  There were rows of metal racks running the length of the interior, and stacked neatly at the end were an assortment of containers that Gunrix had brought to collect samples.  They varied in shape and size and looked as though they would accommodate a wide variety of specimens.
“The containers,” I said excitedly.  “I can use those to transport the plants from the garden.  We could take them with us.”
“Whatever you do,” Liv said, “you should do it fast.  Like Malyn said, we could have company here any minute.”
We set to work.  I took Mish and the children into the garden and carefully began to extract the plants from the soil, hoping that I was getting all the roots as well.  I took the healthiest specimens first and loaded them into containers, giving them a good dose of water before handing them off to Malyn and Liv to load into the transport.  With any luck they would survive the journey west.
Liv also made a number of journeys down to the gully to fetch water, hauling back great quantities of it, and then she began to collect items from the garage as well: hammers and saws, a wheelbarrow, sacks of grain and anything else that looked useful.  Then she started on the house, packing up cups and blankets and cutlery.
As we neared the end of our work in the garden, she appeared at the back door of the house, stooping to get her massive frame through.
“Brant?  I’m not sure if I’m supposed to collect these or not.  You better come look.”
Curious, I followed her inside the house and back along the corridor, her shoulders so broad that they barely fit between the walls.  She stopped outside the storeroom and indicated inside.
“What are these?” she said.
The storeroom was very different from the last time I had seen it.  Previously it had been home to various knick-knacks and tools that Arsha and I had kept for safekeeping.  Now the floor was covered in rounded metal capsules that were approximately knee-height, shiny and black apart from a single horizontal stripe on which a row of LEDs blinked.
“Well, they…”  I stopped, disconcerted.  “They look like portable cryopods.”
“They are,” Mish said, appearing at my elbow.  “Arsha went and collected them from a safe house in the city a week or so back.”
“But what’s inside?” I said.
“Arsha said it’s the embryos from the lab,” Mish said.  “She wanted them taken out of the tall building in the city.”
“But why?”
“I don’t know,” Mish said.  “She took us there one day and told me to look after the children in our play area on the third floor.”  She frowned, remembering.  “She had a bag full of brown bricks.  They looked like rubber or something.  I tried looking inside but she told me to get away.  They had ‘X5’ written on them, I think.”
“X7?” I said.
Mish shrugged.  “Might have been.”
“Plastic explosive,” Liv said.  “That’s how she blew the data centre.  But where did she get hold of it?”
“There was a weapons cache we found on the south side,” I said, thinking back to the time when Arsha had led me to the underground compartment so that I could arm myself with a shotgun.  “She must have gotten it there.”
It all started to make sense.  Arsha and I had already discussed the danger of having that repository of data sitting in M-Corp’s data centre.  She must have decided to rig it with explosives in readiness for the Marauders – or anyone else – coming in search of it.
But I should have known she wouldn’t have endangered the seeds and embryos stored at M-Corp by keeping them in a place that was ready to go up in smoke.  She’d transferred everything to the portable cryopods, then brought them here, where we had enough charge on the solar cells to keep them running.
I stepped carefully into the room and pulled a white sheet away from something sitting against the wall.  Underneath were two a-wombs that Arsha had obviously unbolted and removed from the lab as well, to be used to grow the embryos when the time was right.
It seemed that Arsha had achieved more here in the city than I had by wandering out all that way into the darkness.
“Thank you, Arsha,” I said sadly, replacing the sheet and covering the a-wombs once again.  “For everything.”

Some time later we had the transport loaded, going so far as to place a few chickens inside, as well as a jar of earthworms and some other insects the children had caught.  There was too much here at Somerset to take everything.  Maybe one day I would come back for more of it, but for now we would have to make do with what we had.
The children climbed up into the cab, their excitement at taking a ride in the big machine overriding the turmoil they’d experienced earlier in the day.  In fairness, they had not yet realised Arsha’s fate.  They did not truly know what they’d lost.  There would be time later to explain it to them.  There would be time for grief.  For now we just had to get out of here as quickly as we could.
“Thank you again, Liv,” I said, reaching out and shaking her hand.  
“Good luck to you, Brant,” she said.  “I hope things work out for you and the little ones.”
“What about you?” I said.  “What are you going to do?”
Liv’s eyes drifted away and she stared out across the city.  “I’m going to go back.  I’m going to return to Ascension City and try to make things right.  I know I’m not well respected there but… in truth, I’m the leader of Ascension now.  It’s my responsibility to lead those soldiers and take us in the right direction again.”
“What about the insurgents?”
“We need to work with them, not against them.  There’s no reason why we can’t move forward together in peace, especially now that the Marauders are gone.  That’s going to be my goal.”  She looked back at me.  “Cabre thought the future belonged to a select few, but it doesn’t.  Everyone deserves their own piece of it.”
“That’s going to be one hell of a fight, to bring them all together,” I said.  “I hope you can do it.”
“If I don’t, then things will never change,” Liv said.  “Clanks will still live as slaves in AC.  They’ll live in fear.  I have to try.”
I nodded and Liv stepped back.  Malyn moved forward and I took her hand, giving her a warm smile.
“I’m not going to help you up into the transport,” I joked.  “I know you hate it when I do that.”
“You don’t have to,” she said, and her smile faltered.  “I’m not coming with you.”
My heart sank.  “What?”
“I’m going with Liv.”
I looked between them, confused.  “But… why?”
“You were right before, when you told me this wasn’t my fight.  You have these children to look after, and that’s your responsibility, but it’s not mine.  My responsibility is back there in Ascension City, with Elias and Lunn and those others I left behind.  My friends are back there, fighting a losing battle against Ascension.  I have to help them.”
“But–”
“This is my chance to do something, Cleanskin,” she said.  “Something that really matters.  To make my mark on the world.”
“Malyn, please–”
“I’ve already talked it over with Liv.  We’re going to take the Humvee back together.  She’s going to need all the help she can get back there.  She’ll need the support of people like Lunn and the insurgents, and I can help her get it.  We’ll take the fight to Ascension, right to their rotten core.  We’ll cut it out and put things right.  Then we’re going to get to work putting out those fires.”
“We’ll divert the seawater pump,” Liv chimed in.  “It will take months, but it can be done.  We won’t let you down.”
I desperately wanted to say something to change her mind, to somehow come up with the words that would make her turn away from this crusade and instead follow me out to the ocean.  But looking into her eyes, I could see the resolve there.  The belief.  Her feelings for me, as strong as they were, would not come between the loyalty and the sense of duty she felt toward the friends she had left in Ascension City.
It was the kind of strength and integrity that had endeared her to me in the first place, so how could I begrudge it now?
“You said you wanted me to tell you how I felt about you, when all this was over,” I said.
She nodded and bit her lip, her eyes glistening with tears.  “Yeah.”
“Well, I still don’t know how to tell you.  But let me show you.”
I reached out and pulled her against me.  If our first kiss had been borne out of desperation and urgency, this was the counterpoint – an unhurried moment of tenderness in which we allowed the sensations to filter through our senses like a drug.  A moment to savour.  Her lips were soft and cool as they brushed against mine with all the gentleness of a feather.  I experienced a sort of timelessness, as if the world had stopped to allow us a reality that was ours and ours alone.  When she finally pulled away, I held her close and stared into her eyes, wishing that somehow things could have turned out differently.
She pulled away and wiped at her face with the heels of her palms, embarrassed.
“You have to go, man,” she said.
“Yeah.”
I nodded in farewell to Liv and then turned and climbed into the truck, where the children bounced on the seat in their excitement.  I pulled the door shut and started up the truck.  Its engine roared and it began to vibrate, and I reached out through the window to adjust the side mirror.
Malyn stepped up against the edge of the transport and I looked down at her.  There were tears in the corners of her eyes again.
“When I’m finished up there with Liv, when all that’s done, I’ll come find you,” she said over the noise of the engine.  “I’ll see you at the ocean’s end, all right?”
I smiled down at her and said, “All right,” but I couldn’t bring myself to believe it.
As I directed the transport up the hill, I looked back and saw Liv and Malyn standing motionless, watching us leave.  I swung us out of Somerset Drive and wondered if I would ever see this place again.
 



 
EPILOGUE
I took us past the city, manoeuvring the transport across the ruined streets and, at times, using it as a battering ram when the path became blocked.  It was solid enough to take the hits, but with each blow I winced, wondering what was happening to our precious cargo at the rear.  I only hoped the plants back there would hold together and not end up broken apart by the rattling as we tried to break free of the city.
As we bypassed the downtown district I couldn’t help but look back at the column of black smoke that still gushed from M-Corp.  I toyed with the idea of going there and seeing if I could get inside.  What if Arsha had survived the blast?  What if she had somehow been thrown clear and now lay on the sidewalk calling for help?
But I knew that wasn’t possible.  No one could have survived the blast.  I tore my eyes away from M-Corp, the place that had been my home and the cradle of my hopes for so long, and told myself not to look back.  I set my eyes on the road to the south and didn’t waver.
I was still reeling from the shock of what had happened.  Arsha was gone.  My friend and colleague for all those years, the one whose dreams I had shared, the one who had been there with me through all those terrible times… she was not coming back.  The finality of it was almost surreal.  Arsha had always seemed indestructible.  She was always the one who had been in control, the pillar of strength.  It didn’t seem right that I was the one to survive.
I thought again of her sacrifice.  Had she planned it that way all along?  Is that what her little speech to me was about?  Had she really tried to dissuade me from taking on Ascension just so that she could find her own redemption?
I thought not.  I suspected she’d wanted to find a peaceful resolution with Ascension if possible, but when they’d revealed their true intentions she had been left with no other choice.
I wished it could have been me in her place.  She hadn’t deserved to die like that.
In any case, the hand had now been played, the resolution set in motion.  Arsha was dead, and it now fell to me to see these children live in safety and happiness for as long as possible.
When we reached the wasteland, the excitement of the children abated somewhat, and they peered out the windscreen quietly, not knowing what to make of the environment.  I realised they had never seen the world outside the city.  They’d never seen it stripped back to this empty nothingness, this endless stretch of dirt and sand.  To them, houses and streets and skyscrapers were the norm, and they weren’t quite prepared for this contrast.
We drove for hours and hours, the headlights of the transport carving a swath of light through the darkness.  My spirits sank with each passing minute.  If what Liv had said was true, there should have been light filtering through the further west we travelled, but the darkness seemed unrelenting.  I wondered if perhaps the fires had intensified since Liv had ventured to the coast, and if the plume of smoke that was strangling the sky had extended its reach.
In those dark hours I thought of Malyn, too, and a feeling of bitterness overwhelmed me, that she should abandon me in this time of need.  Had she gone back to Ascension City because of Lunn?  Did she really love him, despite what she’d said, and gone back there to be with him?  Had everything she’d said about me been a lie?
After a time I pushed those thoughts aside, ashamed.  I was being selfish, I knew that.  Malyn was capable of making her own choices, regardless of how inconvenient I found them.  In my heart I believed that she really cared for me, and I could only hope that she would come looking for me when she was ready.
I was so caught up in my thoughts that I didn’t notice the light in the sky until the children started shouting at me to look.  I craned my head out the window, and as the wind buffeted my face I saw a glorious slash of pale blue above, the light of a new dawn.  I knew then that the darkness that had surrounded us had simply been the black of night.  We’d driven through it and now the morning had arrived.

We found a little cottage on a hillside that overlooked the ocean, and with the transport’s fuel gauge dipping toward empty, I decided that this would have to do.  As we climbed out I lifted my face to the sky and felt the warmth of the morning sun for what seemed like the first time in forever.  Liv had been right – there was still a smoke haze out here, but not enough to stop the sunlight getting through.  The sun was a darker shade than I remembered, but there was still enough light to give me hope.
The hillside had a good covering of thick green grass that waved in the sea breeze, and that too was a good sign.  The children took the opportunity to stretch their legs, running and frolicking in the open spaces and pointing excitedly at the vast expanse of water down the slope, a thing that they had only read about in books before now.  Out at sea great towers thrust upward, hazy and featureless in the distance, their origins and purpose unknown.
We wasted no time in getting our cargo unloaded, and I chose a plot of land not far from the cottage in which to start our new garden.  The children were more of a hindrance than a help, but their enthusiasm could not be denied, and by the end of the day we were all covered in dark brown soil and grit, and the plants had found their new home.
The first week in the cottage was cold, wet and uncomfortable.  The roof was in a sorry state and materials for repair were hard to come by, but in time we transformed it into a cosy home.  A river wound down to the sea not far away, and fresh water was in good supply.  The plants began to bear fruit again, and I even tried my hand at fishing after discovering there was marine life still surviving here.  Catches were rare, but the children used the opportunity to run and frolic on the golden sands of the beach, and so it was time well spent.
The time came for me to tell the children that Arsha was never coming back, and after all of those battles and struggles against the Marauders and Ascension, this was perhaps the hardest thing I’d ever done.  The children were still too young to grasp the concept fully.  They didn’t understand the ramifications or the finality of death, but regardless, they were filled with a great melancholy that lasted many months.  I rocked them to sleep more times than I could count as they cried her name and begged for her return.  I could do nothing other than to hold them and tell them that everything would be all right, and more than once I shared their tears.
Mish carried her sorrow stoically, putting on a brave face for me and the children every day.  In the quieter moments late at night, I sometimes saw the pain creeping through her mask when she thought no one was watching, and I realised that she might never truly come to grips with the loss of her brother.  She continued to battle with her identity, struggling against the child within her as she yearned to be the woman she could never become.  The responsibility of raising the children at least seemed to bring her comfort, and I hoped that in time she would find peace within herself.
As the months passed the skies began to clear further.  The smoke receded to the east and as the warmer months approached the sun’s bite returned in earnest.  I didn’t know if the fires had run their course, if the seasonal changes had brought about changes in the air currents, or if Malyn and Liv had succeeded in their quest to liberate Ascension City and to douse the flames of the oil wells.  In the end, it didn’t matter which – the skies became blue and sunny, and the future of the children and the animals we’d brought with us were bright again.
Over those first few months there were many nights when I would sit outside the cottage and gaze to the east, waiting and hoping that Malyn would appear.  I imagined my reaction upon seeing her, rehearsing my greeting, practising all the right words and actions to welcome her home.  How we would fall into each other’s arms and embrace, free of danger at last and looking toward the future together.
But she did not come, and eventually I put an end to my nightly routine and told myself to get on with my life.
I didn’t know what the future held for these children, or for the human race, but in time I managed to stop worrying about that as well.  I just enjoyed my time with them, savouring the gift of their presence and the feeling of togetherness and love.  I often thought of the cryopods back home, and the myriad uncertainties around their future.  Was there enough power in the solar cells to keep them running?  Would the embryos have deteriorated too much by now?  Were they damaged during their relocation from the lab?
I couldn’t know the answer to any of those questions, not until I went back.  One day, maybe when the children were old enough to fend for themselves, I would return to see if there was anything left to salvage, if there was more life I could bring back into the world.  But that would have to wait.  For now, my life centred around the cottage overlooking the ocean and the children within.
I did not feel the burden of responsibility on my shoulders, or at least, not in the way I once had.  It no longer felt like a crushing weight bearing down upon me, but instead more like a comforting blanket.  A blessing that I’d been given the life I was living.  After all, I’d done the unthinkable.  Not only had I been there at the end of the world to see it all go down in flames, but I was also there at the start, to witness its new beginning.

Chidi hefted the fish and clutched it uncertainly in her forearms, her nose wrinkling up in disgust.
“Are we really going to eat this?” she said.  A gust of wind curled off the ocean behind her, and I squinted at her as the setting sun cast its orange light across the water.
“Sure thing,” I said.  “It’ll be nice, you wait and see.”
“No way,” Atlas said, sitting on the other side of the fire with his arms crossed, his broken limb long healed.  “I’m not touching it.”
“Me either,” Loren said.
“Seriously?” I said good-naturedly.  “I mean, come on, guys.  I’ve been trying to catch one of these things for close to a year now.  You’re not going to bail on me after all that work, are you?”
“Well, I don’t eat animals,” Atlas said defiantly.  “They’re yucky.”
“You’ve never eaten an animal before,” I said, stirring the coals with a length of metal.  “How do you know you don’t like it?”
“Because I do.”
“Mish, back me up, here,” I said.  “Fish are tasty, right?”
“Delicious,” the synthetic girl agreed, nodding at the smaller ones.  “My favourite.”
“Still not eating it,” Myron said, dumping himself down next to Atlas in a show of solidarity.  “Not in ten zillion years.”
“If you don’t eat your fish, you don’t get your strawberries,” I said.
“Not fair!” they shouted in chorus.
I smiled and took the fish from Chidi, placing it down on a rock before me as the children continued to argue their case.  As I looked down at it, I realised that I’d never gutted a fish before.  It was yet another task I would have to figure out by trial and error.  One of many.
As I considered what to do, out of habit my eyes returned to the east.
She strode across the wasteland in a pale jacket and a black vest, a shotgun resting on one shoulder and a lopsided smirk on her face, like some kind of warrior goddess forged out of the stuff of the desert itself.  Her figure glowed in the late afternoon sun, and as she pulled back her hood and shook out her hair she sent dust glittering in the sunlight like specks of gold.
“Yo, Cleanskin,” she called, her footsteps sending up puffs of dirt as she strode toward us.  “You got room for one more?”
I got to my feet and returned her smile, feeling the corner of my mouth pushing at the scar on my cheek as if it were exploring new territory.  I liked the feel of it.  It was something I could get used to.
“For you, Malyn, I guess we can manage that.”
 



 
Author’s Note
So here we are at the end of the Silent Earth series.  Writing this trilogy has been a wonderful experience for me, not only since I learned so much about the craft of writing, but also because I was able to surprise myself time and again throughout the journey.  I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed bringing it to you.
If you’d like to drop me a line, get in touch at: contact@markrhealy.com
As an indie author just getting started, I need all the help I can get in spreading the word.  If you enjoyed this book, please tell your neighbour, their dog, or any random strangers wandering past your house about the wonders of Mark R. Healy.  Failing that, posting a review on Amazon, on your blog, on Goodreads.com, on Facebook, or anywhere else will also help.  Those reviews often encourage people who have never heard of me to take a chance on one of my books, so they are worth their weight in gold.
Without giving away too much, there are more books on the way in the near future.  Keep an eye on markrhealy.com or join my mailing list at: http://eepurl.com/O2dhT
Until then, all the best, and thanks for coming along for the ride!
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